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Book 33


Search & Rescue: NinJack Attack!

By: Pixel Ate


Chapter 1

“We did it!” Dad shouted loudly, startling Jack and Kate, who were minding their own business doing homework. Kate sighed heavily, annoyed at the interruption.

Jack, on the other hand, was happy for any distraction from math. He leapt to his feet and ran to the kitchen, where Mom and Dad sat at a table, looking at a sheet of paper.

Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) had been lying at Jack's feet, and startled by the boy's sudden reaction. Like a switch flipping, he went into hunter mode, chasing after the boy.

“What? What did we do?” Jack asked, followed by a yelp. “Ow! Bruce!” Jack shoved the cat, who had leapt onto his back, off. “Ya darn cat.”

“Meow purr!” Bruce said, rubbing against Jack’s legs.

“How’s your homework coming, Jack?” Mom asked.

“Normal.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “You’d better get it all done today. It’s Friday, and if you want to have the weekend for fun, get your work done first.”

“Yeah, Jack,” Kate said as she sauntered into the kitchen.

Jack stuck his tongue out at her. “You’re not a parent, Kate!”

Kate opened her mouth to say something, but Mom held up her hand.

Kate shrugged and looked at Dad. “What’d you do?”

“We’ve narrowed down the name for the restaurant to three names.” Dad beamed.

“You still haven’t figured that out yet?” Kate asked.

“The restaurant is already built and you haven't figured out the name yet.” Jack smirked and shook his head.

The restaurant in question was the cover story for the Smith family as they became employees of the VGA—Video Game Agents. Their job was to rescue people who had somehow gotten stuck in Minecraft, just like they had. The secret agency had to hide the fact that people could go into video games from the world—and that video games could sometimes come out—so they came up with cover stories for those people that worked for them.

The cover story for the Smith family was not just a way to protect their identities and their job as agents, but it was also a lifelong dream of Dad’s—his very own barbecue restaurant. Once all the paperwork was in order, the restaurant happened quickly. The VGA bought a restaurant that was closing, and simply retrofitted it, changing the theme from the taco shop it had been to a barbecue joint. It was all ready to go, except for the blank brick area above the entrance, just waiting for a name.

Dad crossed his arms. “A name is vitally important. It needs to stick in the mind and make your mouth water.”

“Gross,” Kate said.

“How else will people remember it?” Dad asked.

“How about from the food?” Kate asked.

Mom chuckled. “That’s what I said.”

Dad waved his hand in the air. “We know the food will be remembered, that’s a given. Your mom is helping after all.” He grabbed Mom’s hand and squeezed it. “But a name is the second most important thing.”

“Okay, so what’d you come up with?” Jack asked.

“We narrowed it down to three names. Ruffage and Rubs...”

Jack wrinkled his nose. “Ruffage? What is that? It sounds gross.”

“It’s vegetables and stuff,” Dad said.

“Just no,” Kate said, and Jack nodded, pointing at her.

“Yeah, Kate's right. That one’s out.” Jack shook his head.

Dad gripped the paper in front of him. “Okay, okay. Then there's Smoke and Salads.”

Jack frowned. “What? No, that doesn’t sound very good. It doesn’t sound like a barbecue place to me. What’s with all the vegetable stuff?”

Dad held his hands up. “I just wanted to make a name that combines something your mom loves with what I love.”

Mom squeezed his arm. “That’s very sweet, hon, but like I told you, these names are all terrible. You should just go with the one you already picked.”

“Well, let me ask the kids the last one. How about Meats and Treats?”

“I love it!” Jack shouted, dancing in place. “You can have all the best things! Banana pudding, molasses bars, pumpkin pie—”

“All your naming is the treats,” Kate said, rolling her eyes at her brother.

“Yeah!” Dad crossed his arms, looking at Jack. “You’re forgetting the best part. The meat!”

Mom chuckled. “See? I told you that would happen. I don’t like meat in the name anyway.” Mom shuddered.

“Plus, it sounds like a pet food store.” Kate faked a gag.

Dad sighed. “Fine, fine.” He looked at the kids. “What do you think of The Chopping Block?”

“Oooh,” Kate said, letting the name simmer in her brain.

“I like it! It reminds me of Minecraft,” Jack said.

Kate nodded in agreement. “It totally does!”

“And it doesn’t have any meat or animals in the name,” Mom said.

“But still gives you a meaty feel,” Jack added.

Dad nodded smartly. “Okay, I’ll let Agent Jackson know we’ve finally decided.” He picked up his GameDude—the device the VGA issued to all of its employees to keep in touch—and dialed. “Agent Jackson?” Dad asked as a voice too low to make out came out of the speaker. “We’ve got the name.”

“FINALLY!” The voice on the other end shouted so loudly the speakers squealed and Dad had to pull it away from his ear.


Chapter 2

Agent Jackson showed up later that evening, and Mom was ecstatic to have a guest for dinner. She made brisket birria tacos filled with cheese so thick that every bite left gooey strings of deliciousness hanging. She’d also made a spicy stew to dip the tacos in. Their meeting didn’t start until after dinner, because everyone’s mouths were too full to do much talking.

Agent Jackson had become the family’s case worker, their liaison between the VGA and themselves. The Smith family hadn’t known, but a few of the agents fought for the position because of the tasty dinners that were always ready and waiting when they arrived. He loved it because every time he visited, he was well fed, either with Mom’s amazing cooking, or Dad’s smokey barbecue ready to go.

With their meal finished and bellies full, they sat around the table eating even more—a tres leches cake Mom had made. It was a new recipe, and she was nervous about how it’d turned out. After barely restraining himself from licking his plate clean, the agent cleared his throat. “Alrighty then, that was amazing. But we should get down to business. What’s the name you’ve come up with?”

“The Chopping Block,” Dad said proudly.

Agent Jackson pulled out a laptop and his fingers clicked along the keyboard. “Great. It sure took you long enough.”

“It had to be perfect,” Dad objected.

“Well, it’ll take us about a week to make the sign and get it up.” He closed the laptop and slipped it back into his bag. “I hope you're ready for this.”

Dad practically vibrated with excitement. “More than ready!”

Agent Jackson let out a laugh. “I can tell. Well, onto some other business. The head office asked me to test something with you guys.”

“Test what?” Mom asked, sitting up straighter.

“They want to see if you can dive into any other games, or if you're totally locked to Minecraft.”

Mom looked at Dad. “That sounds dangerous.”

Agent Jackson shook his head. “Not at all. We have a few games that are very safe, we just want to test it. We’re still learning about who can dive where and how all of it works, so it’d be a huge help if you could try.”

“C’mon, Mom! It’ll be fun!” Jack said, nearly jumping out of her seat.

Mom bit her bottom lip, then gave a small nod. “Alright, but just Mr. Smith.”

“Me? I don’t know anything about video games!” Dad looked at Mom like she’d grown a villager nose.

“Yeah! Why Dad? He doesn’t know anything about video games!” Jack whined.

Mom ignored Jack and gave Dad a flat look. “Dear, you spent who knows how long inside a video game.”

“Yeah, but that was just the one game.” Dad looked around the table. Agent Jackson and Mom stared at him expectantly while his kids had huge, excited grins on their faces. “Fine. I’ll be your guinea pig,” he told Agent Jackson.

“Great! I’ll be right back.” He stood and went outside to his car, lugging a large case with him back to the house. He set the case down in the living room and unlocked it, the top opening to reveal a large white orb with black specks like stars in it. “This is a dive board. It’s what most of our agents use to go into video games. Just put your hand on it, and think about the game Undercooked. It’s a cooking game that is very safe.”

“Undercooked?” Mom gulped. “So many things could go wrong! You could get salmonella. Or leave the stove on and light the house on fire! What if you slice your finger cutting open an avocado?”

Dad ignored Mom as he stared at the large marble and touched it with a finger, pulling it back almost instantly.

“It won't bite,” Agent Jackson said.

Dad let out a breath, then nodded, placing his hand on the dive board. He closed his eyes. Nothing happened. “It’s not working.”

Agent Jackson nodded. “Alright, look at this.” He held up a picture of a game called ‘Bait and Tackle!’ a fishing game where the characters were sitting on a boat, fishing poles extended.

“Oh man! I hope it works!” Dad said, “I could go fishing.”

“No fishing,” Mom said. “Just go in and come back out. You could hook your finger! Or get eaten by a piranha!”

“Awww,” Dad groaned.

“Besides, every time you catch a fish, you fry it up and the house stinks like fish for days.”

Dad chuckled. “Okay, that’s true. No fishing.” He placed his hand on the dive board and again, nothing happened. “Nothing.”

Agent Jackson held up another picture of a game. “Okay, try this one.” They tried over and over, many different games, but all to no effect. After some convincing, even Mom tried and after some begging, the kids tried, but nothing happened with any of them. Eventually, Agent Jackson closed the lid on the case. “Well, I guess that’s that. You guys are locked into Minecraft.”

“Well good,” Mom said. “I’d hate for the kids to end up in some hyper-violent game where they have to fight monsters or stuff like that.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Monsters like zombies and skeletons and humongous spiders?”

Mom ignored him.

“One last piece of business,” Agent Jackson went on, “then it’s back to the station for me.” He pulled out a manilla file folder from his briefcase. “We have a missing kid that we think went into Minecraft. We’re wondering if you could try to locate him.” He pulled out some papers, pointing to a picture of a kid about Jack’s age on the top corner of the first page.

Mom gasped, her hands going to her mouth. “Oh no! That poor family.”

Agent Jackson held up a hand. “He’s only been gone from earth for a few hours. His family doesn’t even know yet.”

“How do you know then?” Kate asked.

“Our tech team recently came up with a device that can detect the energies of the in-between, that place you travel through to get into video games. We were testing it when we got a ping. We looked into it and found this house. The boy pictured there, Ricardo, is missing. His parents were out on a date night and the babysitter let him go to his room to play video games. We’re monitoring the situation, but the energy signature looks like he accidentally dove.”

“How do you know it was Minecraft?” Jack asked.

“It was still up on his TV. We pulled all the information from his Nintenbox.” He flipped to another paper with the list of info. Jack looked at it and gasped.

“What is it?” Mom asked.

“I have to do this one!” Jack said.

Mom cocked her head. “What? Why?”

Jack pointed. “He was playing a mod called World of Ninjas.”

“Oh brother,” Kate rolled her eyes.

“It should be a pretty straightforward case,” Agent Jackson said. “The kid only went in a few hours ago, so you should be able to find him and get him out quickly.”

“Can I do it?” Jack asked.

Dad looked at Mom. “What do you think?”

“Not alone!” Mom said. “No way. You go with him, or Kate.”

“I don’t want to go into a ninja world,” Kate said. “No thanks.”

“Yeah, Mom,” Jack said. “Kate’s a terrible ninja.”

“Hey!” Kate objected, then stopped herself. “Wait. No, you’re right. Ninjas are lame.”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said from his spot under the table.

“Bruce is right!” Jack said, sticking his tongue out at Kate. “Meow hiss!”

Kate pulled back, scrunching up her face. “Did you just say meow hiss?” Jack laughed, and Kate shook her head. “You’re so weird.”

“Well, I can’t go,” Dad said. “I’ve got meat to cook.”

“You know the restaurant won't be open for at least a week, right?” Agent Smith asked.

Dad shrugged. “You can never have too much practice.”

Mom narrowed her eyes at him, giving him ‘The Look.’ “Honey...”

Dad pointed under the table. “He can bring Bruce.”

“Yeah!” Jack said. “Bruce is a ninja too. He’d be great there!”

Mom bit her bottom lip and looked at Agent Jackson. “You said it would be a fast mission?”

Agent Jackson nodded. “Yes. Ricardo should be close to spawn, so it’ll be easy to find him.”

“You could come, Mom,” Jack offered.

Mom frowned. “I could... but... I’m not really into ninjas either. Alight, you can go, as long as you bring Bruce.”

“Yes!” Jack shouted, fist-pumping the air. He snatched Bruce up off the ground. “Come on, buddy!” He grabbed the file off the table and turned toward his room.

“…After you finish your homework.”

Jack screeched to a halt. “Moooooom,” he whined.

“With all due respect, Mrs. Smith,” Agent Jackson said, “this is a time-sensitive issue.”

“Yeah,” Jack added. “It’s time-sensitive. Think of that poor, scared boy!”

Mom sighed. “Fine. But you’ll do your homework the second you get back, mister!”

“Okay!” Jack yelled back over his shoulder.


Chapter 3

Jack laid on his bed and studied the file for the missing kid. He pulled out his GameDude and flipped through the apps. The GameDude was a device that came out of the game SimLife. The VGA had discovered if they made a mod for SimLife that allowed the GameDude to play more than just the games it came with, then it could be used back on earth to play just about any game.

Of course, Jack’s parents had installed correct parental settings, preventing the kids from playing anything other than E10+ games. Jack loaded up Minecraft and went through the marketplace to find the World of Ninjas.

The description read: World of Ninjas is the perfect mod for anyone who loves adventure and action-packed gameplay! You can create your own ninja, customize their abilities, explore a vast open world full of secrets and strange creatures. Go on amazing ninja missions to save your village from incursions of enemy clans. Fight epic battles, craft powerful weapons and armor, and harness the power of the martial arts. The possibilities are endless in World of Ninjas!

“Oh man, that sounds so cool,” Jack said. “I hope it’s not lame, though. So many mods sound cool but end up being boring.” He looked through the pictures and saw all kinds of interesting things. Ancient temples, mysterious caves, and majestic monuments scattered across the terrain.

Jack marveled at all the creatures that populated this world—vibrant tigers prowling the land, graceful cranes soaring in the sky, and oversized koi in sparkling ponds. He even spotted a few ninjas hidden among the trees and shrubbery as they leapt from branch to branch, likely on their way to complete missions.

But the thing he was most excited about was the pictures of weapons with all kinds of cool abilities. Jack loved mods that made new weapons or enhanced the tools and weapons already in the game. There weren’t any fancy new models, still looking like swords and axes, but the mod description said they had all kinds of new enchantments. “Finally, I'll get some cool weapons!” He loaded up the mod and, after installing, typed in the seed number to the world from the files.

Once it loaded all the way up, he turned to Bruce. “Are you ready, buddy?”

Bruce lifted his head up from Jack's pillow where he had already been lying down. “Meow purr.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” He plopped down on his bed next to the cat. Divers—people who can go into video games—had a variety of things they needed to do to dive into a game. For the Smith family, they had to be lying in a bed. Jack thought it was because in Minecraft when you lay in a bed you were teleported from night to day, and figured that was just how it worked for them. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the Minecraft seed he’d brought up on his GameDude.

The world went black, then suddenly bright white, then black again, then the light of day appeared on his eyelids. He opened his eyes to find he was indeed in Minecraft again. He sat up with a smile on his face. “Bruce! We’re here!”

Bruce the cat yawned and stretched his now blocky legs. “Meow meow.”

Jack looked around. He was lying on a bed in the middle of a plains biome. “Why is it always plains?” he muttered. The terrain around Jack was vast and flat, with a few trees here and there, the grassy plains stretching out for miles upon miles. He could see the distant mountains in the distance, the tall rocky peaks reaching up to the sky like sentinels guarding some forgotten secrets. The square sun shone high in the sky, its rays filling him with warmth as he took it all in.

He jumped off his bed and began walking around, eager to explore his new surroundings, then paused, opening his inventory. “Aw man! Empty! There’s got to be a way I can come into Minecraft with stuff.” He stomped his foot in annoyance and blew out a breath, then looked down at his cat. “What should we do? Go find the village or craft some tools?”

Bruce cocked his head, then held out a paw, his claws extended. “Meow hiss!”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, I don’t like not having any weapons either.” He sighed. “Time to punch some trees.”


Chapter 4

“Are you going to help or what?” Jack asked as he panted. The tree he’d been punching was now just a bunch of floating leaves, and he had a small stack of wood in his inventory. He gave Bruce a disparaging look. The cat had come with Jack to the small grouping of trees, and promptly lay in the sun, his tail twitching, while Jack laboriously punched the trees into nothing.

Bruce ignored his question.

Jack scrunched up his nose at the cat. “Whatever.” He closed his eyes and concentrated, and soon a clone of him appeared. “Go punch trees!” His clone saluted and ran to the next tree, punching away. Meanwhile, Jack punched all the leaves until an apple popped out. He snatched it up and plopped down next to Bruce, munching away on it. “It’s a shame I can’t make clones back on earth,” he said around a mouthful of juicy apple. “I'd love to have someone else to do my homework.”

“Purr purr,” Bruce said, rolling over for Jack to rub his tummy. Jack did so, scratching the kitty’s soft tummy and fur until Bruce was all done, and grabbed his hand with his sharp claws and teeth.

“Ow!” Jack yanked his hand back. “Ya darn cat!”

Bruce rolled over so his other side could get sun. Jack sneered at the cat and got back to work punching trees. Between him and his clone, they punched down every tree in the area, collecting a bunch of wood and a good amount of apples. Jack whipped up a crafting table and crafted a wooden shovel and pick. The first thing he did with the pick was mine his bed.

“At least I get a free bed whenever I come in here.”

He pulled out his shovel and began digging. A quick glance up showed him the sun was descending. “Alrighty then, time to go underground.” He pulled out his shovel and dug down into the earth. It didn’t take long until he hit stone and was able to swap out his wood tools for stone tools. He found some coal just as the sun was setting and whipped up some torches. “Come on, Bruce!” he shouted out to the lazy cat. “I’m going to close the hole, so unless you want to be zombie dinner, you’d better come down.”

Bruce hopped down into his tiny cave, and Jack sealed it up, giving them a safe and secure bunker to mine throughout the night. Bruce lay on the ground and went to sleep. Jack mined a block of stone right next to the cat, thinking maybe it would wake him up and he would be helpful. That did not happen. Bruce either slept through the loud clanging or ignored it.

Jack carefully mined the block directly beneath the cat—the one he slept on—and when it poofed, Bruce fell to the block below. But still didn’t wake up.

With a sigh, Jack got to work.

He worked his way through the stone, mining as much as he could before he saw the telltale colors of iron ore. A grin spread across his face. It was just what he was looking for. He dug around it, gathering as much of the iron as he could, and placed it in his inventory.

Bruce was still sleeping.

“Ooh, this looks yummy,” Jack said loudly, over his shoulder to test the cat.

“Meow,” Bruce finally stirred, looking over at Jack.

“Hey there, buddy,” Jack smiled. “I found some iron ore!”

“Purr,” Bruce rolled over and went back to sleep.

Jack rolled his eyes and took the iron to his crafting table. He crafted some iron ingots and made himself a couple of iron swords and an iron chestplate. He was feeling pretty proud of himself. With his new gear, he was ready to look for Ricardo.

“Well, Brucey Boy,” Jack said, “what do you say we go find out what's going on in this seed?”

Bruce lifted his head and looked at Jack, then laid it back down. “Purr.”

Jack sighed and picked the cat up, putting him over his shoulders like a winter scarf.

He climbed out of the bunker, ready for whatever adventures and challenges lay ahead. The bright light of the sun made him blink as he stepped out. “Which way should we go?” He turned this way and that, trying to figure out exactly where to go. “I wish the document Agent Jackson had gave coordinates.” Then he shrugged. “Not like I can see coordinates anyway. Time to scout!”

He dug a stack of dirt and began to jump-stack. Higher and higher he went until his entire stack was used. From the top of his dirt tower, he looked all around. He could see through the biomes in every direction, and he squinted hard, looking one direction in particular. “There!” he shouted, startling Bruce on his shoulders.

“Meow!” Bruce shouted, digging in with his claws.

“Ow! Knock it off, ya darn cat!” Jack yelled, thrashing around to dislodge the claws from his tender skin. “You’re going to make me lose my—”

The rest of his words were lost to the wind as he and Bruce plummeted toward the ground. Jack scrambled around, reaching for the stack of dirt he’d built, but there was nothing to grab onto. The ground came rushing up faster and faster. At the last second, Bruce unfurled his elytra wings and caught the wind.

“Ya darn cat!” Jack had time to yell before he hit the ground with a poof.


Chapter 5

Jack grumbled as he collected his things off the ground around his dirt stack. Thankfully they hadn’t moved too far from spawn, so he was able to gather everything up rather easily. He griped at Bruce, who was chasing a rabbit. “You better not eat all of that!” Bruce looked over at him, then hunkered down, his butt wiggling. He pounced on the rabbit and poofed it. Jack was about to yell at the cat when Bruce sat down next to the raw rabbit floating in the air and licked his paw. “Oh. Thanks, buddy.” He rubbed the kitty’s head.

Jack collected the rabbit and quickly set up his furnace, cooking it. “This will be good for the trip.” He pointed. “As I was falling to my doom, thanks to you,” he pointed at Bruce, “I got sight of the village.” He pointed in another direction. “There’s a small forest that way, and I saw the village just on the other side of it.”

He handed a piece of the cooked rabbit to Bruce, who gobbled it up. “Meow purr,” Bruce said.

“There’s a problem, though. I saw a pillager outpost real close to the village, so we’re going to have to fight some pillagers. Hope you don’t mind.”

Bruce flexed his claws, popping them out, then back in. Jack hadn’t found enough iron to make swords for Bruce, so he’d given the cat stone swords, and his claws came out looking like the rough stone. “Meow hiss!”

Jack smirked. “Yeah, can’t say I mind getting into a fight, either. Let’s go!” He snatched the cat up and threw him around his shoulders, then took off toward the village. They made it all the way to the forest biome before they ran into their first sign of trouble. A zombie wandering around the outskirts of the forest.

“What the nether?” Jack asked out loud, his face all scrunched up. “What’s a zombie doing out in the daylight?” The zombie caught sight of him and shambled over, its arms raised and a groan escaping from its green lips. It appeared to be a typical Minecraft zombie, slow and green and groany, with a strange, pointed hat with no brim. Jack cocked his head, noticing the area of shade the hat made around the zombie. “Is that hat protecting it from the sun?”

“Rrrrrrrrrr!” the zombie groaned, swinging its arms at Jack. It took him by surprise and he didn’t dodge in time, taking a hit and flashing red. “What the heck? It’s so fast!” He jumped back, putting some distance between himself and the green creature. “But not faster than a NINJA KITTY BOMB!” He threw Bruce at the zombie.

Bruce sailed through the air, his claws extended. “MEOW!”

Jack was already celebrating his easy win over a single pathetic Minecraft zombie when the zombie suddenly entered some kind of martial arts pose and deflected the cat out of the air.

“WHAT?” Jack’s eyes were wide open with shock. Even Bruce looked surprised, his tail twitching in the air. The zombie ambled toward Jack, groaning again, its arms out in front of it like it hadn’t just Jackie Chan-ed Bruce out of the air. “What’s going on with this crazy place?!” He whipped out his two iron swords. “Nothing a little SHLING SHLING TIME can’t fix!” He dashed into the zombie, one sword coming down in an overhead chop and his other slashing low.

The zombie groaned as his arms moved up into a defensive position. Jack felt his overhead chop connect with the zombie’s arm, but the zombie didn’t flash red, its arm having connected with the flat of Jack’s blade and deflecting the attack. His lower slash landed a millisecond later, and the zombie finally flashed red. “Ninja zombies... that’s got to be it. This is a ninja zombie!”

The zombie lashed out with a perfect snap kick, catching Jack off guard. Jack just barely got out of the way of the kick, but it put him off balance and the zombie’s sudden floor sweep buckled his legs and knocked him to the ground. The zombie lifted its foot high to crash it down with a powerful axe kick, but it stumbled as a streak of black and white landed on its back.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce screamed, slashing his claws into the zombie like a chainsaw, flashing it red over and over. The zombie poofed, and Bruce dropped to the ground next to a floating rotten flesh and the hat the mob had worn. He licked a paw.

“Nice, Bruce,” Jack said, getting back to his feet and wiping his hands off. “That was harder than I expected. Do you think all the mobs are ninjas in this world?” He picked up the hat, inspecting it. It said:

Sugegasa

Kage Projection I

Jack cocked his head. “Kage Projection? What the heck is that?” He put the hat on his head and was immediately covered in shadow, like the sun couldn’t reach his body. “Oh wow! Kage must mean shadow—this hat literally makes a shadow all around you. No wonder the zombie wasn’t burning.” He turned this way and that in the light of the sun. “Huh, kinda nice not feeling the heat.” He shrugged, “Okay, Bruce. Let’s get to that village!”


Chapter 6

The walk through the forest was mostly uneventful. There were no more shadow-wearing ninja mobs to fight, just the standard forest creatures typically in a Minecraft forest. Chickens, sheep, and the occasional wolf. Jack ignored them all and continued on his path.

That was until they ran into the creeper. It looked like any other normal creeper: cubey, green, and armless. Jack used the standard tactic of getting close enough to make it start flashing, waiting just the right amount of time, then running away so it could explode. Only the creeper itself did not explode. Instead, the explosion occurred by Jack, blowing a massive hole in the soft dirt and taking his hearts all the way down to a single flashing half-heart.

“What was that?” Jack yelled, his ears still ringing.

The creeper charged at him again, flashing, and Jack yelped. “Why didn’t you explode? Ahh!” Jack pointed at the creeper. “Get him, Bruce!”

“Meow!” Bruce yowled, launching into an attack, his claws extended as he leapt at the creeper. The creeper freaked out as soon as it saw Bruce, its flashing canceled as it ran away. Bruce didn’t let up in the chase, however, and was considerably faster than the armless creature. He slashed at it with his stone claws, and since all the creeper did was run away, it poofed almost without effort.

Jack stomped over to where the creeper poofed, angrily chomping on an apple. “Stupid creeper.” He collected the green floating experience orb, a gunpowder, and something he’d never seen in all his time in Minecraft—a rolled-up piece of paper with a wooden rod sticking out of the middle. “What in the world is this thing?” He inspected it and it read:

Creeper Shugenja Scroll

Jack’s brow furrowed. “A scroll? That’s pretty cool.” He looked over at Bruce. “I like new loot!” He unrolled the scroll to see what it said. It was blank. “There’s nothing—” The scroll began to flash and he yelped, instinctively tossing it aside.

But not quite far enough.

The scroll landed between Jack and Bruce and exploded.

“Rutton sutton exploding scroll!” Jack yelled from spawn.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, licking his paw and glaring disdainfully at Jack.

“Oh, don’t you look at me like that. How was I supposed to know it would explode?” Bruce twitched his tail at him. Jack sighed. “Come on, let’s go get our stuff.”

They ran, avoiding any mobs in the area. Jack wasn’t sure what kind of crazy stuff would happen. Would the rabbits jump-kick him? Would the cows use gravity attacks? Would the chickens teleport? He didn’t want to run into any weirdness until he had his stuff back, and even then, he’d prefer to make it all the way to the village where he could hopefully reset his spawn point.

“At least I'm back to full health,” he said as they ran.

“Meow meow,” Bruce said, his tail still twitching with annoyance.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. You were at full health already. Stop whining!”

They made it back to the place of their untimely exploding, and thankfully their meager supply of gear was still there, floating in the rubble. He collected it all, putting it in the correct spots and frowning. “The durability of everything is way down. Stupid creeper and stupid scroll!” They climbed out of the pit and carefully made their way through the rest of the forest.

“Finally!” Jack shouted as they came out of the trees to behold the village in front of them. It looked like any normal Minecraft village, although the farmers wore the same cone-shaped Sugegasa hats the ninja zombie had worn. It appeared to be a peaceful village, except for the pillager outpost towering behind it, maybe only 50 or so blocks away. “Let’s save this village from the pillager menace.”

Jack strode into the village, his head held high. Villagers stopped what they were doing to watch him with looks of curiosity adorning their faces. “Hey there!” Jack waved as he passed each villager. He walked into the village square and was surprised to find, instead of a golden bell like he expected, a small shrine in the shape of a pagoda, sitting underneath a large red gate. The gate had two poles of stripped acacia 5 blocks apart, going up 5 blocks into the air. The poles were connected by a level of stripped acacia blocks at the third block up, then at the last block up with acacia planks.

“Whoa, that’s pretty cool.”

“I’m glad you like it, stranger,” a gravelly voice said behind him, and Jack whirled to see an old villager with a long flowing beard all the way down to his waist. He wore an overcoat that was yellow with red highlights, and yellow pants. “It’s called a Torii gate and signifies a place of great importance.”

Jack blinked, relaxing as he saw the strange villager. “Hi there, I’m Jack. I’m here to stop the pillagers.”

The old man furrowed his brow. “Stop the pillagers? Stop them from doing what? They are our friends.”


Chapter 7

Jack rocked back on his feet, surprised by the words. “The...” He jerked his thumb at the pillager outpost. “Pillagers are your friends? Are you sure?”

“Of course. We trade with them often and they help protect us from the oni.”

“Oni? What’s that?”

“You truly are a stranger to our land, aren’t you?” the old man asked, his voice raspy and cracking. “Just like the other one. I do hope you listen before causing any damage.” He shook his head, his long flowing beard wiggling back and forth with the movement. “Oni are the creatures of the night. The things that wish to eat us villagers and pillagers.”

“Oh! Mobs,” Jack exclaimed.

The old man cocked his head. “Mobs? Yes, that is what the other stranger called them. You must be from the same place as him.”

“Other stranger?” Jack snapped his fingers. “Wait, do you mean a kid who looks kinda like me? Small nose? Named Ricardo?”

The old man nodded. “Yes, yes, he does look somewhat like you. Those weird small noses.” He shook his head. “Though he does not go by the name Ricardo, he said his name was Kai Darkblade. A truly strange name.”

Jack groaned, burying his face in his hands. “He really told you to call him that?” The old man nodded and Jack held his hand out. “Well, I’m Jack. It’s nice to meet you.”

The old man bowed. “Welcome, Jack, to our humble village. I am Goro, the village elder.”

Jack pulled his hand back, and awkwardly bowed. “This is Bruce. He’s a ninja.” Jack pointed at the cat.

Goro’s face blanched as he looked at the cat. “He... the... cat... is a ninja?”

Jack nodded slowly, surprised by the old villager’s reaction. At once, Goro dropped to his knees in front of Bruce, his head touching the ground. “Please forgive me, oh great ninja. I did not know you were a ninja! Forgive my transgression!”

“Uhhh...” Jack looked between the bowing elder and his pet cat.

Bruce, for his part, stood tall on all fours, preening in front of the kowtowing villager, his head held high. “Meow. Meow meow meow. Purr, meow purr.”

Jack rolled his eyes and gently shoved the cat out of the way. “Knock it off, ya darn cat.”

Goro gasped, his head snapping up to stare at Jack. “By the ancestors, you must not speak to a ninja in such a manner!”

Jack shrugged. “Well, I’m a ninja too, so it’s okay.”

Goro plummeted his head to the ground again, this time in Jack's direction. “Oh no! Oh master ninja! Forgive this old man for not realizing!”

Jack did his best to stifle a chuckle and found himself glad Mom hadn’t tagged along. She would not like this. Not one bit. He put his hands on his hips. “Just what the heck is going on here?” He grabbed Goro’s coat, pulling him up to his feet. “Stand up, stand up. I'm not going to hurt you.”

Goro quickly grabbed Jack’s hand, dusting it off. “Oh please forgive this one for sullying your hands.”

Jack stared at him, giving him the Jack version of Mom’s ‘The Look.’ It was surprisingly effective as the old man almost jumped down to the ground again. “Knock it off!” Jack shouted, and the man cowered. “Stop acting like a scolded puppy. Just tell me why you started acting like that all of a sudden.”

Goro looked at Jack, not bringing his sight up to the boy’s eyes. “Villagers must bow before ninjas. Ninjas are the supreme rulers, and to insult one is to bring disaster to yourself and your family.”

Jack frowned. “No way. That’s not cool. Ninjas are just people like anyone else. Well except for Bruce. He’s a cat.”

“Meow!” Bruce yowled.

Jack shrugged. “Fine, you’re people too. But you’re still a cat!”

“Meow meow, purr.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I'm not going to hurt you or anything like that. I’m a good guy! I want to protect villagers.”

Goro gasped, “You want to protect... villagers?” Jack nodded. “The prophecy...” Goro whispered.

“Oh no,” Jack said, facepalming. “Not another prophecy.”

“The prophecy!” Goro shouted at the top of his lungs, throwing his hands into the air. Villagers all throughout the village stopped what they were doing to watch. “The prophecy! The prophecy!” Goro continued to shout, waving his hands around. Soon all the villagers nearby gathered, surrounding the two of them.

“The prophecy has come true!” Goro pointed at Jack.


Chapter 8

The villagers surrounding them made Jack feel nervous. “What prophecy? What are you talking about?”

Goro turned back to him, his beard whipping all around his body with the quickness of his movements. “The prophecy says there will be a ninja that will bring honor back to the world of ninjas. That no longer will villagers have to bow and scrape to every ninja, but that ninjas will do what they once did before—protect the villages from the evil oni and yokai.”

Jack blew out a breath. “And since I told you I was a ninja, and that I wanted to protect the villages, you think I'm the one in the prophecy?”

“What the heck is going on here?” The crowd parted, sullen and angry looks on their faces, as a boy—obviously not a villager or pillager—wearing all black came forward. The boy stopped, staring at Jack. “You don’t look like a villager.”

Jack pointed at him. “Ricardo?”

The boy’s mouth dropped open. “Rica—you know who I am?”

Jack nodded. “I’m from Earth. I'm here to rescue you.”

The boy shouted with surprise, fist-pumping the air, and dancing all around. “Finally! Finally! I thought I’d never get to go home!” He stopped dancing and shouting and looked at Jack. “Wait. How did you get here?”

“You know this impostor?” Goro asked Jack.

Jack nodded. “I’m from the same place as him. I’m here to bring him home.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Goro said. “He must stay until the Millennial Tournament, where he can prove he is worthy to leave the village he has desecrated.”

“Dese-whated?” Jack asked.

“I poofed their ancestor spirit,” Ricardo said.

“You did what? That sounds bad. What does it mean?”

Goro pointed to the tiny pagoda under the Torii gate. “Every village has an ancestor spirit that helps protect it. They reside within the pagoda and when oni or yokai come to attack, the ancestor spirit comes out and fights to stop them.”

“Oh! Like an iron golem.” Jack said.

Ricardo nodded. “Yeah, like that. Only, I didn’t know it. I thought it was a ghost and I attacked.”

Jack frowned. “But if it was as strong as an iron golem, it should have whooped you.”

Goro made a face at Ricardo. “Kai Da—no. Ricardo. A much more fitting name—”

“Hey!” Ricardo stomped the ground.

Goro continued without acknowledging the boy. “Ricardo cheated. He used the power of the phoenix to defeat the ancestor spirit and poof it.”

“Phoenix powers?” Jack asked.

Ricardo sighed. “I set my respawn point in the village, and every time I respawned, I rushed out and attacked it again until it poofed.” He looked down and scuffed his foot in the ground. “I thought I was helping!”

Goro shook his head dismissively, his beard waggling. “If you had stopped to listen to me, or any of us villagers, you would not have made that mistake. Even the most evil of ninjas knows not to poof a village ancestor spirit.”

“Okay, okay,” Jack said holding his hands up. “But what does this have to do with a Millennial Tournament?”

Goro waved his arms, forming the shape of an orb with his hands. “Every contestant in the Millennial Tournament is given a spirit orb which can be used by a village to summon an ancestor spirit. If he gets us this orb, then we will let him go.”

Jack buried his face in his hands. “Why can’t anything be easy?”

Goro folded his arms. “Because ease and honor are not the same. The honorable thing to do is to get us our spirit orb.”

Jack held up a hand. “Okay. We’ll think about it. But what I want to know is why you freaked out when I said I was a ninja.”

“I do not know this phrase—freaked out,” Goro said.

“It means, you, uh, reacted in a big way.”

Goro nodded. “I see. And now I understand why you are unaware of the prophecy.” He waved his hands around as if his words wouldn’t come out without doing so. “Long ago, the ninjas were our protectors. They defeated the evil oni and yokai every night, letting us villagers travel the world in safety. Ninjas traveled around the villages, putting on spectacular battles in the dojos, showing off their skills and teaching villagers their ways. It was a time of wonder and peace that lasted for generations. But then the Nether Clan broke through from their fiery domain, attacking the capital of our lands, the emperor’s home province. The battle lasted for years, and in the end, we finally won, pushing the Nether Clan back into their portals. But in a final desperate act, the Burned Lord of the nether called forth the Demon King of the Yokai—the wither. The wither destroyed the emperor’s province, turning it into a wasteland, and poofed the emperor.”

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

Goro cocked his head. “Does ‘cool’ mean tragic and sad?”

Ricardo snorted and Jack gave him the death stare. “Uh, no. But anyway, what happened next?”

“After the emperor was poofed, the many ninja clans took over control of their own provinces, but without the emperor's guiding hand, they became cruel and power-hungry. Now they prey on those weaker than them and treat us villagers like we are worthless. They keep their martial arts a secret, no longer sharing with the villages. They steal from us and call it ‘taxes’. The ninjas rule with an iron fist. In many ways, even though we won the war against the Nether Clan, we lost.” He looked sadly at the ground, a tear forming in his eye.


Chapter 9

Jack blew out a breath. “That’s really sad.”

“But it’s not our problem,” Ricardo said. “I want to get outta here! My mom is probably going crazy right now.”

“Well, not yet,” Jack said. “Don’t forget time runs differently in Minecraft. It hasn’t been that long since you came in. Back on Earth, anyway.”

“But... how did you know I was in here?”

“Eh... I’m not really allowed to say.”

“Oh, come on!”

“It’s not my rule!”

“You can tell me. I won’t tell anyone. Promise.”

Jack gave him ‘The Look,’ only it was more like ‘the look.’ “Yeah right, man. I don’t even know you. I’m not gonna get in trouble. Besides, you came in here and poofed their golem—”

“Spirit.”

Jack waved a hand. “Whatever. I’m not going to tell you, because I can’t. It’s a secret agent thing. You’ll just have to be okay with that.”

Ricardo crossed his arms. “Fine! But I still want to go home.”

“You cannot leave until you get us the spirit orb,” Goro said. “You will be an honorless dog if you abandon us.” Goro spit onto the ground.

“Whoa, hey!” Jack said, jumping back. “Gross!”

“I don’t really care. This is just a game, they’re not even re—” Jack held up a hand to silence the boy.

“Dude! Chill your face. That’s not very nice. I’m here to help you, okay?”

“Chill your face!” Ricardo snarled. “I miss my home! I’ve been here for days, weeks! Trapped in this stupid village with these NPCs telling me what to do.”

Jack’s brow furrowed. “They aren’t NPC’s! They’re real people.”

Ricardo shook his head. “No way, dude. They’re just video game people.”

Jack pointed a finger at the boy. “You’ve been here for how long and you haven’t figured out that there’s more to these people than that? Are you crazy?”

“Hmph,” Ricardo crossed his arms and looked away. “I still want to go home.”

Jack sighed and took a step back, assessing the situation. He’d been in this village for hardly any time at all, and already he knew how important finding the spirit orb was to them. He didn't even know exactly what it was, or what it did, but he knew they were counting on Ricardo to find it so they could finally feel safe. He also knew if they didn't succeed, there’d be dire consequences for the village. An unprotected Minecraft village may as well have a flashing sign above it saying, “All you can eat buffet,” for any of the nighttime mobs.

He glanced over at Goro who stared at them intently, waiting for some kind of response from the boys. Jack cleared his throat before speaking. "Goro, what would happen if you didn’t have a spirit stone?"

Goro puffed up his chest, a look of righteous fury settling in on his face. “We would hunt Ricardo down for all of our days, never letting him rest. We would find him every time he sleeps and every time he eats. We would make it our mission to track him down wherever he goes, never resting until we have his hide. We would find out the places he frequents and the people he associates with.

“We would search tirelessly for clues, leaving no stone unturned in our pursuit of justice. We would comb through every nook and cranny of this world to locate him. We wouldn't spare any expense—no matter how much it costs us or how far we have to go—in order to bring him to justice.

“If need be, we'd even use divination and seek out seers who could help us locate Ricardo. We'd call upon ancient magics and powerful spirits to guide our search and protect us from harm while on our quest. Nothing would stop us from finding him—not distance, not time, not anything. He would never feel safe no matter where or when. We would be relentless in our pursuit, never losing sight of our goal.”

Jack held up both his hands. “Okay, okay! Sheesh.”

Ricardo grimaced, eyes wide as saucers. “Wow... okay. That was actually kinda scary.” He shrugged. “But like, once we get out of here, there’s no way for them to get to me?” He gulped. “Right?”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Dude!”

“What? I’m just saying!”

Goro spat on the ground at their feet again. “Honorless dog!”

A gray man with an axe, wearing a similar outfit to Goro, only black and white, walked up, the crowd parting around him. “Goro, what is going on here? Who is this new gaijin person with the dog who pretends to be a man?” His voice was deep and booming.

“Yeesh,” Jack whispered to Ricardo. “You really didn’t make any friends here.”

Ricardo nodded. “They aren’t very friendly.”

Goro snorted. “Since he poofed our ancestor spirit, our pillager friends have had to work much harder to keep us safe. They have taken injuries and come close to poofing even.” He turned to the newly arrived pillager. “Sota, this new visitor is named Jack. He claims to be a ninja, along with his cat. Though he has told me to dispense with the honorifics when addressing him, which leads me to believe he may not be as he seems.”

“Hey!” Jack said. “If that means what I think it means, it’s pretty rude! I’m totally a ninja, and so is Bruce. It’s even in his name! Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan.” Jack left the rest of the name out—he didn’t think telling people the cat smelled like poop would do much for raising their level of belief or respect in him.

The pillager, Sota, crossed his arms and raised his chin at Jack. “You claim to be a ninja? You look just like this foreigner here.” He gestured at Ricardo. “There is a way you can prove you are not lying.” He swept his hand up, pointing to a large building. “In the dojo.”


Chapter 10

A murmur swept through the crowd as they turned as one to the big building—the dojo.

“You mean you want me to fight you?” Jack asked.

The pillager nodded. “Yes. If you can defeat me, Sota, the strongest vindicator in my clan, I will believe you may be a ninja.” Sota looked at Ricardo and spat on the ground. “Without using any dirty phoenix powers.”

Ricardo threw his hands in the air. “How many times do I have to apologize?”

Jack sighed. “It’s like my mom always says, an apology is good but it doesn’t fix something that’s broken.” Jack’s eyes went wide. “Whoa... I am learning things...”

“Whatever!” Ricardo shouted. “Can’t you just... you know... use your magic or whatever to get us home?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Jack said. Then he mumbled under his breath, “Ockknay ityay offyay aboutyay oinggay omehay! I'llyay etgay usyay erethay, utbay iyay avehay otay oday ityay atyay ightnay ifyay iyay on'tday antway emthay otay attackyay.”

Ricardo stared at him. “What the heck did you just say? Is that the spell to get us back?”

Jack sighed. “You don’t know Pig Latin, huh? Fine. Just shut up about going home for a bit, okay? I can’t do it yet.”

Ricardo crossed his arms. “Fine.”

Jack turned to Sota. “Lead the way. I’ll happily prove I’m a ninja.”

Sota grunted and spun on his heel, the crowd spreading wide as he stomped toward the large building. Jack and Bruce followed, with Goro shoving Ricardo to get him moving.

“I’m going, I’m going,” Ricardo said, brushing away the old man’s hands.

When they arrived at the dojo, a pair of villagers parted the double doors for them, allowing them inside. The room was huge, the floor made of jungle planks, and bamboo lining the walls with a moat of water around it. A water block sat atop a stone pillar gushing down at the other end of the room and pouring into a pool. “Whoa, cool room,” Jack said on a breath.

“There is that word again,” Goro said. “Cool. What does it mean?”

Jack shrugged. “Like... really good.”

Goro thought for a bit then nodded. “Yes. This room is cool. It was built by my ancestors long ago as a place for anyone to train in their martial arts. Although we have been without a sensei for a long time.”

Sota stomped to the center of the ring. “Enough yammering! Come! Show me your strength.” He waved his axe around menacingly, twirling it into all kinds of patterns.

Jack was impressed—most vindicators simply chopped at you with the axes, this one looked like he had some level of martial arts skill. He calmly walked onto the floor of the dojo while villagers filed in, taking seats around the outside of the floor to watch.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jack asked.

Sota threw his head back and laughed. “Hah! He seeks to escape his fate!” He waved to all the assembled villagers. “Trying to make me fear you, eh? It won’t work.” He got far too close to Jack’s face. “I fear nothing,” he sneered.

“Except ninjas...” Jack trailed off, backing up just enough to not have to smell his breath.

Sota pointed his axe at him. “You are no ninja!”

“I have a couple of friends that disagree with you,” Jack said as he pulled out one sword. “Their names are SHLING,” he pulled out his other sword, “and SHLING.”

The crowd murmured and gasped as Jack held a sword in each hand, something most villagers weren’t able to do.

“Dual wielding?” Ricardo murmured. “So cool.”

Sota looked nervously between the two blades, then shook his head. “KIAI!” he shouted, lunging in to attack with a powerful overhead chop.

Jack had been watching the vindicator closely, and as soon as the man made the slightest movement to attack, he stepped to the side, easily dodging the chop. “You’ll have to be quicker than—” His words were cut off as he rolled to the ground to avoid the backhand swing of Sota’s axe as it flew toward his head. “Whoa! Nice move!”

Jack sprung up from his roll, only to have to leap right into another dodge as Sota came in, axe twirling through the air in a complicated movement. “You’re no match for my technique, Small Stone Causes an Avalanche!” Sota shouted.

Jack continued to dodge, not taking any hits and not blocking either, his footwork fast and loose. “You name your attacks! So cool!”

Sota shifted his attack pattern from powerful overhead chops to sideways slashes with the occasional lashing snap-kick mixed in. “You may be fast, but you’ll never dodge my Meteor Shower Assault!” He continued swinging wildly with the occasional kick mixed in.

“You think so? Well, that’s okay. I don’t need to dodge everything.” Jack lifted his blades, entering a guard position, and began deflecting the ax attacks while lithely dodging the kicks.

Sota growled, spinning around quickly, the axe making a giant circle through the air. “Dragon’s Tail Slam!” The axe came screaming down from Sota’s full-body attack.

Jack nodded—that was a great move with a cool name. He lifted both his swords, crossing them in front of himself and Sota’s axe crashed to a halt against them. “Man, you have some cool names for your attacks. I’m going to have to get some naming tips from you.”

“You mock me!” Sota said, hiding the surprise on his face from the blocked attack and stepping back.

“No way! I really think your attacks are great. But here’s one of mine. Whirlwind Slash!” He leapt at Sota, no longer on the defensive, and spun around powerfully, his blades slashing out in a wide circle. Sota’s eyes went wide at the speed and ferocity of the attack, and he was barely able to deflect the first blade, ducking down and dodging the second. Sota stumbled, trying to find his balance, but Jack was already upon him. “Phoenix Rises!” he shouted, leaping into the air and bringing his swords in an upward strike.

Sota tried to bring his axe up to block, but the angle of the attack caught him off guard, and he was sent tumbling to the ground. He leapt back to his feet in a martial arts kip-up, but Jack didn't give him time to recover. He quickly followed with another attack. "Shadow Dance!" He twirled his swords like a tornado, a blur of motion that left Sota struggling to keep up. Sota did his best to defend himself, but Jack's relentless strikes were too much for him.

"You're good," Sota said through ragged breaths. "But I still have a few tricks up my sleeve. Thundering Strike!" He yelled, launching a powerful overhead chop with his axe as he turned sideways, balancing on his back foot.

Jack was ready for it, though—he knew that the makings of a great fighter was knowing your opponent. He’d been paying close attention to Sota's moves and was able to predict his next attack. The vindicator was good... but he was still just a vindicator with the typical attacks you’d expect from someone who loved to chop wood.

"Storm Bringer!" Jack sidestepped the attack and countered with a swift stab from his swords, breaking through Sota's guard and landing a critical hit.

But Jack was not done. He pressed the attack, not giving Sota a chance to react. "Thundering Wave Strike!" Jack shouted as he brought both blades down in a fierce chop. Sota managed to dodge to the side, but Jack was quick to follow up with a rapid series of jabs, thrusts, and slashes, each one accompanied by a different shouted attack name. "Flame Blade Dance!" "Storming Tempest!" "Crimson Inferno!" "Blinding Light Blitz!".

Sota was on the defensive now, struggling to keep up with Jack's relentless barrage. He looked like a puppet with an inexperienced puppeteer, flailing wildly all over the dojo floor. “Your attack names have no meaning!”

Jack laughed. “I know, but they sound cool! I liked your cool attack names so much, I had to try making some up.

Sota snarled. “My attack names are not made up, they are a long, historical line of learned techniques passed down through the generations.”

“That’s pretty cool too, I guess,” Jack said with a shrug.

Sota’s face went crimson with anger. “You are no match for my Ultimate Move!” he growled. With a mighty roar, he unleashed a new attack. “Blazing Inferno Cyclone!” he shouted, swinging his axe with all his might, spinning around in a complete 360-degree circle, creating a wave of fire that surged toward Jack.

The attack totally surprised Jack, and he had to use his luck power—consuming a bit of his hunger bar—to nimbly leap over the top of the wave of flame. He leapt into the air, parallel to the ground below, dodging the fire wave in a near slow motion roll, landing behind Sota. “Holy cow! That was awesome! You didn’t tell me you had magical attacks!”

Sweat poured off Sota’s body as he panted from the exertion of the attack Jack so easily dodged. Jack casually walked up to him, tapping him on the back of the neck with his two swords. “I win.”

Sota collapsed to his knees, panting heavily. “You really are a master ninja.” He bowed his head to the ground, the rest of the villagers in the room copying him.

“Not this again,” Jack groaned.


Chapter 11

“Come on everyone, get up!” Jack yelled. “I’m just Jack, not some... king or whatever. I’m here to help you, not hurt you.”

Murmurs of the prophecy could be heard among the crowd, and Jack groaned again. “No more prophecy stuff! I’m sorry the ninjas in this world are bad, but I'm not one of them, and I’m also not some hero of prophecy.” He thought back to the prophecy from the Witherton seed. “Well maybe sometimes I am, but not this time!”

Sota stood, approaching Jack, his hand out. “Thank you for not punishing me for doubting you.”

Goro came out to the center of the room. “We have before us a ninja who brings honor upon the name, like the ninjas of old. Tonight, we feast! Go and prepare!”

The villagers cheered, dashing out of the dojo to attend to whatever things they needed for a feast. Jack grinned widely. “I’m not going to complain about a feast.” He rubbed his blocky stomach. “I’m starving.”

“Meow purr!” Bruce said.

Jack looked at his cat. “You’re always hungry.”

“Purr purr.”

Goro looked down at the cat. “Is it true that your cat is a ninja as well?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, he’s even a better ninja than me.”

“How can such a thing be possible?” Sota asked.

Jack shrugged. “You know cats. Always sneaking around and pouncing on people.”

Sota looked at Bruce. “Honorable cat, will you show me your skill?”

Bruce licked a paw, then made eye contact with Sota. He held his paw out and his claws extended, glowing orange for a moment like lava, heat waves rising off them.

Sota’s eyes went wide, and he held his hands up. “Uh… that’s okay. I don’t need to see your skill.” He backed up and turned to Goro. “Make sure to have the finest foods for our guests!”

In no time, the village was abuzz with activity. The villagers enthusiastically prepared all kinds of foods—sticky rice balls, steamed dumplings, seaweed soup and sushi. They also cooked up some local dishes like rabbit stew and cooked beef. Bruce was especially fond of the delicious-looking sashimi platter.

The smell of the food wafted through the air as they set up tables in front of the dojo and lined them with all the delicious dishes. Everyone gathered around the tables to fill their plates. Jack was especially pleased when he spotted a huge bowl of teriyaki chicken—one of his absolute favorites. “Man, this mod is great! So much good food.”

Even Ricardo’s sour mood softened as he gobbled down the tasty cuisine. “This really is good. All they let me eat before you got here was rice and vegetables.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have... you know... poofed their guardian?” Jack laughed from his food-filled mouth. Ricardo scowled.

The boy leaned into Jack as they sat on their tatami mats at the place of honor. Goro had originally wanted Ricardo to go back to his house, but Jack insisted he get to stay. “You have a plan to get me out of here, right?”

Jack nodded. “If you would’ve just kept your mouth shut, we could’ve tried it already. But yes. Tonight after the party, we can try to get you out.”

As the villagers ate and chatted, Goro stood from his seat and clapped his hands for attention. “And now, for the entertainment of our guests. We have a special treat for you all.”

With a wave of his hand, a group of musicians entered the village square playing traditional instruments—the shamisen, a three-stringed guitar-style instrument, taiko drums, and shakuhachi flutes. They played a lively tune that had everyone tapping their feet and nodding their heads to the beat.

Next, a group of performers came out dressed in traditional Japanese garments, beautiful kimonos with vibrant colors and intricate designs that shimmered in the light of the torches on the walls. They performed a beautiful dance, moving gracefully to the music and telling a story through their movements and delicate paper fans. Jack was amazed at their skill and Bruce even seemed to be in awe, sitting still and watching intently, his tail twitching every time a fan was shaken, the little tassels on them wiggling.

As the night came to a close, the villagers and guests were stuffed and happy from the feast and entertainment. Jack was grateful for the warm welcome and hospitality, even if Goro and Sota kept throwing dirty looks Ricardo's way. He waved to the villagers as Goro stood by to lead him to his house.

“Thank you, Goro and everyone in the village, for this amazing feast and entertainment,” Jack said, bowing respectfully.

“We are honored to have you as our guests,” Goro replied with a smile. “I hope you found it... cool.”

Jack laughed. “It was super cool!”

Goro nodded, ushering them all into a house. “You will make sure that Ricardo does not run away in the night? Just to be cautious we will post some guards outside as well.”

“Ugh!” Ricardo stomped his foot and threw up his hands. “Come on already!”


Chapter 12

The doors shut and Ricardo let out an exasperated sigh. “Finally! I thought they’d never leave us alone.”

“Shhh!” Jack shushed him. “They’re right outside the door.”

Ricardo rolled his eyes, but he did whisper. “What’s next? How do we get out of here? I’m ready to be home.” Bruce pushed past the boy, leaping onto one of the beds and curling up. Ricardo threw his hands in the air. “Well excuse me, Mr. Cat.”

“Have you ever met a cat before?” Jack asked. “They all act like that.” The two boys watched as Bruce made himself at home, circling around before collapsing into a purring sleep.

Ricardo shook his head. “No, I'm really allergic... hey! I haven’t sneezed once around him! Is that a Minecraft thing?” He pointed at the cat. “What if I wanted that bed?” Ricardo asked.

“Oh, don’t worry. He’ll probably end up sleeping on your face in the middle of the night no matter which bed you pick.”

Ricardo grimaced then shook his head. “Anyway. How are we getting home?”

“That’s easy,” Jack said, “We just have to go to bed.”

Ricardo blinked. “What?”

Jack shrugged, “Well, that’s how it works for me. I’ve never actually tried to bring anyone else out. Except for Bruce.”

“What kind of secret agent are you?” Ricardo shouted.

“Dude! Quiet down!” Jack said, peeking out the windows to make sure no one heard the boy’s outburst. “Sheesh, are you trying to get us in trouble?”

“Sorry, I’m just really annoyed. I want to go home. This wasn’t nearly as cool as I thought it would be.”

“That’s because the first thing you did got you put in jail.”

Ricardo sat heavily on the bed. “I know! I really wish I hadn't done that. I’m not a bad guy like they think I am. I was just trying to help.”

“Life sucks like that sometimes, doesn’t it?” Jack said, not sure how to comfort the boy. “Anyway, the way it works for me is I concentrate on getting in and out of Minecraft, but I have to be lying on a bed. When I brought Bruce out, he laid on the bed with me, so maybe if we make sure our beds are right next to each other, it will work for you too.”

Ricardo shrugged. “I guess we could try it.”

They placed the beds on the blocks next to each other and stood beside them. “You ready?” Jack asked.

Ricardo nodded. “I’ve never been more ready for anything.”

“Okay. On three, activate your bed.”

“Wait... do you mean one, two, three, activate or one, two, activate on three?”

Jack sighed. “The first one. One, two, three!”

He activated his bed and the world went black.


Chapter 13

Jack woke up on his bed, in the middle of the night, the light of the moon cascading through his window. “So how do I know if that worked?” He stroked the fur on Bruce’s head and the cat rolled over onto his back. “Oh, I know!” He snatched up his GameDude and sent a text message to Agent Jackson.

Jack: Hey! I just got back from that Minecraft world. Found the kid and tried bringing him back with me. Is he home?

Agent Jackson: ...shouldn’t you be sleeping?

Jack: Rolling eyes emoji. Can you check if he’s back?

Agent Jackson: Sorry. I was checking. We didn’t detect any readings of in-between travel at his house. We’re sending a drone to check if he’s home.

Jack: That’s creepy. You’re going to spy on him with a drone?

Agent Jackson: I mean... how else will we know if he’s there? It’s the middle of the night.

Jack: Creeeeeeeepy

Agent Jackson: ...

Agent Jackson: ...

Agent Jackson: ...

Agent Jackson: It looks like he’s still in Minecraft.

Jack: Rats and Phooey! I guess I’m going back in.

Agent Jackson: Good Luck.

Jack sighed and put his Gamedude down, concentrating on getting back into the world as fast as possible. He didn’t know if he was getting better at doing it or what, but it happened faster than usual. He opened his eyes to the room in Minecraft he’d been in, the sun coming in from the windows. He looked over to find Ricardo, sitting on the side of his bed, his head in his hands.

“It didn’t work.”

Ricardo leapt into the air with a shout, startling Bruce who also leapt into the air. Jack covered his face and head with his arms. “Watch out!”

“I thought you left!” Ricardo said.

“I did, but when I found out you didn’t make it out with me, I came back. Do you know what happened?”

Ricardo sighed. “The world went black like usual when you go to sleep, but then I woke up back in my bed. A message appeared, you know where they do when someone chats with you? It said I had unfinished business and couldn’t log out until I finished it.”

Jack blinked. “Huh? That’s the first time I’ve heard of that happening.” He rubbed his chin and paced by the foot of the bed, then paused and pointed at Ricardo. “Okay, don’t worry. This means that my plan to get us out is the right one. We just have to do whatever your unfinished business is.” He snapped his fingers. “Like a ghost!”

Ricardo frowned. “What?”

Jack waved him away. “Never mind. So. Unfinished business.” He chewed his lip and paced some more. Then his face brightened. “The ancestor spirit! We need to get the spirit orb!”

“Why does that make you so happy?”

Jack jumped off the bed, fist-punching the air. “Because that means we get to enter a ninja tournament!”


Chapter 14

“Goro, we’ve decided to enter the Millennial Tournament!” Jack declared while Ricardo stood at his side, a look of resignation on his face.

Goro cocked his head. “That is good to hear, Ninja Master Jack, but I didn’t think that was in question to begin with? At least for Ricardo.”

Jack cleared his throat. “Ahh yeah. Anyway, just call me Jack. All those titles take too long to say.”

Goro put his hand fists together and bowed. “As you say... Master Jack.”

“Just Jack. No Ninja, no Master, no other words. Jack.”

Goro bowed again. “As you say, Jack.”

“Perfect! I’m glad we got here in time for this tournament. It’d be terrible to have to wait another thousand years.”

Goro’s brow furrowed. “Why would you have to wait a thousand years? The Millennial Tournament comes every year.”

Jack threw his hands in the air. “But it’s a Millennial Tournament!”

Goro looked from side to side, confused. “Yes?”

“Millennial means every thousand years...” Jack motioned his hands in a circle in an attempt to get Goro to understand.

Goro shrugged. “I see the confusion. The Millennial tournament was meant to be hosted once a year for a thousand years. It was what the founder wanted.”

“That makes no sense! Why not just call it something different?”

“Because... Millennial Tournament sounds... cool. Can I use that word there?”

Ricardo snorted out a laugh and Jack sighed. “Yes. That works.” He shook his head, his eyebrows high on his forehead. “Anyway. How do we get to it?”

“I am glad to hear you will be going,” he pointedly looked at Ricardo, “and obtaining a spirit orb for us, yes?”

Ricardo rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, that's the whole reason.”

Goro clapped. “Good! To get there, you must travel along The Hinomaru Road, the road that was built generations ago by the emperor. It travels all across the lands, to each of the provinces. You will need to pass through the Desert of the Lost—a vast, unforgiving desert where travelers must brave scorching heat, sandstorms, and treacherous dunes. The yokai there are particularly dangerous, as many are immune to the sun's cleansing rays.”

Jack nodded along. “Okay, that doesn’t sound too—”

“Then!” Goro continued, barreling through Jack’s comments, “you must travel through The Enchanted Forest of Hoshido—a dense and mysterious forest that is said to be guarded by powerful fox yokai. Talking foxes, they are mischievous tricksters, and their magic may lead you astray.

“Oh, uh... that sounds kind of cool actually—”

“After you brave the forest,” Goro continued in dramatic fashion, his hands waving about wildly, and his beard shaking, “you must travel past Lake Tatsumi—a dark and murky lake that is said to be the final resting place of countless souls who perished in a great battle long ago. The lake is said to be guarded by ghostly warriors who will attack anyone who dares to disturb their peace.”

Jack blinked. “Wow... okay... so...”

Goro launched loudly back into his speech and Jack sighed. “Finally, you will arrive at Mount Hokage—a towering mountain that is said to be home to wise sages and ancient spirits. From its peak, one can see for chunks in every direction, taking in the beauty of the surrounding landscapes. Resting at the very peak is the Great Dojo, where the Millennial Tournament will be held.”

Jack opened his mouth to say something, then paused, waiting to see if Goro was going to interrupt him again. He didn’t. “Great! So, we’ll be fighting on the peak of the mountain. Super epic!”

“Here is a map,” Goro said, pulling out a scroll and handing it over to Jack.

Jack hesitated, remembering the exploding scroll, but took it anyway. It didn’t explode.

“Thanks, Goro,” he said. “We’ll be as quick as we can.”

Goro bowed to Jack, then stared daggers at Ricardo. “Do not return without the orb, or you will regret it.”

“Calm down, old man, I'll get your stupid orb.”

Jack facepalmed.


Chapter 15

Jack grabbed Bruce and headed off down the road with Ricardo before the boy could annoy Goro any further.

Outside the village, the Hinomaru Road was three blocks wide and made of white concrete on the outer edges, with the center being a line of concrete blocks alternating between red and white. The road stretched all the way through to the horizon. Jack whistled. “Wow, this is a pretty epic road. I can’t believe they built this whole thing to go through all the provinces.”

Ricardo shrugged as they walked. “At least it’ll make figuring out where we need to go easier. Why are you wearing the cat?” He gave Jack a sideways look.

Jack laughed. “It’s just what he’s always done.”

“Cats are so lazy.” Ricardo shook his head.

“You’re not wrong,” Jack said with a chuckle, “but Bruce here is better in a fight than me. Well, almost better.”

“Meow!” Bruce said from around Jack's neck.

Jack rubbed the cat's head. Bruce swiped lazily at him with a claw. “We haven’t sparred in a long time—I probably am better than you now! Didn’t you see that fight with Sota? I whooped his butt!”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

“Are you... actually talking to the cat?” Ricardo asked. “Or are you a crazy person?”

“I’m not crazy! Bruce has been my best bud for a long time.” He rubbed the cat’s head. “We understand each other.”

“You understand a cat... and you’re not crazy?”

Jack covered Bruce’s ears. “Dude, chill. You don’t want to annoy Bruce too much. Have you ever met a cat? You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t attack you.”

“He’s a cat! He can’t understand me!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, giving the boy a dirty look. Ricardo grimaced, but stepped a little further to the side.

Jack found himself thankful Mom insisted he and Kate have good manners. Ricardo didn’t seem to have any and boy was he annoying. They walked in silence for a bit until the sound of a rumbling tummy roared out of Bruce.

“Uh oh,” Jack said. “We should probably stop for lunch.”

“We should’ve asked the villagers for some more food,” Ricardo said. “I’m almost out.”

Jack sighed. “I totally forgot. I wish my mom was here!”

Ricardo looked at Jack. “Why? My mom wouldn’t know the first thing about being in Minecraft.”

Jack grinned widely. “Yeah, my mom was like that too at first. But then she got used to it. She also has the power to bring any food from Earth here into Minecraft, and to duplicate anything you can eat or drink.”

“That’s OP!” Ricardo stopped in his tracks. “Wait. Your mom was in Minecraft, too?”

Jack nodded. “Yep. My mom, my dad, my sister, me, and Bruce. We were all trapped in Minecraft for a long time.”

“Whoa. How’d you guys get out?”

They pulled out the small amount of food they’d gathered from the feast, munching on it while Jack told the entire story of how his family was stuck in Minecraft and how they got out. It took a long time, and they had gone quite a ways down the road before Jack was done, the sun starting to set.

“Wow,” Ricardo said when Jack finished the story. “That story is crazy! It’d probably fill up like 30 books!”

Jack laughed. “I bet you're right!” He spotted a cow close to the road. “We should probably do a bit of hunting.”

“Meow!” Bruce yowled.

“Yeah, yeah. You’re always hungry,” Jack replied.

“Did he really say he was hungry?” Ricardo asked.

“Well... he’s kind of never not hungry, so it’s a good bet that’s what he said.”

“Purr purr,” Bruce said, kneading his claws on Jack's shirt. Jack winced then pulled the cat off his neck. “Alright, time for you to pull your weight.” He reared back and threw the cat as hard as he could. Ricardo gasped as he did so, his eyes going wide.

“What the heck?” he shouted, but Bruce unfurled his elytra wings, zipping through the air across the field with his claws out. “Whoa! He can fly?! That’s horrifying!”

Jack nodded. “It sure is. But it’s also helpful.” Bruce landed on the cow, his claws out and glowing red hot. In only a moment, the cow was turned into cooked beef.

“Awesome!” Ricardo shouted, turning to pick up the cooked beef. “Now we have some foo—” Bruce gobbled it up. “What?!”

Jack snorted out a laugh. “You get used to it. He’ll get us some food too, don’t worry. But he’s going to gobble down a bunch himself, the greedy little glutton.” As if on cue, Bruce leapt into action, racing across the plains. “He’ll catch up to us, let’s keep going.”

They walked for a bit longer before Jack gestured at the sun, setting low on the horizon. “Should we keep going or make a shelter?”

Ricardo shrugged. “If you have such awesome powers, and your cat too, we should just keep going. We can fight off any mobs.”

Jack nodded. “Okay! If you’re not afraid.” He looked sideways at the boy. “So can you fight at all? Or did you just use your ‘phoenix powers’ when fighting the spirit?”

Ricardo laughed. “I can fight okay, I guess. I haven’t had much of a chance to try.”

Jack snapped his fingers. “That reminds me!” He plopped out a bed. “We should reset our spawn points. I don’t want to lose a whole day of traveling.” He activated the bed, then gestured for Ricardo to do the same. Bruce startled them both by landing on the bed, collapsing his wings, and curling up. “Ya darn cat!” Jack yelled.

He pulled out a pickaxe. “We’re not sleeping, we’re going to travel through the night.” He mined the bed, dropping Bruce to the ground.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce glared at Jack.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Let’s not pretend you aren’t going to ride on me like a mount. Did you find us any food?”

Bruce licked his paw then stood on all fours and began hacking and horking.

Ricardo jumped back. “Gross!”

Jack laughed. “I thought so too at first, but that’s just how he gets into his inventory. I think the hacking and horking is for show.”

Bruce let out a huge loud hork and a small stack of cooked chicken popped onto the ground. Ricardo looked horrified, looking from the chicken to Jack to Bruce. “I’m not eating that!”


Chapter 16

Jack munched happily away while Ricardo made gagging noises. He rolled his eyes and shrugged. “You can go hungry if you want.”

The sun had well and truly set then, darkness overtaking the land. They continued on their trek, thankful they had the road to follow, as it made the traveling so much easier.

“I wish we had some ice roads,” Jack said. “It’d be so much faster.”

“Me too! I once made a redstone machine in the nether that automatically built ice roads. It was so cool.”

“We tried to make one but couldn’t get it right. I would have worked on it more, but we had all these things like... fighting off armies and withers and stuff to do.”

“That sounds like bragging.”

Jack shrugged and was about to say more when an arrow shot out of the night, slamming into his chestplate, and punching through. “Ow!” he yelped, then wobbled as white swirls rose off the arrow, blending into a transparent figure that looked like a tiny ghast, floating above his head. The figure swiped at Jack with a tendril, hitting him on the head and flashing him red. “What the nether?”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce screamed, leaping off Jack, his claws extended.

Jack pulled out his swords. “It’s SHLING SHLING time!” He activated his clone power, a copy of him with iron swords popping into existence. Jack pointed in the direction the arrow had come from, spying a skeleton with a huge red bow in its hands taking aim. “Get that skeleton!” The clone darted off, dodging to the side to avoid arrows.

“Whoa!” Ricardo shouted, pulling his only weapon—a wooden sword—from his inventory. He swung at the ghostly ghast, but the sword passed right through it ineffectively. “What is that thing?”

Jack rolled backwards, dodging the next attack from the spirit. “This must be an oni!” He swung his swords, shouting, “Monkey Throws a Stone!” Both blades passed through the ghast without so much as a peep from the creature.

“What was that attack?” Ricardo asked as he continued to back away.

“I don’t know, I’m just making them up as I go. I had some cool attack names already, but Sota showed me a whole new world of awesome names.”

The ghast swooped at Jack, but the nimble boy dodged, swiping a sword through the creature, once again to no effect. “How the heck do we beat these things?”

Ricardo also attacked, again doing nothing. “Don’t you have some magic power that can help?”

“I have a clone who’s fighting the skeleton. Oh, oh great.” He gestured down the way at the skeleton kiting his clone, shooting arrows at him. Each time an arrow collided with something, one of the ghostly ghast-like creatures appeared and began chasing after the clone, who chased after the skeleton. “That’s not good.”

Ricardo glanced over, his face going white. “That’s so OP!”

“Not OP enough,” Jack groaned. “We’re still in trouble!”

Bruce, who had been watching the ghast attack Jack, finally jumped into combat—literally—leaping into the air, bouncing off Ricardo and flipping over, his front claws extended and glowing red. The cat sailed right through the creature and Jack frowned in annoyance that it looked unharmed. Then it ignited from the power of Bruce’s claws, the flames only coming into existence for a moment before the ghost poofed, taking the flames with it.

“Nice!” Jack shouted, pointing at the parade of ghostly spirits chasing Jack's clone. “Go get those ghosts!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce yelled, and leapt back into the air, using Jack's head as a springboard and unfurled his elytra wings to glide right into the thick of the intangible mobs, his glowing claws slashing out furiously.

Ricardo rubbed his head. “Does he always jump off people?”

Jack laughed. “Pretty much.”

A groan sounded from behind them, and the two boys whirled around to find a pair of zombies charging in. One of them wore the kind of breastplate you’d expect to see on a samurai, with knobby scales, while the other carried a small, curved sword. “What?” Jack shouted. “Is that…?” He pointed at the curved sword. “I want it!”

“Well, you’re about to get it. Right in the head!” Ricardo shouted.

The zombies groaned again charging at the two boys. “I got the one with the sword!” Jack shouted, jumping into a rolling attack under the bladed zombie’s guard.

“Great. Fine. I’ll take the one with the armor, with my stupid wooden sword.”

Ricardo slashed out, hitting the armored zombie, his sword bouncing off the armor. “I can’t even hurt it!”

“Hit it where the armor isn’t!” Jack tried his best not to roll his eyes. “Hippo Eats a Watermelon!” he screamed, bringing both of his blades into a pincer attack at the sides of the zombie, flashing it red twice. The zombie slashed inexpertly, and Jack blocked with one blade, slashing into it again with another. “This zombie is weak! Hah!” He slashed again, and the zombie fell to the ground in a poof of smoke, dropping the sword it was carrying.

“Oh yeah!” Jack said, swooping it up and inspecting it.

Wakizashi
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“So cooooooool...” Jack muttered as he stared at the blade.

“Um! Little help!” Ricardo yelled as he struck his zombie foe again, and again doing no damage.

“Oh! Right.” Jack equipped the wakizashi and charged in to attack. “Razor Shaves the Dolphin!” He slashed out with the wakizashi at the zombie's head, scoring a critical hit. “Sweet!”

“Would you cool it with the dumb names?” Ricardo struck the zombie, hitting it in the arm and flashing it red. “Dolphins don’t even have hair!”

“You should try it, it’s really fun,” Jack said. The zombie was trapped between a sword and a sharp place as the two boys bounced it back and forth between their swords. Jack scored another critical hit with the wakizashi and it poofed, dropping its armor to the ground. Jack snatched it up, looking at it.

Iron Dō-maru
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“Hey, shouldn’t I get the armor if you got the sword?” Ricardo asked.

Jack frowned. “Aw man. Yeah, you're probably right.” He tossed the armor to the ground. “Here, take this too. It’s better than your wooden one.” He tossed his other iron sword to the ground as well.

Ricardo snatched both items up, wasting no time equipping them. “I feel safer now.”

Jack nodded. “You look cooler, too!” He turned around to survey the battlefield. “Let’s see how Bruce is doing.” The skeleton that had been firing arrows at them was gone, but so was Jack's clone and all the spirits the skeleton's arrows summoned. Bruce was proudly walking back to the boys. He cleaned his paw, then horked out a floating red bow.

“Yuck!” Ricardo said. “I’m not touching that!”


Chapter 17

They continued on their way, walking down the white and red Hinomaru Road in the dark. Jack inspected the bow, curious about what it was.

Oak Yuri
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“Nice, I bet Kate would like this.” Jack put it in his inventory with a sigh. “Too bad I can’t bring it in and out of the game.”

“You can’t?” Ricardo asked.

Jack shrugged. “There might be a way, but I haven't figured it out yet. I’m still pretty new to all this. So far, every time we come into Minecraft, we start with nothing.”

“I bet that’s annoying. You always have to do all the basic stuff as soon as you get in.”

Jack grunted and they kept on walking the Hinomaru Road through the night. There were no more incidents with oni that night, and soon enough the sun rose over the horizon, filling the sky with light.

Jack squinted pointing up ahead. “I think I see that desert Goro was talking about. What’d he call it? The Desert of the Lost. I can’t tell if it’s just another weird name or if it’s really something we should be worried about.”

“He described husks when he was talking about oni that didn’t burn in the sun, so it can’t be that much worse than a regular Minecraft desert, right?”

They steadily ate up time and distance on the road, finally entering from the gentle plains biome into the scorching desert. Jack’s eyes went wide at the sight of the shifting dunes of sand and the huge cacti studding the landscape.

The sun was blazing in the sky, and Jack could feel the sweat beading on his forehead from the heat. He was amazed at the power of the sun here. It was so much brighter and more intense than even just the previous biome. He could barely keep his eyes open without looking away.

He pulled out the Sugegasa hat and put it on, shade coming out of it like a water source block. "Oh, that's so much better."

Ricardo frowned, looking at him. “No fair! This is like walking into a furnace.” He pointed up ahead. “Do you see that?”

Jack looked in the direction Ricardo was pointing. There was a dark shape in the sand, slowly shifting and growing as they watched. “What is that?” Jack asked, nervousness rising within.

“I don’t know.” Ricardo’s voice was shaking. “But I think we should be ready for anything.”

They had to squint their eyes as the apparition got closer and closer. It was huge—taller than a person—and as wide as two blocks. It had shaggy brown hair around its legs and head, which ended in a yellow beak. The rest of it was green as grass.

“What the heck?” Ricardo asked breathlessly.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Jack said, pulling out his swords. “It’s coming right for us.”

The beast walked slowly but steadily over the sands toward the boys. Its head was low, and it sniffed the ground everywhere it went. When it was a few blocks away it stopped, sniffing hard and pawing at the sand. The sand moved and the bright red of a strange flower was exposed to the sun. The sniffing creature chomped it up and continued moving.

“Well, it's not attacking us,” Jack whispered. “So I think we’re okay.”

“Sure, except for that!” Ricardo shouted, pointing to the top of the dune the sniffing creature's body had hidden. There was a host of blackened zombies, each wearing armor similar to what Ricardo had on, and each of them holding longbows and wearing red bandanas.

“That’s not good,” was all Jack had time to say before arrows rained down from the sky. “Duck!” He took his own advice and ducked, dislodging Bruce from his shoulders who rolled into the sand with an annoyed hiss.

But the arrows never came.

He braved a glance up and saw the husks were shooting at the giant sniffing creature. It took a hit and bellowed, running off a short distance then freezing, shaking in fear and pain.

Jack’s brow lowered. “That’s not cool!” he shouted. “Get ‘em, Bruce!” He chucked the cat, who couldn’t spread his wings because the husks were on top of a hill, and he didn’t have enough height to fly. Instead, he landed face-first in the sand and came out sneezing.

Bruce glared at Jack. “Hiss! Hiss!”

Jack grimaced. “Sorry, buddy!” He pulled the bow out of his inventory and handed it to Ricardo. “Here, use this.”

Ricardo took it and immediately sighted at a husk, letting an arrow fly. The arrow slammed home, knocking the husk off the other side of the dune. Ricardo looked at the bow. “Nice!”

“Keep it up!” Jack yelled as he ran up the hill, huffing the whole way. More than once he had to activate his luck power to dodge out of the way of an arrow now that he and Ricardo had the blackened zombies' attention. When he was close enough, he sent a clone out, depleting his hunger bar. He quickly munched his remaining rice ball from the party, and waded in close to the zombies, his swords flashing.

“A Statue Gets Pooped On!” he shouted as he thrust with his iron sword. “Cookies Baking to Perfection!” He spun around in a slash, hitting more than one husk at a time. “Hang up Your Darn Towel!” he shouted as he performed an upward slash with his wakizashi, scoring a critical hit on one of the husks and poofing it. All the while arrows sprouted out of the husks from Ricardo’s shooting.

Meanwhile, Jack's clone slashed and fought and fought and slashed, but the horde of husks were tough, their armor turning his attacks almost half the time. It kept them occupied, though, providing the perfect distraction for Jack to line up critical strikes. Jack was running out of hunger bar, though, and soon enough, his clone poofed, leaving him alone and panting in the thick of a group of husks. He gulped, but a black streak collided with him, knocking him into the sand just as a husk’s arm was about to hit him.

The black streak pinballed off Jack and into the throng of blackened bodies, red glowing claws flashing. “Meow!” Bruce yelled as he bounced from one walking corpse to the next. Unfortunately, the power of his burning claws didn’t seem to ignite these husks on fire, but the cat's razor-sharp claws made up for it. In only a span of heartbeats, the husks were all poofed.

“Whoa,” Ricardo said, staring wide-eyed at the preening cat. “He really is awesome.”

Jack nodded then his eyes widened in horror. “No, Bruce!” But it was too late.

Bruce the cat gobbled up several pieces of rotten flesh.
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“What’s wrong?” Ricardo asked.

Jack just grimaced, then shook his head. “You’ll see later.”

“Just what the heck does that mean?” Ricardo asked.

“Just that... rotten flesh disagrees with Bruce, but for some reason, he loves the stuff.”

Ricardo looked at Jack like he was crazy then shook his head and pointed at the items left floating in the sand from the husks. There was more armor, but it was all low quality and not as good as what they already wore. There were more bows, one of them even better than the one Ricardo had, adding a knockback effect to the attacks. Lastly, there was a single floating red headband. It was solid red with a black picture of a fist in the center.

Infernal Hachimaki
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Ricardo picked it up and offered it to Jack. “Do you want it?”

Jack shook his head. “Nah, you can have it.” He pointed down at the sniffing beast, who was gently walking across the desert sniffing around again. “Let’s follow that thing. Whatever flower it dug up might be really interesting.”

“Come on,” Ricardo whined, “do we really have time for side quests? I want to get home!”

“But...” Jack started.

“Aren’t you here to rescue me?”

Jack sighed, staring longingly at the creature. “Fine, you're right. On the road again.”

Several more roving bands of husks came into view, but they were far enough away to not be a bother. As the sun was about to set on another day of travel, Jack stopped them. “We should build a shelter for the night.”

“What? Why? We can take any mobs!” Ricardo objected.

“Sure, but I'm worried about phantoms. So far, every mob in this world has been more powerful than a normal Minecraft mob. I don’t want to see what the phantoms are like. Besides, we should reset our spawn points anyway.”

Ricardo huffed, but agreed and they built a small house of sand into the closest dune. They placed their beds to sleep for the night. When their eyes opened the next morning, Ricardo wasted no time leaping out of bed. “Let’s go!”

Jack groggily rubbed his eyes. “I don’t get it. Why are you in such a hurry to get out of here? Being stuck in Minecraft is so much fun!”

Ricardo frowned. “All this ninja stuff, it’s just not my thing. If I was stuck in like a robot world or something… that would be cool.”

“What?” Jack yelled. “Are you kidding? Ninjas are the best! Why were you playing a ninja mod if you don’t even like ninjas?”

Ricardo shrugged. “A friend of mine at school told me about it. If he was in here, he’d be having the time of his life. He talked it up so much I just wanted to see if it lived up to the hype.”

“It does,” Jack said, nodding his head vigorously.

Ricardo snorted. “Sure, whatever, man. Maybe for you. My favorite mod was Mechanoid. It’s so cool! It has all these awesome new redstone things so you can make factories. The villages have robots as their guardians. The mobs are cyborgs and stuff, and there’s blasters!”

“Okay, that does sound pretty cool,” Jack said. “But still. Ninjas are the best.”

“Well let’s go then. I’m sure you’ll get to fight more ninjas when we get to the mountain.”


Chapter 19

The Enchanted Forest of Hoshido loomed before them, dark and foreboding.

“Wow, that’s a big forest,” Jack said.

Ricardo nodded. “Sure is.”

“Let’s go over the top.”

“Wait... what?” Ricardo asked.

Jack nodded. “Why bother going through a spooky enchanted forest when you could just walk on the top of it?”

Ricardo gave him a look and a little nod. “That’s genius.”

Together they built a set of stairs to the top of the closest tree and walked up, standing on the very top of the spooky enchanted forest. “Perfect!” Ricardo said, pointing down to the forest floor. “We can still see the road!”

They walked across the top of a tree, the next closest tree about a block away. “This is going to be too easy,” Jack said. He leapt off and landed on the tree in front of him, only to see Ricardo’s back as the boy stood at the edge of a tree. A noise like laughter was carried on the breeze.

“Jack?” Ricardo said. “Where’d you go?”

Jack blinked, confused for a moment. “I’m... right here...”

Ricardo whirled around to see Jack on the tree they started on, behind him. “What the nether? How’d you get there? You jumped and then disappeared in mid-air.”

Jack shrugged, his hands out to his sides. “I have no idea... you try jumping across.

Ricardo turned around hesitantly, then leapt, disappearing in mid-air. “Whoa!” he shouted from Jack’s side.

Jack startled, jumping away from the newly-appearing boy. He heard the laughter again, only louder now. “Did you hear that?”

Ricardo nodded. “Yeah. At first I thought it was you. What is it?”

“Goro said there were trickster yokai here, fox spirits I think he called them.” Jack looked all around on the forest floor. “I don’t see anything...”

“Let’s try again?” Ricardo asked as he stepped to the edge of the tree. He leapt and once again appeared right next to Jack. “Annoying!”

Jack tried next, with the same result. Every time they got close to the edge of the next tree, they’d be sent right back to the beginning by some mysterious force within this enchanted forest.

Jack frowned and took Bruce off his shoulders. “Hey bud, can you try flying across the trees here?”

“Meow meow,” Bruce said around a yawn.

Jack reared back and threw the cat as hard as he could, Bruce’s elytra wings unfurled and Jack smiled widely as he watched. Only for Bruce to disappear. Then slam into the back of his head, claws out.

“Yeeeeeoooowch!” Jack yelled, holding onto his head.

“Meow!” Bruce said as he tumbled to the leaves, then sat up, an offended look on his face. He licked a paw.

“Well. I guess that settles that,” Jack said. “We have to walk through the spooky enchanted forest. Yay.”

“How bad can it be?” Ricardo asked. “We can just follow the road.”

Jack lifted an eyebrow at the boy, then gave a small shake of his head. “You clearly haven’t spent enough time in Minecraft. Things can get weird.”

He told him about the far lands as they climbed down to the road.


Chapter 20

As soon as they entered the forest proper a sense of… weird surrounded them. It was the only way to describe it. An unusual, uneasy feeling.

Usually, in a dark forest, there were all kinds of mobs that rush out to attack since there’s no light to burn them up. This forest didn’t have anything like that. What it did have was spooky shadows that moved around them.

“Is that endermen?” Ricardo asked nervously. He took his bow out just in case.

Jack shrugged. “It could be. But it could be something else too. We need to stay on the road just in case. It could get really bad really quick if we get lost in here.”

A wind rustled through the forest, carrying the scent of cooking food. “Meow?” Bruce said, his ears perking up and his tail twitching.

“Just ignore it, bud...” Jack said. But trying to get a cat to do anything was like... trying to get a cat to do anything. Bruce leapt off Jack’s shoulders and sauntered off. “Bruce! No!” Jack ran after the cat.

“What happened to staying on the road?” Ricardo shouted.

“We’ll find it again. Come on. We can’t let him get away.” Jack waved at the boy to follow. Ricardo frowned, but ran after Jack. They ran around trees and through areas so dark it was almost like night. “Bruce! Come on, ya darn cat!” Jack yelled after the cat.

“That cat is going to get us killed,” Ricardo muttered.

“Then we’ll just respawn,” Jack said. “No big deal.” Ricardo rolled his eyes.

Soon they came to a halt, in a small clearing where a single tree was missing, allowing just enough light to look like a spotlight being shone on the ground. In the center of the tiny clearing was a table laden with delicious-looking—and smelling—food. Bruce didn’t even slow down and leapt directly on the table to gobble down the closest cooked beef. Jack thought about yelling at the cat to stop, but realized how pointless that would be. It’d be easier to stop time itself.

“Whoa!” Ricardo said as he got into the clearing, eyes wide as he looked around. “I like these fox spirits. Look at all of this!” He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, taking in all the delicious smells. The table was overloaded with all kinds of amazing-looking food. There was teriyaki chicken, and many different plates of sushi, Gyūdon, Tonkatsu, Okinomiaki, miso soup, ramen of all different varieties. “Oh man, I'm starving!”

“Wait!” Jack said, holding his hand up as the boy charged for the table.

“What?” Ricardo asked, turning back to Jack.

Jack pointed to the table. “Aren’t there stories about how eating food like this could trap you forever or something?”

“Oh like, Persephone?” Ricardo asked.

“Who?”

“You know... Persephone. She went to Hades and ate some pomegranate seeds and then had to spend 7 weeks of every year there.”

Jack nodded. “That’s exactly what I mean. Maybe this is some kind of magic food trap. Something tells me spirit foxes don’t leave out tasty picnics out of the kindness of their sly little hearts.”

Ricardo pointed at the cat, who was still gobbling down food like he would never get another meal. “Pretty sure your weird cat is going to be trapped here forever then.” They watched Bruce as he went from dish to dish, eating all kinds of things. “Well, nothing seems to be happening to him, so I'm diving in!” He dashed over, picking up a steaming hot bowl of miso soup and chugging it down. “It’s so good!” he said, soup dribbling down his chin.

Jack watched a moment longer to see if Ricardo sprouted horns or turned purple or anything. When he didn't, Jack gave a shrug and dove into the food as well. They ate and ate and ate. It almost felt like time slowed down for the outside world and their stomachs never stopped being hungry. They ate the meats, and drank the soups, they gobbled up the treats, and chowed down the snacks.

Soon enough, they collapsed in a heap on the forest floor, groaning and holding their full bellies.

That’s when the laughter started, and the sun went away.

Jack and Ricardo looked in every direction, their heads swiveling wildly. Bruce continued munching the food on the table, though much slower. Jack looked up to see the sun hadn’t actually disappeared, but a deep, dark covering of clouds had blanketed the sky. With a flash of light, the table suddenly changed. No longer was it a beautiful table made of oak, but now it was made of soul sand blocks, the screaming faces on them filling the boys with dread.

“Oh man.” Jack buried his face in his hands. “I knew we shouldn’t have eaten the food.”

Ricardo pointed. “Look!”

Jack turned and saw the food had changed, too. All the delicious meats were now rotten flesh, the amazing soups now bowls of suspicious stew, the tasty fish was all pufferfish, and… Bruce kept eating like nothing had changed.

“Uh oh...” Jack said. “Did we eat...” Then he gasped as the world went black. “What the?”

“Jack! What’s going on!” Ricardo shouted.

Jack couldn’t see anything, and it didn’t take him long to realize what was happening as his health bar turned green. Pop-ups appeared in his vision, showing he was inflicted with weakness, blindness, poison, and wither.

Laughter erupted from everywhere around the boys, like the air itself was laughing, and a high-pitched voice spoke. “I can’t believe they fell for that—it's the oldest trick in the book!”

Another high-pitched, but lower than the first voice spoke, this one from higher above them, and Jack turned his head toward it. “It’s the oldest trick for a reason—it works most of the time.” The deeper voice laughed, then Jack felt the voice as if it had moved closer to his ear, talking directly to him.

“Greetings, travelers. We have been watching you.”

Jack sighed. “Let me guess, you’re a fox yokai?

“Oh very smart,” said the voice. “Just not smart enough to avoid our trap.”

“The food. It was enchanted. You’ll never be able to leave this forest now,” the other voice, presumably another fox, said.

Jack facepalmed. “Why were we so dumb? We knew it was a trap!”

Ricardo shook his head. “What do you want from us?” he asked the air.

“We want a spirit orb, of course. It is the only way to break the enchantment and leave this forest,” the first fox said.

“Why would you want a spirit orb?” Jack asked. “Aren’t they for summoning ancestor spirits to protect villages?”

“You think foxes can’t have ancestors? That’s rude!” the higher-pitched voice said.

“What? I didn’t say that! What happens if we don't have one?” Jack asked.

“Then you will be trapped here forever, slowly losing your health and fading away into nothing, until you become just another spirit haunting the forest,” the second fox said.

“We don't have the spirit orb,” Ricardo said.

“That is unfortunate,” the first fox said. “Oh well. Looks like you’ll get to join us forever!”

“But wait!” Jack said. “We're on a quest to get one! We're trying to help a village that lost theirs.”

The foxes were quiet for a moment, then the first one spoke again. “That will not save you. If you have nothing to trade, then we eagerly await new spirits to play with.” The voices laughed and laughed as the wither effect from the suspicious stew dropped Jack’s hearts.

Jack smirked as his hearts went down to the last half. “There actually is another way out of the forest. You just don’t know about it.”

“What are you talking about?” the deeper voice roared. “We know everything there is to know about this forest!”

Then Jack's hearts disappeared completely.

“I don’t like those foxes,” Ricardo groaned from the spot next to him where they respawned.

“Don’t worry. We won’t fall for their tricks next time,” Jack said looking at his sleepy cat. “Bruce ate so much he’s probably too full for that to work again. I hope.”


Chapter 21

The trip back to the entrance of the forest was an annoying walk. Mostly because Ricardo wouldn't stop complaining about lost time. “It’s like when you’re playing a game and forget to quick save,” Ricardo explained for the fifth time.

“I get it!” Jack said, pointing to the forest. “Look. We’re here now. Let’s just pay better attention and try to not be so dumb this time.”

They didn’t bother trying to walk over the forest this time, simply staying on the road and walking in. Jack rubbed Bruce's fur. “No running off this time, ya darn cat.” Bruce stayed snoring on his shoulder. They made it a good ways in before the laughter echoed all around them.

Jack stopped in place, holding his hand out to stop Ricardo, too. “You can come out now! We aren’t going to fall for any more of your tricks.”

The shadows blurred and moved around them menacingly.

Jack sighed. “Come on now, can you just knock it off?”

“You’re no fun!” the higher-pitched voice said from inside a shadow.

“How did you escape our trap?” the deeper one asked from another shadow. “Your spirits should be roaming our forest.”

Jack held his hands out wide, gesturing at himself and Ricardo. “We’re respawners. We have power you can't contain.”

The voices laughed, then two of the shadows elongated, fuzzy snouts coming out. In an eye blink the shadows were gone, and two foxes sat on the ground. Foxes that had more than one tail each.

“Oh ho ho,” said the fox on the right, in the deeper, more masculine voice. He had 5 tails, all wagging and moving like seaweed in a current. He looked like a normal fox otherwise, slightly bigger than his partner. “You think you have more power even than us?”

“You cannot begin to understand the heights of our power,” the other one with the more feminine voice and four tails said. She growled, the male fox also crouching low and growling.

“Jack, this is making me nervous,” Ricardo said.

Jack waved at him. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll just respawn if they take us out.”

“It still hurts! And we already lost so much time.”

“You get used to it,” Jack said.

“I don’t want to get used to it!”

“Enough,” came yet another voice from behind them. Jack and Ricardo whirled around to see a fox, at least double the size of the other foxes, sitting regally, nine large fluffy tails behind her. At least Jack thought he counted nine—turns out tails are pretty hard to count when there are that many of them. “You have trespassed in our forest.”

Jack peeked behind him to see the other foxes had sat down, no longer growling. He turned back to the large fox. “I’m sorry we’re trespassing, we don’t mean to be. To be fair, the road does go through here.”

“I told that emperor this road would be annoying,” the nine-tailed fox said. “It has barely been a millennium and already you people have forgotten the proper way to travel through our woods.”

Jack bowed, tapping on Ricardo to copy him. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive our trespassing. We... actually aren't from this world. So we didn’t even know that we didn’t know there was a proper way to go through your lands. I’m Jack, and this is Ricardo.”

“Hmph,” the nine-tailed fox. “I am Shuichi, the guardian of this forest.”

“I thought I smelled something funny about them,” the five-tailed fox said from behind the boys.

“You think everyone smells funny, Ninko,” the four-tailed fox said.

“Can I help it if I have the best nose in the forest, Yoko?” Ninko asked the other fox.

Shuichi stood up on her legs, pawing the dirt in front of her. “Since you have eschewed our rules, you must provide us with entertainment if you wish to get through our forest.”

“I thought you wanted a spirit orb?” Jack asked.

“We will come to that later,” Shuichi said. “For now, we wish to be entertained. It has been a long time since anyone came to our forest. We grow bored.”

“Maybe if you didn’t turn them all into spirits...” Ricardo muttered.

“What was that?” Shuichi asked.

“Nothing! Nothing,” Ricardo said, waving his hands around.

"Entertainment, huh?" Jack thought for a moment. He didn't want to make a mistake, but he also didn't want to spend too much time in the dark forest. "How about a fight?" Jack suggested, unsheathing his wakizashi and iron sword.

Shuichi and the other foxes looked at each other and nodded in agreement. "Very well," Shuichi said, a laugh escaping her mouth. "But you will regret that choice. We will choose the opponent." She howled and answering howls erupted out of the forest. Soon, every dark nook and cranny was filled with glowing eyes of foxes.

Jack gulped. “Just how many of you are there?”

Shuichi laughed. “More than you will know. Ninko, you will be the one to fight the outsiders.”

Ninko stepped forward, a mischievous glint in his eye. "Perfect," he said, baring his sharp teeth. "I love a good fight."

Jack and Ricardo looked at each other, and Jack whispered to Ricardo, "Don't worry, I've got this." He looked at the fox. “Are you rea—” His words were cut off as he had to leap out of the way of a vicious bite from the fox. “Hey! I wasn’t ready!”

“Only a fool is not ready when battle is involved!” Ninko snarled.

Jack frowned. “Oh, I see. You wanna play like that? Fine then.” He charged in, flipping through the air. He could tell the fox was feeling overly confident, but he had an ace up his sleeve the fox didn’t know about. He activated his luck power, and his blade swerved to the side, seeming like it would slice nothing but air, but struck something solid, a critical star floating up. The illusion of the fox faded away, while Ninko popped into visibility right where Jack had struck.

“How did you know where I was?” Ninko asked.

Jack laughed. “I told you this would be entertaining.”

Shuichi let out a hearty chuckle. “My, my, that was good. Ninko, you had better step up your game.”

Ninko growled, slamming a paw into the ground. In a blur of motion, there were now three Ninkos, spreading out to attack Jack from the sides. “Your time is over!” they all said at once.

Jack smirked. “No, I don’t think so.” He activated his clone ability, a copy of himself appearing. Both of them sprung into action, slicing their swords to the sides. The clone's sword hit an illusion, popping it into a shower of light, while Jack’s hit the real Ninko.

Ninko laughed. "I'll take you both on!" Ninko's tails began to glow, and he disappeared and reappeared in front of Jack. He lunged forward teeth first, but Jack was quick and dodged out of the way of the bite.

Ninko's tails began to blur, spinning around like a propeller and lashing out at Jack and the clone. Jack defended, blocking the multiple tail strikes with his sword, but his clone wasn’t as fast and took several hits. Ninko charged into the distracted clone, as he used his claws to attack. Jack and his clone fought back, their swords clanging against Ninko's claws.

Ninko muttered something, causing the ground to shimmer and disappear, making it difficult for Jack and his clone to keep their footing. But Jack had an advantage—he activated his luck to make sure his feet would always find purchase and was relieved to learn the invisible ground was merely another illusion.

Ninko growled in frustration. He’d likely never faced an opponent like Jack before—no one in this seed had. He disappeared, only to reappear behind Jack and attack from behind. He scored a hit, but at the same time Jack spun around, his clone got a hit on the fox. “Hah! Gotcha!”

Ninko snarled. “You’ll regret fighting me!” He began floating high into the air where Jack couldn’t reach him, his tails glowing with a blue fire. The fire grew and grew, lighting up the clearing in a strange blue light. “My ultimate attack, Firefox Flame will destroy you!” The flames kept growing larger and larger.

Jack frowned, then got an idea. “My ultimate attack will stop you!” He ripped the sleepy Bruce off his shoulders, who had been in a food coma. “Ultimate attack: Ninja Kitty Bomb!” He threw the cat at Ninko.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce yowled, his claws extending, and lighting up.

“What?” Ninko yelled, dodging to the side, his ultimate attack canceled by his distraction. “What is that foreign magic?” Bruce unfurled his wings and zipped over to the fox, landing on him and taking him to the ground. Ninko slammed into the ground and lit on fire as Bruce used his body as a springboard. “What what what?” Ninko kept saying as he rolled over and over to put out the flames.

All around them, the foxes began to snarl and growl, but Shuichi stamped her foot, the growling immediately ceasing. “Well done. You have defeated Ninko.”

Ninko stood up, the flames out, looking a little singed. “That wasn’t fair!”

“Wasn’t fair?” Jack asked. “You’re literally a magical fox that can fly, teleport and use illusions. As far as you knew I was a normal kid! What’s fair about that?”

“That is how a fox is supposed to fight. We are also supposed to win!”

“Enough!” Shuichi shouted. “Ninko, you lost. Be gone.”

Ninko hung his head. “Fine.” He leapt into a shadow and disappeared.

“You have earned your way through the forest, Jack,” Shuichi said.

Jack bowed before the fox. “Thank you.”

Shuichi bowed her head, then snapped it up sharply. “Kitsune! Bring the tea!”


Chapter 22

A pretty girl with black hair, wearing a pink flowered kimono came out of the shadows. Jack looked at her in confusion, then surprise, when he noticed she had fox ears, and a tail sticking out of the kimono.

Shuichi stomped a foot and lines of color flew out of the ground where she sat. The colors spread everywhere around the boys who watched in awe as they coalesced into an illusory scene of a peaceful Zen garden. A small tea house stood nearby, surrounded by bonsai trees and bamboo. The scent of green tea and the gentle trickle of a nearby rock garden filled the air. A shiny black table as smooth as stone appeared in front of the boys, with tatami mats in front of it. “Before you leave, I would like to ask a favor of you.”

Jack cocked his head, gulping as he took in the scene. “A favor? Me?”

The girl—Kitsune—approached the table shyly, a small smile on her face as she gestured for the boys to kneel on the tatami mats. Bruce perked up as the scenery changed, his ears and tail twitching. The smell of tea had his nose twitching as well. “Meow?”

“Yes, master ninja,” Kitsune said, bowing to Bruce. “There will be snacks.”

“Does everyone but me understand the cat?” Ricardo asked, throwing his hands in the air.

Jack shrugged. “Like I said, he’s usually talking about food so...” He knelt down at the table, Ricardo copying him. Kitsune gracefully knelt in front of a low table, laying out a woven mat and placing a small teapot and cups on top. She carefully arranged a tray of sweets and another with delicate, folded napkins.

"Please, make yourselves comfortable," she said with a small bow.

Jack and Ricardo sat across from each other, feeling nervous and out of place in this traditional setting. Bruce jumped onto Jack's lap, looking on with interest. Kitsune handed the cat a delicate-looking piece of nigiri. Bruce surprised Jack by gently and slowly eating it instead of gobbling it down like the glutton he usually was.

Kitsune started the ceremony by heating water in the teapot and then rinsing the cups to warm them. Shuichi watched in silence, a small smile on her face, her nine tails slightly wagging. "This tea ceremony is a way for us to show our gratitude for your bravery in defeating the fox yokai spirit," Kitsune said as she poured the tea. Her movements were small and precise, like she had practiced this a thousand times. "It is also a way for us to welcome new friends of the foxes and extend our hospitality."

She carefully handed a cup to Jack, then one to Ricardo. "Please, enjoy," she said, then pulled back, sitting delicately in her spot as the boys sipped their tea. Jack fumbled with the teacup, unsure of how to hold the thing. He held it with a few fingers, his pinky sticking out. He felt silly. He noticed Kitsune held hers cradled in both hands, and he did his best to copy her example.

Kitsune set her tea down and brought out a shamisen—the musical instrument the boys had first seen back in the village and played quietly while they ate and drank.

After a song, as they sipped the tea, Kitsune chatted with them about their journey and the different yokai spirits they had encountered so far. She was fascinated by their stories and listened intently, occasionally asking questions, especially about the battles. "You are very brave to have come this far," she said.

Shuichi nodded in agreement, still watching in silence.

When the tea ceremony was finished, Kitsune stood and gave another small bow, then sat at the feet of Shuichi. The large fox dwarfed the girl. Shuichi looked at the boys. “And now the favor I would ask of you, as friends of the foxes. Would you please escort my daughter, Kitsune, to the Millennial Tournament?”


Chapter 23

Jack spluttered, nearly spitting his tea out. “Uh, um...” He looked at Shuichi. “Why can’t you take her?”

Shuichi laughed. “Foxes aren't allowed on Mt. Hokage.”

Jack pointed at Kitsune. “But she’s a fox!”

The nine-tailed fox looked over at her daughter. “Hardly. She barely has a single tail, and her ears have just come in.”

“I’m confused.”

The nine tails swished. “Do not worry, Kitsune will be allowed on the mountain. Will you take her? We will forever allow you safe travel through our lands.”

“Please take me with you,” Kitsune said, bowing low.

“Come on, Jack,” Ricardo mumbled quietly. “Let’s just take her, if it gets us out of here sooner.”

Jack heaved out a sigh. “Alright, you can come.”

“Thank you, kind master ninja!” Kitsune bowed low over and over.

Shuichi jumped into the air, floating there as if there was an invisible ledge. She twirled her tails and they glowed yellow. She floated down toward Jack and placed a paw on his arm. “Let it be known, you are forever a friend of the foxes.” She lifted her paw up and a glowing paw print showed on his skin momentarily, then faded away.

“Whoa,” Jack said, touching the spot where the paw print was. It tingled like an ice cube held to his skin before it disappeared.

The fox moved over to Bruce and repeated the action, putting a glowing handprint on the cat’s hind leg. “Purr purr,” Bruce said.

“What about me?” Ricardo asked.

Shuichi glanced in Ricardo’s direction. “You have yet to prove yourself in combat to us.”

Ricardo threw his arms out, then gestured at Bruce. “But the cat did?”

Shuichi ignored the boy, fading into a transparent form, then completely disappearing except for her eyes. The eyes glowed then blinked, and the illusion of the Zen garden faded away, leaving them back in the forest. “Follow me,” said Shuichi, and the eyes floated away.

Ricardo frowned, and muttered. “No fair, stupid cat.” But he followed the floating, glowing orbs. Shuichi led them through the forest, back to the red and white road, then disappeared completely.

“Oh, okay. I guess we’re on our own now?” Jack said with a shrug.

Kitsune bowed politely. “Master ninja, the foxes will leave you for the rest of the journey through the forest. Its magic will no longer prevent you from leaving.”

“Thanks, Kitsune,” Jack said. “I guess we should get going.”

They followed along the road, and just as Kitsune said, no foxes bothered them for the rest of the trip. They also avoided any other mobs, almost as if the foxes had cleared the way. They reached the edge of the forest, and the bright sun shining in the sky.

“Ugh,” Ricardo said. “I’m glad that’s over with. Only one more horrifying obstacle until we get to Mt. Hokage.” They walked along the road together, Kitsune so quiet Jack almost forgot she was even there.

When they got far enough down the road that they could no longer see the forest behind them, Kitsune stopped. “Finally!” she shouted, ripping off the kimono to reveal a white and red ninja-yoroi—the traditional outfit of ninjas—complete with hood. “I thought I’d never get out of that horrible thing!” She kicked the kimono and it flew off the road, then looked at the boys, who stared at her in shock. “What?”


Chapter 24

“You can’t tell me you never wanted to be something other than what your mom wanted,” Kitsune said, her hands on her hips. “All I ever wanted was to be a ninja! I hate all the fancy ceremonies and chasing rabbits and luring innocent travelers to their doom. Boring! I want action!”

Jack and Ricardo stood stunned by the sudden transformation. “But...” Ricardo gestured back the way they had come. “You were like... some quiet little shy girl!”

Kitsune gave him a look that Jack recognized as one his mom might give when his dad said something particularly stupid. Kitsune pointed at Ricardo. “That was just an illusion. I am a fox after all.”

“Magic?” Ricardo asked.

Kitsune shook her head. “Nope. The normal kind of illusion, where you’re just being polite and acting nice because your mom wants you to, even though you’d much rather be climbing trees and throwing shuriken.”

“I know that one,” Jack said with a chuckle.

Kitsune looked at him. “I can tell! You really are a good ninja.”

Ricardo was over it, rolling his eyes and grumbling. “Let’s just get going.” He looked at Kitsune. “At least now we won't have to worry about protecting you if mobs show up.”

Kitsune grinned.

They took the rest of the day to travel and continued through the night. As they walked, Kitsune told them about herself. “I was spawned as a normal villager, but one day a fire oni from the pits of the nether attacked my village. I managed to escape and stumbled into the enchanted forest. I was lost and alone in that dark place, crying my heart out at losing everything I had ever known.” She was quiet for a bit as they walked, lost in contemplation. Even Ricardo seemed to have good enough sense not to say anything rude.

“Suddenly I felt warmth radiating around me as a bright light illuminated a path—and an enormous golden fox with nine tails appeared.”

“Shuichi?” Jack asked and the girl nodded.

“She whisked me away deep into the forest and deposited me in a small cave with the cutest baby foxes in it.”

“Except they weren’t foxes, they were yokai...” Ricardo said and Kitsune smiled knowingly.

“Exactly! But they took me in and raised me as their own. They fed me and taught me magic and treated me like family. One day years later, Shuichi asked me what I wanted, and I told her I wanted to be a fox just like them. Shuichi laughed and told me it was possible, but first I would have to pass a test. The same test that all the younger foxes go through. If a fox fails, they become normal forest foxes, losing their magic. If they pass, they become true yokai, and their magic stays with them forever, strengthening them as the years go by.”

“What was the test?” Jack asked.

Kitsune sighed. “I was sent into the nether for three days, with nothing but my clothes. I had to survive the entire time, without being seen. The Nether Clan hate the overworld and hate us foxes even more. They are our eternal enemies, and we foxes have stopped them many times from coming into the overworld.”

“Whoa!” Ricardo said. “That seems kinda harsh.”

Kitsune nodded. “It was. I had my magic, though, and with it, I was able to prevent myself from being noticed the entire time, then the portal opened, and I came back through into the forest. Only five of the nine of us made it out.”

Jack gasped. “Wow, that makes my math tests seem easy.”

“After the test, the magic of the forest filled me up, and I grew my ears and tail! I’m on my way to becoming a full fox, but Shuichi said I need more real-world experience, whatever that means.”

“My mom says that sometimes,” Ricardo said. “Usually after I ask for a new game.”

“If I can come back from Mt. Hokage with a prize from the tournament, then I’ll get to finish my transformation.” The girl beamed.

“Then I’m glad we can help you get there,” Jack said.


Chapter 25

The night wore on, and Kitsune was given a chance to show her strength when a horde of zombies appeared, wearing tough-looking armor and carrying wakizashis. Jack sprang into action, drawing his weapons and preparing for battle, his swords flashing in the dim light of the moon. “It’s SHLING SHLING time!”

Jack and Bruce ran ahead, their weapons drawn and ready for battle. Kitsune stayed a few steps behind, her head bowed, and her hands outstretched. A wave of moans and groans rose from the looming figures of undead as they shambled closer. Ricardo stepped up beside Kitsune, drawing back his bowstring and loosing arrow after arrow with deadly accuracy.

Jack and Bruce fought furiously, but with every zombie they defeated, it seemed like two more took their place. Kitsune stepped forward, her eyes glimmering with uncontainable glee. She raised her fist, and the zombies came to an abrupt halt. Colors flew from her hand, similar to the way Shuichi had created the illusion of the Zen garden, and some of the zombie forms began to shift, morphing from terrifying undead creatures into helpless villagers cowering in fear.

"Woah!" Jack shouted. "That’s a cool trick!"

Kitsune watched in amusement as the zombies stumbled about, their dull eyes wide with confusion. They lurched forward, minds unable to distinguish between the disguised villagers and the undead. In no time, the mob descended into chaos. Kitsune smirked. “This only works on the really stupid mobs.” She released a flurry of kunai from her belt, each razor-honed blade slicing through the air and landing with unerring accuracy. The zombies fell one by one.

Bruce leapt across the battlefield, dodging the flailing zombie arms. His pinpoint precision and agility were unmatched, as he used his body like a pinball, pummeling zombie heads one after another. Each time he bounced, he lit a zombie on fire with the power of his nether claws.

Ricardo fired arrows with abandon while they fought. Jack occasionally busting out a new name for the same attack. Between the four of them, the group of zombies which had seemed endless, was utterly annihilated.

When the last zombie fell, Kitsune let out a triumphant cheer. She was covered in sweat and dirt, but a broad grin spread across her face. “That was so much more fun than a tea ceremony!”


Chapter 26

The following day brought them to the shores of Lake Tatsumi—a large pool of oppressively dark black liquid, stretching into the horizon. Its murky depths were like a void, an abyss of nothingness filled with a tangible, eerie silence. Tree trunks and branches floated eerily atop the lake's surface, their rotted vines and mossy tendrils swaying in the still air. A cloying smell of decay permeated from the lake—a smell so thick it seemed to cling to the skin.

For the first time in his life, Jack felt the need for a shower.

The imperial road ended at the lake, or rather, at the destroyed bridge over the lake. The bridge that spanned the dark waters had a huge section of it blown away like an army of creepers blew up right in the center.

“What is with this world?” Ricardo asked. “Everything is so... extra.” He gestured at the lake. “Does it really have to be this spooky?”

Jack shrugged. “Well, this is a quest. How hard would it be if we just had to walk through a field of wildflowers or something?”

“You two are so weird,” Kitsune said, eyeing the boys. “Here I thought living with magical foxes was odd. I think I’d hate living in your world.”

“Trust me, it’s way cooler here,” Jack said. “No chores, no bedtime, no stupid school essays.”

Kitsune pulled back, looking at Jack like he was insane. “Are you kidding? Do you know how many chores I have to do? Or how much writing I have to practice?”

Jack grimaced. “Okay, maybe you have to do boring stuff, too. But you get to fight zombies!”

Ricardo pointed at the lake. “Let’s focus. How are we going to get across that? I’ll tell you one thing—riding a boat seems like a terrible idea.”

“Easy.” Jack shrugged. “We rebuild the bridge.”

“Easy?” Kitsune said. “Do you have any idea how long it took to build that bridge?”

Jack shook his head.

“Well, neither do I. But I bet it was a long time!” Kitsune frowned.

Jack waved a hand. “I bet Ricardo and I could do it in a day or so.”

Ricardo studied the broken bridge. “Maybe... it won't be as pretty as the original though.”

“It doesn’t need to look good, it just needs to work—” Jack cut himself off, suddenly looking around.

“What are you looking for?” Kitsune asked.

“I was just making sure my mom wasn’t around.”

Kitsune shook her head. “So weird.”

“Anyway,” Jack continued, “let’s get started.”

The other boy nodded, and they walked out onto the edge of the bridge, inspecting it to figure out exactly what they would need to do to fix it up. That's when they discovered the first challenge that would await them to complete this task: the murky water bubbled beneath them as they looked over the side and suddenly erupted in a fountain of splashes. A drowned shot up from the bottom, and began throwing tridents at them.

The sheer amount of drowned was mind-boggling, almost as if there were more drowned than water in the lake.

Ricardo blew out a breath. “Well at least we didn’t use a boat.”


Chapter 27

“What’s the plan now?” Ricardo asked. “We can barely move on the bridge without a rain of tridents coming at us.”

Jack thought for a bit, pacing while he rubbed his chin. He stopped and looked at Kitsune. “Could you make us invisible?”

Kitsune shook her head. “I could, but it’d wear me out and wouldn’t last very long.”

“Rats and phooey,” Jack said, snapping his fingers.

Ricardo stared out over the lake. “Whatever we do, we need to figure it out soon. If we’re around here when the sun goes down...”

Jack facepalmed. “Oh! This is easy! We just need to go higher.”

Ricardo looked at Jack. “Duh! Why didn’t I think of that?”

“We’re going to need a lot of resources though,” Jack said.

“Should we build a mine?” Ricardo asked and Jack held his hand out for a fist-bump.

Kitsune watched the boys as they got to work, her eyes wide the whole time. “That’s... incredible...” she murmured as they created a mine in no time at all. “I thought my magic was powerful...”

Jack shrugged. “This isn’t magic. It’s just mining and crafting. Anyone can do it.”

Kitsune shook her head. “No, this is powerful. It would take villagers much longer to accomplish what you two can do.”

“Trust me,” Jack said, “I’ve taught plenty of villagers how to do this.”

They built their mine, Kitsune watching in awe the whole time, then closed it off above them as the sun set, offering protection from the roaming oni. They dug and mined and mined and dug all through the night, coming away with stacks and stacks of dirt and stone, plus a decent amount of iron, copper, and coal.

When the morning came, they opened the mine back up and got to work. Ricardo built the frame for the bridge, going over ten blocks high, while Jack brought out the crafting table, and started making stairs. Bruce lazed around getting belly rubs from Kitsune, who was more than willing to comply. He didn’t even attack her hand once.

Finally, their task was done, and they had a staircase leading to a landing ten blocks above ground. Ricardo laughed when he saw it. “This is going to be just like the squirrel bridges on my street!”

“What’s a squirrel bridge?” Jack asked.

Ricardo pointed to the landing. “In my neighborhood, all the power lines are underground, and the squirrels kept running across the road to get to their favorite trees. They built bridges across the street for them because they kept causing accidents from cars swerving to avoid them.”

“That’s so cool!” Jack said. “There must be a lot of squirrels.”

The boy nodded while Kitsune asked, “What’s a squirrel?”

They climbed up the landing and built their bridge block-by-bock as they walked across, crouching the whole way so they didn’t fall off.

“Hah!” Jack yelled at the drowned swimming beneath in giant groups like schools of fish. The drowned would surface and throw tridents, but they couldn’t get high enough to cause the group any worries, splashing back into the water when they had nothing to hit.

They made it all the way across the lake and built stairs down on the other side for any other travelers that wanted to cross the lake without worry.

They got back on the cement road, high-fiving each other for outsmarting that obstacle. It wasn’t long before a huge mountain came into view in the distance, filling their entire view. The road continued through windswept hills toward the base of Mt. Hokage.

“There it is,” Kitsune said, smiling up at the mountain. “The Millennial Tournament awaits!”


Book 34


Search & Rescue: Millennial Tournament





Chapter 1

The winding stretch of road twisted through the windswept hills, connecting with other routes from various provinces. Gradually, more and more travelers funneled in, populating the road they’d been walking alone.

“Wow, this thing must be huge,” Ricardo said, looking all around. “There's so many people!”

He wasn't exaggerating—the roads leading to the mountain base became increasingly congested with the stomping of traveling feet, leaving barely a square inch uncovered. Small groups and solo travelers converged onto the lone road that led to the mountain, overflowing it like raindrops into a bucket.

Among the travelers were uniformed soldiers carrying their weapons, farmers hauling food and firewood, and a contingent of traders with llamas spraying their spit in every direction. The four companions soon found themselves waving away the cloud of dust that swirled through the air as they joined the multitude of travelers heading to the mountain.

“Oh man, this is going to be so awesome,” Jack said, adding his voice to the hundreds that filled the air as he watched more and more people stream by.

Kitsune nodded in agreement. “I can't wait to compete!” She rubbed her hands eagerly, as if she were about to bite into a tasty treat.

Ricardo frowned. “Remember, we're here to get the spirit orb. That's it.”

The torrent of people continued along the dusty road, leading to a small cobblestone building. As travelers approached the structure, two guards stepped forward, halting them. After brief exchanges, the guards gestured for some to follow a path made of flat surfaces and stairs, while others were sent up a steeper, rockier route with several hazardous inclines.

“Halt! State your purpose for coming.” A guard at the small building stopped their group at the crossroad.

“We're here for a spirit orb,” Ricardo said, cutting off Kitsune and Jack, who both glared at him.

“Spirit orb? Oh! You're contestants.” He pointed to the craggy surface, and Jack watched as the combatants clambered and climbed. “You go the hard way.” A peek down the other, easier path revealed it was filled with villagers and traders.

“We aren't here to compete. We just want a spirit orb,” Ricardo said, drawing Jack's attention back to the conversation.

“Right, right. Contestants take the hard road,” the man repeated with a nod in its direction.

Ricardo shook his head. “No. I don't want to compete—”

“Look, if you want a spirit orb, you have to compete. It's the way it works, kid.” The guard looked out of patience. “Contestants take the hard road. Now get moving or get lost, but in case you haven't noticed, you're holding up the line.”

Ricardo glanced behind to see the line of people backing up, grumbling. Kitsune took his hand and pulled him along the hard path while nodding at the guard. “Please excuse this one; he’s nervous. It's our first time.” She made wide come on! eyes at Ricardo, who exhaled a breath and followed her.

Jack came right after, shaking his head. “Ricardo, you know you have to actually do the quest to get the reward, right?”

“Ugh,” Ricardo grunted, his face a permanent frown.

The ascent up the barren, rocky mountain was exactly as grueling and treacherous as it looked. Very. Each step seemed to take twice the effort of the last, as they climbed ever higher. A single misstep could—and a few times nearly did—send them tumbling back down the slope.

Their breaths came in labored gasps as they trudged upward, frequently pausing to catch their breath and replenish their dwindling energy reserves. Jack had to shove Bruce off his shoulders and force the cat to make his own way up the mountain, much to the feline's annoyance.

“Why does that cat ride you all the time, anyway?” Ricardo asked.

“Well, usually he rides a donkey. But then he got his own horse, too,” Jack explained.

That stopped both Kitsune and Ricardo in their tracks. “What?” Ricardo asked loudly, his disbelief evident.

Jack shrugged, and Bruce nonchalantly licked a paw.

Despite the difficulties, they pressed on, determined to reach the peak where the tournament was held. As they climbed, the landscape around them changed, the vegetation giving way to sparse shrubs and rugged rocks. The air grew thinner, and the temperature plummeted, causing them to shiver and wrap their cloaks tightly around themselves.

After climbing for almost an entire day, they reached the summit. The view from the top was amazing, letting them see for so many chunks it was astounding. But the view of the Millennial Arena was even better. Hands on their hips and chests heaving for breath, they got their first view of the tournament area.


Chapter 2

The Millennial Arena was a massive structure built on the very peak of the mountain, towering over everything else in sight. Its walls were made of chiseled stone and slabs that had been fitted together. Intricately crafted carvings of mythical beasts and legendary warriors adorned each wall, depicting scenes of battle and triumph.

The arena was rectangular in shape, with rows upon rows of seating spiraling upward, each row providing a good view of the center where the battles would take place. The heart of the arena was a flat expanse of hard bedrock, surrounded by tall walls also made of bedrock, to protect the crowd. A large gate stood at one end, leading to a spacious staging area.

The overall effect was one of raw power, strength, and skill. It was abundantly clear—the Millennial Arena was where the best of the best gathered to prove their worth.

Surrounding the arena, all along its base, was a village complete with market area. It was a bustling hub of activity, a place where contestants and spectators alike could find food, drinks, and supplies for their stay.

Vendors selling all sorts of goods, from weapons and armor, to potions and enchanting materials filled the market. Wooden stalls with thatched roofs dotted the area, offering wares such as dried meats, grilled fish, rice cakes, dumplings, and other tasty snacks. The vendors also provided more mundane wares, like arrows, string, fishing rods, and leather.

The town was lively. Like a well-attended carnival, people shouting, bargaining and haggling. Chatter and laughter and clanging swords rang through the air. It was a vibrant and bustling center of life, filled with excitement, energy, and a sense of community.

“This... is amazing,” Jack said, eyes wide with wonder. “This is almost cooler than Witherton.”

“Witherton is the kingdom village you told me about?” Ricardo asked.

Jack nodded. “Yeah. It didn’t have an awesome arena like this, but it did have an amusement park, so I think it still wins in the cool department.”

“Amusement park?” Kitsune asked.

Jack smirked and briefly explained an amusement park to the fox-girl. Her eyes goggled at the idea of rides and games laid out in a big area. “Perhaps the foxes could make something like that. It might go a long way toward building trust with villagers,” she wondered aloud.

The line of people in front of them moved steadily, and they finally made it to another small cobblestone building with guards. Unlike the others, these guards looked thrilled to be doing their jobs as they checked everyone who had taken the ‘hard road’ up the mountain.

“Good job, good job!” one guard said to Jack's group when it was their turn to approach. “Nice batch of contestants this year, we have. Should be an amazing tournament!”

Another guard handed scrolls to each of them. “All competitors need one of these. Make sure to press your hand against it to lock it to you.”

“What is this?” Ricardo asked, holding it like it might bite him.

“Why, it’s your Millennial Tournament badge. It’s what proves you are a contestant. Show this to anyone who needs proof. You can also use it to get discounts at many of the shops here in town, and it will keep track of all your fights.”

“Whoa,” Jack said, unrolling the scroll. It was blank. He put his hand on it and it briefly lit up, words magically appearing on the scroll.

Jack Smith

Contestant in the Millennial Tournament

Rank - Wood

Wins - 0

Losses - 0

Challenges issued - 0

Challenges refused - 0

Ricardo frowned as he looked at his scroll. “Why is it so focused on battles?”

The guard laughed. “You must not have been to a Millennial Tournament before. Any of the contestants can challenge each other at any time! It’s one of the best ways to move up the ranks to win better prizes in the tournament. Please activate your scrolls so we can get you registered.”

Ricardo placed his hand on his scroll and just like Jack’s, it briefly lit up. Kitsune copied him. Each time, a book on the table next to the guard lit up briefly as well.

“Better prizes?” Ricardo asked. “But we still get a spirit orb, right?”

The guard looked at Ricardo, perplexed. “Yes, sure, but that’s just the consolation prize. It’s useful, but some of the prizes are amazing! There are end ships, teleportation rings, portable portals, not to mention all the weapons and armor…”

“You can win a ship?” Jack asked, his face giving away his surprise.

The guard nodded, but held his hand up. “Look, I can’t sit here and talk all day. There’s a line forming behind you. You’ll just have to figure some of this out on your own. Now, my last question. I have you all registered as individual contestants, but do you wish to register as a team as well?”

“There’s team combat?” Jack asked.

“Of course!” The guard rolled his eyes and heaved a sigh. “You guys really are new to this, aren't you? I need to come up with a word for people who are as new and innocent as you. Let’s see... new... new... noob? Yeah! You guys are real noobs. Now, do you want to register as a team or not?”

Jack looked at Kitsune and Ricardo. Kitsune shrugged. “I’ll be happy either way. I’m here to prove myself and learn as much as possible.”

Ricardo shook his head. “I just want the spirit orb.” He looked at the guard, 
“When do we get it?”

The guard frowned. “You must be really weak.” His demeanor changed, becoming a little cold as he dealt with the boy. “You get your prizes with everyone else, at the end of the tournament.”

Ricardo sighed.

“Since we have to stay the whole time, I think we should register as a team. It’ll be fun!” Jack said.

The guard nodded. “Alright, I’ve got the three of you—”

“Oh wait,” Jack interrupted the man. “I need a scroll for my cat, too.”

The guard paused, confusion spreading on his face like a blanket on a sick kid. “Your cat?”

Bruce lifted his head. “Meow purr.”


Chapter 3

After the surprised guard gave Bruce his own scroll, the team walked through the gate and entered the mountaintop proper. Jack looked around with new eyes and noticed something he hadn’t at first: there were martial arts fights happening all over the place.

“Wow, this is pretty crazy,” he pointed as they walked through the bustling village. He couldn't help but be awed by the sheer number of martial artists from all over the world. Everywhere they turned, fights broke out between visiting martial artists, each eager to prove their skills and challenge the others. “This is the coolest thing ever,” Jack said with a breath.

Even Bruce raised his head to look around, his usual unimpressed look replaced with one of keen interest. The fights must have really caught his attention. Or it could have been the smell of food. Jack wasn’t sure what it was, but something smelled good. Or perhaps it was a mixture of all the different things cooking, but whatever it was, he wanted some. But it could wait. He was more interested in the battles.

The first fight they came across was between a tough-looking ninja wearing white and icy-blue clothes, armed with a long katana that appeared to be made of ice, and a fiery warrior in long red robes, wielding two flaming daggers. The two clashed in a flurry of sparks and steam, and the ninja ultimately emerged victorious after a hard-fought battle.

The second fight they observed was a karate match between a lean, quick fighter and a hefty sumo wrestler. Despite the sumo wrestler's size advantage, the karate fighter's agility and quickness proved too much for him to handle, and the karate guy knocked him flat to the ground.

The third and final fight they saw was a showdown between a skilled archer and a masked ninja in all black. The two circled each other warily, each trying to gain the upper hand, until finally, the archer let loose a barrage of arrows the ninja impressively managed to dodge. In a sudden burst of speed, the ninja closed the distance and took down the archer with a swift strike.

Wandering through the village, Jack couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement and nervousness at the thought of entering the Millennial Tournament themselves. “We need to find an inn or information booth or something,” Jack said, “so we can learn more about how to get in the tournament.”

They explored the village, stopping to buy some food occasionally, which was as good as it smelled. Jack couldn’t get enough of the tempura—crispy, fried foods—or the kashi pan—delicious sweet bread—but his absolute favorite was the yakitori—barbecue chicken on a stick—which currently filled his mouth.

Kitsune annoyingly paid the vendor, as the boys had no emeralds to trade with. “I thought the whole penniless martial artist was just a cliche!”

Jack shrugged, his mouth still full of yakitori. “Hey, we’re not from around here, remember?”

She pointed at him. “You’re just lucky us foxes are incredibly rich.”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “As far as I know, foxes don’t mine. So how did you get all that money?”

“Probably fox trickery,” Ricardo said with his hands on his hips.

Kitsune blushed, then cleared her throat. “Whatever!”

The boys laughed and continued through the village, a snack in each hand.

A huge brutish man stood in front of them, with several other smaller men, pillagers, staring them down and blocking their path. He pointed at Ricardo. “You there! I, Iron Bear, challenge you!”

Ricardo stepped back, spluttering. “M... me?”


Chapter 4

The massive man towered over Ricardo, easily a whole block taller than him. He wore a suit of Iron armor with gold accents and held a massive Iron club in his hand. The club was as tall as Ricardo himself, and the man slammed the butt of it into the ground, causing cracks to form.

Ricardo held his hands up, still full of food. “N-no thanks. I really don’t want to fight.”

Iron Bear and his entourage burst out laughing. “Doesn’t want to fight, he says!” one of the smaller men with Iron Bear said.

Iron Bear leaned over, offering Ricardo a large smile. “That was a good joke.” He gestured around, encompassing the entire mountaintop. “But we all came here to fight.” He slammed his club on the ground again. “Now then, accept my challenge!”

Ricardo held his hands up, “No, really, man... I just came here for a spirit orb. I don’t want to fight!”

Iron Bear leaned back, blinking and frowning. “Who comes to the Millennial Tournament and doesn’t want to fight? What is even the point of that?”

One of his lackeys sneered at Ricardo. “Why didn’t you just stay home in your safe little village and craft a spirit orb in your safe little pajamas with your safe little mommy?”

Ricardo stopped, completely frozen as he processed that information. “What?”

Jack buried his face in his hands. “Are you serious? You can craft a spirit orb?”

Kitsune blinked. “Wait. You didn’t know that? All this time I thought you wanted a spirit orb from the tournament because you wanted to, you know, fight in the tournament.”

Ricardo threw his hands in the air. “Seriously?” he shouted.

Jack laughed. “That old man, Goro. I think he tricked us.”

“Arg!” Ricardo shouted. “When I get back there, I'm going to give him a piece of my mind!” He looked at Iron Bear’s lackey. “How do you craft one?”

The lackey shrugged. “Do I look like a crafter?” In a flash, he moved into a martial arts pose. “I’m a fighter. They call me Rabid Dog, master of the Disease Punch technique.”

At the sound of the man's name, Bruce perked up. “Meow hiss!” He leapt off Jack’s shoulders and stretched, then sat down and glared at Rabid Dog.

“Uh... I think he’s challenging you,” Jack said.

All three of them laughed, and Iron Dog sneered at Bruce. “A cat? Challenging me? I won't waste my time.”

Jack shrugged. “Your call. Does that give you a challenge refusal, then?”

Rabid Dog blanched, pointing at the cat. “He’s not a real contestant!”

“Show him your scroll, Bruce,” Jack said.

Bruce hacked and horked, his scroll exploding out onto the ground and unrolling, with only a little cat slobber.

Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop)

Contestant in the Millennial Tournament

Rank - Wood

Wins - 0

Losses - 0

Challenges issued - 1

Challenges refused - 0

“What the nether?” Rabid Dog pulled back, blinking. “Unbelievable!”

“You better believe it,” Jack said.

“Meow meow!” Bruce stood up, his tail twitching.

“He’s a cat!”

“A ninja cat.”

“Meow!”

Iron Bear turned to his friend. “You have been challenged, Rabid Dog. Do you accept or not?”

Rabid Dog nodded, standing straight and putting his fist into his open hand, bowing at the cat. “I accept your challenge.”

“Ho ho!” Iron Bear shouted loudly with his booming laugh. “Cat versus Dog! A fitting match. Let us give them some breathing room.”


Chapter 5

A line of translucent blue light formed on the ground, zipping around the challengers and leaving a perfect ring. Jack’s eyes widened. “That’s so cool…”

Bruce the Cat and Rabid Dog squared off in the middle of their friends, both focused intently on each other. Rabid Dog's disbelief and annoyance was gone, his face showing the serious expression of a trained martial artist. A burly villager with broad shoulders, he wore a brown gi, with black pants tied off just above his ankles, revealing a pair of green tabi shoes. The sleeves of the gi were rolled up, revealing muscular arms ending in green fingerless gloves.

He stood in stark contrast to Bruce, who was a cat and wore, well, nothing. Though his claws were extended, and they did have a particularly shiny sheen, if one was aware enough to notice.

The two stood, staring at each other, the group around them silent. The noise and commotion and smells of the busy village faded into the background. With a narrowing of his eyes, Rabid Dog launched into an attack, his fist glowing a sickly green as it soared at Bruce. Bruce, being a lithe and agile feline, easily dodged the attack.

Rabid Dog moved back to his starting position with an impressed nod, and the real fight began.

He charged in again with a flurry of punches and kicks. Bruce darted around the ring, weaving in and out of Rabid Dog’s range. Bruce’s team cheered as he leapt over Rabid Dog's punches, his claws lashing out to land graceful strikes against his opponent, flashing him red.

But Rabid Dog was no slouch. He wasn’t a common villager or pillager like Bruce was used to fighting back in Witherton. He was a true martial artist. “You may be quick,” he shouted at the cat, “but all I need is to land a single hit with my Disease Punch technique! You'll become nauseous and weakened, and victory will be mine!” With a growl, he sped up, unleashing a flurry of punches that Bruce impressively dodged until he didn’t—a single hit landing against the cat’s hide.

Bruce staggered back, trying to shake off the nausea as green bubbles floated up from his head.

“Uh oh,” Jack muttered, holding his arms out in front of Ricardo and Kitsune, slowly inching them away. “We need to move back.”

“What? Why?” Ricardo asked. “This is getting good!”

Jack grimaced. “You’ll see.”

Rabid Dog closed in to finish the fight, a grin of victory on his face. Bruce’s green bubbles followed every sluggish move and with his disadvantage, Rabid Dog was just too fast, easily landing a punch.

Right on Bruce’s stomach.

Time seemed to slow down and before Rabid Dog’s fist had even left Bruce’s fur, a loud gurgle emanated from the cat. Jack plugged his nose just as a jet of green gas exploded out of the cat’s rear end. It was so forceful it pushed Bruce into the air for several blocks. The cat landed deftly, looking like he felt much better.

Rabid Dog, on the other hand, was not doing so well. He’d taken a huge whiff of the green, noxious fumes Bruce had released, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. He collapsed to the ground in a heap.

“Rabid Dog!” Iron Bear’s other friend shouted, running in to help.

“Wait!” Jack shouted, but it was too late. The man entered the expanding green cloud and at once, he too passed out.

“What power...” Iron Bear muttered.

“Run away!” Jack said as the cloud expanded.


Chapter 6

The village block where Bruce and Rabid Dog fought was evacuated as quickly as Bruce’s bowels had been, and Jack’s team watched from some distance away as a group of three pillagers in bright yellow outfits, complete with full-face helmets, came in. They set up a temporary barrier to make sure people stayed out of the zone.

One pillager waved his hands around in some kind of martial arts movement and a massive gust of wind shoved the cloud of noxious fumes away and off the mountain. Next came a torrent of water, which washed the ground and also ran off the side of the cliff.

They handled the situation with such quick precision, Jack couldn’t help but wonder what other kinds of noxious attacks had happened that they’d had to clear up before.

Ricardo shook his head, looking down at the cat, who was busy licking a paw. “I was wondering about the last part of his name.”

Jack let out a huge breath. “That wasn’t even the worst of his attacks.”

Kitsune kept a fair distance away from the cat. “That would certainly end a fight with any of us foxes. Our noses are superior to your puny ones.”

“Cats are supposed to have sensitive noses, too,” Jack said, putting his hands up.  “I don’t get why he isn’t affected by his own… poison.”

“Well, therein lies his true power,” Kitsune said with a shake of her head. “Clearly he has mastered that technique.”

“No kidding,” said the boy. Then he wondered something. “Hey, Bruce? Can I see your scroll?”

Bruce horked it up and Jack unrolled it.

Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop)

Contestant in the Millennial Tournament

Rank - Stone

Wins - 1

Losses - 0

Challenges issued - 1

Challenges refused - 0

“Whoa! He went up in rank!” Jack excitedly pointed at the scroll.

“What does that even mean?” Ricardo asked.

“Better prizes,” Kitsune said with a greedy gleam in her eye.

“We really need to learn more about this,” Jack said, handing the scroll back to Bruce, who gulped it down like he hadn’t just created a hazard zone with his own flatulence. The boy pointed to a large building with a sign in front that read, The Thirsty Fist Inn and Restaurant. “Maybe we should go there?”

With no objection from the rest of them, they walked into the building.

It was a lively place, with tables stretched corner to corner, and filled to bursting with patrons sitting around them, laughing and eating. Kitsune walked up to the desk. “Hello. We require rooms and food, please.” She gave a small bow.

The woman behind the counter—a villager with a cleric's hat—nodded. “Depending on how many rooms you need, you may be in luck. I have availability, but only two rooms. They each have two beds.”

“I’m not sleeping with the cat!” Ricardo shouted right away.

Jack rolled his eyes and gestured to the cat, who at the moment looked very much like a normal, household feline, rubbing his head on the side of the counter. “He’s fine. He hasn’t eaten any rotten flesh in a while. Besides, we can’t share a room with a girl!”

Kitsune let out a small chuckle. “Two rooms will be fine—we’ll figure out who is sleeping where later.”

The cleric nodded and took Kitsune’s money, then gestured into the large room. “The dining room is open seating, so sit wherever you’d like. We’re pretty full right now in preparation for the start of the tournament tomorrow, so you might have to share a table. Take a seat and we’ll bring your food right out.”

“But we haven't ordered yet,” Ricardo said.

The cleric barked a laugh. “You get what we make! Tonight, it’s ramen with tonkatsu.” She turned away to attend to another patron, ignoring Ricardo's protests.

“Well. Ramen it is, I guess,” the boy mumbled. “Man, I’d love some French toast.”

“Meow, purr,” Bruce agreed. Bruce was almost always agreeable about food.

They managed to find a table, filling it almost entirely, leaving only a single seat open. “When I’m done eating, I want to go into the market and ask around about how to craft a spirit orb. Maybe we don't have to stay for the whole tournament,” Ricardo said.

Kitsune gasped. “Why wouldn’t you want to stay? This is the biggest event of the year! Didn’t you see it out there? The competitors from all over, the vendors selling all kinds of things, the food, the celebrations? It’s so exciting!”

“He’s just really homesick,” Jack said. “He never meant to come here, and it’s wearing on him.”

Kitsune nodded. “I see. Well, if you leave early, I plan on staying.”

Their food arrived and they chowed down, but not before Ricardo eyed Bruce. “This isn’t going to... you know...” He waved his hand in front of his face while grimacing.

Jack laughed. “No, this kind of food shouldn’t mess with his digestion.”

“Mess with his digestion? Is that what you call it? Like it’s a simple fart? An oopsie toot? A minor passing of gas? I’d call it creating a biological weapon.”

Kitsune laughed, shaking her head in agreement. “He is a master of the noxious cloud attack.”

“Oopsie toot,” Jack chuckled. “I like that.”

They dug into their food, and it was delicious. Perfectly cooked noodles, heavenly broth. Bruce got more than a few looks as he sat on his chair, slurping noodles and lapping up broth. But they were all too busy shoving food into their faces to notice.

What they did notice, however, was when a man in a bright blue and yellow fur suit sat at their table. “Ello ello! Nice ta meetcha I’m Lightnin’ Monkey.”

Jack looked at the man silently while he finished slurping the somehow incredibly long noodle into his mouth with a very loud, sloppy, slurpy sound. His mother would have been mortified. At least he had the decency to wipe the broth from his mouth.

“Lightning Monkey?” Ricardo asked. “What kind of name is that?”

“Why, it’s my martial artist name, o’course! I earned on account o’ my mastery o’ the Lightning Tail technique. It’s unique, don't ya know!” The man was a villager with a bright and cheery smile on his face. “It’s best not to be pokin’ too much fun at people’s martial artist names, by the way. Are ya new here?”

Ricardo blushed, and Jack stepped into the conversation. “Yes, we’re new here. Sorry for the offense, there was none intended. This is our first tournament. I’m Jack, this is Ricardo, Kitsune, and Bruce.” He pointed to his friends.

Lightning Monkey’s brow furrowed. “Let me get this straight, boy. You make fun o’ my name, somethin’ I've earned through years o’ hard work, and your name is... Ricardo?” Ricardo blushed even harder, and the man continued, slapping a big hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Oh, I just yankin’ yer chain. It’s fine, it's fine. So. First tournament, eh? Hoping to earn a name for yerselves, I would guess?”

“No,” Ricardo said.

“Yes,” Kitsune and Jack said at the same time.

“Meow,” Bruce said.

Lightning Monkey laughed, a loud thing that was infectious, the rest of the table breaking out into smiles. “Who am I to judge why people are here?” His food came and he dug in with gusto, slurping as loudly as Jack had. “I bet you have questions, dontcha? This here is my fourth tournament, and I recognize that lost sheep look in yer eyes. Fire away, lil sheep! I’m happy to answer any questions you have.”

“So many questions,” Jack said, sitting up straighter. Ricardo frowned but said nothing. “What are the ranks?”

“Hooooo boy! Ya are green!” He pulled his scroll out, unrolling it. It showed the status of multiple tournaments, all with bigger and bigger numbers. He pointed to his rank—Iron. “This here is an Iron rank. It’s the highest rank ya can get in the first tier. Oh, I guess I should back up a bit. Ya see, the tournament is broken up into tiers.”

He drew on the table with his finger like an imaginary pen as if he couldn’t keep his hands still. “The first tier is Wood, Stone, and Iron. The second Gold, Redstone, and Emerald. The final tier is Diamond and Netherite.”

“What do the tiers do?” Kitsune asked.

“Well, the higher the tier, the better the prizes! Rare weapons or enchantments, potions that can permanently buff ya. Flying houses and ships—”

“Aw man,” Jack said. “So you can’t win a flying house in the first tier?”

Lightning Monkey laughed. “Ho, ho, no. There are some good prizes to be had there, though. Like shulker boxes, and all kinds of weapons and armor. But the great prizes start in the second tier. I can’t wait.” He rubbed his hands together before taking another slurp of his meal.

Jack felt disappointed—he wanted to fight against the best this world could offer and knew he’d do great. He looked over at Ricardo and sighed. “I’m going to have to come back after I get him out,” he mumbled under his breath.

“What was that?” Ricardo asked.

“Never mind,” Jack said.

Lightning Monkey continued. “For you guys, the important thing is to get to Stone rank right away. If ya lose a match in the tournament proper, while at Wood rank, you’re outta the tournament immediately.”

“With a spirit orb, right?” Ricardo asked, perking up for the first time this conversation.

Lightning Monkey shook his head. “Heh, no. The general thought is, if ya can’t hack it enough to get outta Wood rank, ya don’t belong here.”

Ricardo groaned, but Lightning Monkey just laughed. “Don’t worry about it, kid! Getting’ outta Wood rank is easy-peasy chorus-squeezy. Ya just need ta win some challenges outside of the tourney proper. Every rank ‘cept Wood has three sub-ranks.” He counted them off. “There’s low-Iron, Iron, and high-Iron. It’s the same with every rank, so ya can lose a few matches without droppin’ out.”

He opened his mouth to say more, but a fist bopped him on the back of the head. “Lightning Monkey! I, Stone Gorilla, challenge you!”

Lightning Monkey spun around to take in the stone-armored pillager. “You again? Haven’t I taught you enough lessons?”

“Never!” Stone Gorilla shouted.

Kitsune and Jack both laughed.


Chapter 7

Lightning Monkey and Stone Gorilla faced off outside the inn, a crowd of onlookers watching. “You’ll never penetrate my Rock Solid defense, stupid monkey!” Stone Gorilla shouted.

Lightning Monkey rolled his eyes. “That’s what ya said last time. And the time before that. I’m thinking of calling ya Stone Brain instead.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to make fun of people’s martial artist names!” Ricardo whispered loudly to Jack.

“I think it’s different if you're actually fighting them,” Jack said. “It’s just banter.”

Stone Gorilla stomped his feet, taking a wide and steady stance, with his arms out in fists at his sides. Lightning Monkey snorted and darted in, with quick and nimble movements, testing Stone Gorilla's defense. Stone Gorilla remained steadfast, not budging an inch as Lightning Monkey delivered a series of quick jabs and kicks, trying to find a way through his defense.

Stone Gorilla's patience paid off, as he finally saw an opening in Lightning Monkey's defense. Stone Gorilla unleashed a powerful strike, a massive punch aimed straight at Lightning Monkey’s chest.

Lightning Monkey barked out a laugh. “Seriously? Ya thought that would hit?” He darted to the side, flipping over Stone Gorilla while a long prehensile tail of lightning shot out of his back, wrapping around Stone Gorilla’s arm.

Jack pointed. “The lightning tail!”

The crowd cheered as Stone Gorilla was caught off guard, and Lightning Monkey capitalized on his moment of weakness to deliver a series of quick blows. Stone Gorilla regained his composure and delivered a counterattack—a massive overhead smash with both fists. Lightning Monkey stuck his tongue out, unfazed, and dodged around the attack delivering a swift uppercut with his lightning tail, sending Stone Gorilla flying into the air.

They continued to trade blows, but it was a decidedly one-sided affair, as Stone Gorilla’s slow attacks were easily dodged by Lightning Monkey. In one of those slow-moving attacks, Stone Gorilla overextended and Lighting Monkey was able to wrap his entire body up in his Lightning Tail.

“Ultimate Technique, Electroconstriction!” His tail squeezed, sending shocks through Stone Gorilla, who jolted in place, unable to move as if he were made of… stone. Lightning Monkey dismissed his tail and Stone Gorilla crashed to the ground, smoking.

Lightning Monkey shook his head, pointing at the groaning man. “Does that bust ya back down to Wood? You'd better be careful in the arena.”

He waved to Jack and stalked off.

“So… cool...” Jack muttered watching him leave.


Chapter 8

Kitsune excused herself to her room after the fight—they’d decided on all the boys in one room, and Kitsune got her own—wishing Jack and Ricardo good luck in finding whatever ingredients they needed for the spirit orb.

The boys set off to explore the market, happily looking through everything. Jack was at a smith’s shop, drooling over a katana, while Ricardo had gone into a witch's hut to ask about the orb.

“35 emeralds, my good boy,” the shopkeeper told him. Jack hung his head low—he didn’t have any money, and he didn’t think asking Kitsune to pay for something so expensive was the right thing to do.

He turned to leave but stopped in place, a pillager in front of him blocking the exit. The pillager had a sneer attached to his face like it permanently lived there. “Out of the way, fool!” he yelled at Jack. He wore a suit of armor made of pure gold, with a dragon embossed on the chest piece, and a glow of enchantments. The pillager addressed the shopkeeper. “You’d better have my order ready, old man, or I'll shut this place down!”

The shopkeeper stammered and spluttered, bowing low. “Please forgive me, Master Dragon, I am out of ore and cannot complete it until my shipment arrives.”

“Not good enough!” The man’s shout rattled the walls of the shop, and the shopkeeper cowered before him. “I am the Golden Dragon, and I demand my order be ready! You have made a grave mistake by crossing me—”

Anger bubbled up inside Jack. “Hold on a second, Golden Snake, was it?”

The man whirled on Jack. “You dare!”

Jack narrowed his eyes. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you to treat others how you would want to be treated?”

“That’s ridiculous! I treat others as their station deserves. And someone as common as you,” he gestured at Jack up and down, “only deserves to be treated with contempt. Leave now or you will regret it.”

Jack waved a hand in front of his face. “I kind of already do. What did you eat for lunch? Rotten flesh?”

“How dare you!” Golden Dragon shouted. He blew into his hand to smell his own breath.

Jack laughed. “What are you going to do about it?”

Golden Dragon whipped out a gold sword, pointing it at Jack. “I will send you so far down the ranks, you won't be able to come back for years.”

“Can’t.” Jack shrugged. “I’m already Wood.”

Golden Dragon exploded with laughter. “Wood? You dare to insult me, a low-Iron, and you are a measly Wood?”

Jack shrugged again. “You sure say dare a lot.”

“You d—”

“I dare, I dare.” Jack waved a hand casually at the man. “Tell you what. Let’s make this interesting. I, Jack, dare you to fight me. In a challenge. I officially challenge you.”

“Jack? Your name is Jack?” The pillager cackled. “You don’t even have your martial artist name yet!”

“Then it should be an easy fight for you. Care to make a bet, too?” Jack waited for a response, but Golden Dragon just stared. “If I win, you leave this man alone and never bother him again.” Jack pointed at the shopkeeper, whose eyes went wide. “If you win, I'll be your servant for the rest of the tournament. I legitimately can’t imagine anything worse than having to spend time around you.”

Golden Dragon laughed again. “You are a fool, but you may be useful when I send you to the nether to gather hoglin waste!

Jack sighed. “So, is that a yes?”

“You will rue the day you crossed me!” Golden Dragon stomped outside.


Chapter 9

“Out of my way, peasants!” Golden Dragon shouted at the people on the street. Quite a few dirty looks were thrown his way.

Jack shook his head. “My mom would really not like you. And my mom likes everyone.”

“She sounds lovely,” Golden Dragon sneered.

Jack narrowed his eyes. “Where I come from, we call people like you bullies.”

Golden Dragon rolled his eyes. “And where I come from, we call people like you losers. En garde!” he shouted, his sword out, lunging for Jack.

Jack’s eyes widened—he hadn’t been expecting an attack like that. He’d thought the golden buffoon would at least acknowledge the duel. He was also fast. Much faster than Jack thought he’d be. Jack even had to burn a bit of luck to dodge the attack. It whistled by him, leaving a thin line across his iron armor. “Trying to sucker punch me?”

“Only a fool is unready when a duel begins!” Golden Dragon growled, moving into a combat stance, his back hand high in the air with his sword pointed at Jack.

“It hadn’t even begun yet!” Jack shouted, whipping out his iron sword and wakizashi.

“It began the moment you impugned my honor.”

“What honor?”

Golden Dragon spit on the ground. “Honorless dogs like you would never understand.”

Jack sighed, shrugging his shoulders so Bruce could climb off. The cat looked at the golden man and his tail twitched. “Hiss hiss!”

Golden Dragon laughed. “A lowly person like you would have a common cat for a pet.”

“You’d better be careful or you’ll be fighting two duels,” Jack said. “No more talking. It’s SHLING SHLING time!”

Jack dashed in, pouring on the speed and Golden Dragon’s eyes widened in shock at just how fast the ninja boy could move. Jack led with his iron sword, but Golden Dragon just barely parried it. It left his side open and Jack slashed with his wakizashi, using a bit of luck at the same time. The attack scored a hit just under Golden Dragon’s outstretched arm and the man stepped back in shock.

“How? You’re only Wood!”

Jack rolled his eyes. “You come to a tournament of the best fighters in the world, and don’t expect some newcomers to be strong? You really are kinda dim, aren’t you?”

Golden Dragon ground his teeth. “No matter, you’re no match for my Midas Touch technique!” The man slammed a hand down on the ground and the dirt blocks turned to gold in a rapid line toward Jack.

Jack gasped, pretending to be worried, but used a bit more luck, draining his hunger bar even further, to dodge the attack. He leapt into the air, somersaulting right over Golden Dragon. He used more luck, burning through it quickly, to guide his two blades at the same time toward the man’s back. “Dragon’s Fang!” he shouted, naming the attack on the fly. Both blades bit home, each scoring a critical hit and sending the man face-first into the dirt.

Jack was using his luck at a tremendous rate, but it was his ace in the hole. All the other martial artists had powerful and flashy abilities, so he figured it wasn’t cheating to use his. He intended to keep his cloning a secret, though.

Golden Dragon leapt to his feet, spitting dirt out of his mouth. “You dare to use an attack with my name in it?”

Jack cocked his head. “There you go with your dares again. Boring.”

Golden Dragon leapt in to attack, his blade flashing quickly. Jack learned the man did actually have some skill in combat and didn’t rely solely on a stupid technique or his enchanted gear. He blocked and parried furiously as the strikes came in, quick and vicious. “You were a fool to challenge me!”

Jack faked a yawn. Sure, the guy was good, but he trained with Bruce. Speed was like a little brother to him. Or a pet. A furry gluttonous pet.

Jack stopped playing around, putting his all into his attacks. “Challenge you? I dared you. And I’m going to beat you.” He used up a bit of luck with each and every one of his attacks and they slipped through Golden Dragon’s defenses like an eel. “Feel the power of my Endless Dragon’s Bite!”

There was a crowd around them now, many of them cheering Jack on. Evidently, Golden Dragon had not made many friends in the village. Golden Dragon’s eyes widened as he realized he was going to lose. He began to back up, but Jack didn’t let him get away. Using the last of his hunger bar, a full three chicken legs in a furious strike, the iron sword slicing upwards, and the wakizashi slicing down. “Ultimate piercing attack—Dragons Chomp!” Both blades hit, and Golden Dragon catapulted backwards, critical stars flying off him as he flashed red. The man hit the ground and rolled, his golden armor caked in dirt and losing its luster.

The Golden Dragon stood shakily to his feet, pointing at Jack. “You’ll pay for that! In the arena, you’ll pay for that. I’ll make sure of it!”

Jack took a step forward and the man’s eyes widened in fear and he took off running. The crowd around Jack cheered and someone started chanting, “Dragonbane! Dragonbane!” The rest of them took up the chant and Jack put his swords away, bowing at Golden Dragon’s retreating back.


Chapter 10

Jack returned to the storefront to see the shopkeeper standing there, the katana Jack had been eyeing in his hands. “Dragonbane, you have saved me a great deal of time and energy having to deal with that vile man. And made me a tidy profit as well since I no longer have to complete his order. Please, accept this gift.” He held the sword out to Jack.

“Really?” Jack’s eyes went wide.

The shopkeeper nodded, but Jack still didn’t take the weapon.

“I didn’t do that for a prize,” Jack said.

“I know,” the shopkeeper responded, holding the katana closer. “Which makes me want to give it to you all the more.”

Jack swooped in and took the sword, inspecting it.

Spectral Katana

+8 Attack Damage

Ignores armor

Can hit intangible

“Whoa.” Jack ran his hand carefully along the sword. “This is amazing!”

The shopkeeper waved his hand. “It is nothing compared to not having to deal with that man anymore.” He spat on the ground. “Thank you, Dragonbane.”

Jack cocked his head. “Why are you calling me that?”

The shopkeeper smirked. “How do you think a martial artist earns their name?” He gestured outside where the fight had taken place. “Defeating an opponent much higher ranked than you is one way. Look at your scroll.”

Jack pulled his scroll out and opened it.

Jack Smith - Dragonbane

Contestant in the Millennial Tournament

Rank - high-Stone

Wins - 1

Losses - 0

Challenges issued - 1

Challenges refused - 0

“Whoa! That’s so—wait, why did my rank jump up so much?”

The shopkeeper smiled. “You are new here, aren't you? When you defeat an opponent, you gain half their ranks, and they lose half of theirs.”

Jack did some quick math. “Does that mean he’s low-Stone now? He didn’t seem that strong to me.”

The shopkeeper cleared his throat. “Golden Dragon has had certain... advantages when in tournaments. Meaning he has bribed people to take a fall.”

“That’s allowed?” Jack exclaimed.

The shopkeeper shrugged. “If a man wishes to sell his honor and lose a rank, it is allowed.”

Jack laughed. “I literally just beat the rich kid bully!”


Chapter 11

Jack went back to the hotel to find a sullen-looking Ricardo waiting for him in the room. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

Ricardo sighed. “I figured out how to make a spirit orb.”

“That’s great!”

Ricardo threw himself back on the bed. “Sure, it’s great. Or it would be if we were back at the village.”

“What do you mean?”

“To make a spirit orb you combine lapis lazuli, amethyst, and nether quartz with a bit of soul sand,” Ricardo droned out morosely.

“So what? We can get all that stuff easy!”

Ricardo waved his hand in the air lazily. “Sure, if we never left the village, we probably could have one already. That darn old man.”

Jack sighed. “So now what?”

“Now we just go through with the tournament. We’ll be given one at the first rank prize ceremony. I don’t see the point in doing all the mining we’d need to do to get the parts now. It’d take longer than just fighting in the tournament.”

Jack grinned widely. “That’s great!”

“Ugh,” Ricardo groaned, and rolled to his side, facing away from Jack. “I knew you would say that.”

They went to bed, both eager for the tournament, though for vastly different reasons. They woke up to Kitsune knocking on their door. “Come on, boys! It’s time to kick some butt!”

Ricardo groaned, but in nothing short of a miracle, Jack actually leapt out of bed, ready to go. “Oh yeah! Let’s do this!”

The kickoff event for the tournament was a massive melee, with all the Wood-ranked combatants. It was a timed free-for-all and when the horn blasted, everyone left standing moved up to low-Stone rank.

Once in the arena, all the combatants were given a necklace with a totem of undying so they could fight to the limits of their strength. They would get a new one with each fight, the officials wanted the best spectacle possible.

Kitsune smiled at Jack when he showed her his scroll, and current rank. She had also gotten involved in a duel and was Stone-ranked. The only one of them left that was Wood, was their worst combatant—Ricardo.

“Seriously?” Ricardo shouted.

Jack shrugged. “Hey, you had your chance to rank up before this began.”

“What do I do if I lose?”

Jack sighed. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you my spirit orb. Then we can get you out of here.”

“Really?”

Jack nodded. “What use do I have for it?”

“Thank you, Jack!” The boy smiled a bit bigger, knowing his way out of Minecraft was assured.

“But try to win, okay?” Jack asked.

Ricardo nodded, looking a bit more positive. “Sure. I'll do my best.”

The Wood-ranked combatants descended onto the arena floor, and a horn blasted, signaling the start of the match. What must have been a hundred combatants charged into the center to immediately take out some foes, while many stayed back, launching arrows and ranged techniques, or plotting their plan of action. Ricardo was one, sighting down his bow at a martial artist wearing a bright red and white outfit, just like a target.

Jack put his hand around his mouth, shouting. “Ricardo! Pay attention to your—”

Just as Ricardo was about to release his arrow, arrows from multiple directions, as well as a dark purple energy bolt of some kind, slammed into the boy, poofing him at once.

“—surroundings,” Jack finished his sentence lamely, then buried his face in his hands.

“He is really not very good, is he?” Kitsune asked.


Chapter 12

“I tried my best! Really, I did!” Ricardo protested once they’d gathered him up from the arena. He was officially out of the tournament, no prizes awarded. No do-overs. Nothing. Done.

“It’s fine,” Jack said. “I’m just amazed you came into a mod called World of Ninjas, and you’re this bad.”

“I’m just amazed you defeated a village’s spirit defender,” Kitsune added.

“Well, he poofed a lot doing it.”

Kitsune rolled her eyes. “You and that weird respawning magic.”

“Hey! I was supposed to be playing on my couch, not actually in Minecraft!” Ricardo yelled. “Besides, if you gave me a blaster, I probably could have won this whole thing. I’m an expert shot, just not with a bow.”

Jack buried his hands in his face again.

Kitsune put her hand on Ricardo. “It’s okay, not everyone is cut out for battle.”

“Thank—”

“Just most people in this world,” she finished. “I think even the farmers would have remembered to, you know, look around... during a fight.”

“Ugh!” Ricardo threw his hands in the air. Jack and Kitsune snickered together, but Kitsune gently patted the boy. “Seriously, it’s not a big deal. Did you see how many others were in the same situation? There’s a reason people take years to move up ranks.”

Ricardo looked at the fox-girl, and nodded, smiling weakly.

The rest of that day was spent on the Wood-ranked combatants, filtering them out, or progressing them up. For arena events, ranking worked a bit differently than outside. When you won or lost an arena event, you gained or lost only a single rank, regardless of how high or low your rank was. This meant the winners of the first free-for-all melee could lose twice before being kicked out of the tournament.

At first, Jack thought the Wood-ranked fights would be boring, but the crowd thought otherwise. They loved the ‘do or die’ nature of the events, and soon enough, Jack caught himself loudly cheering on the contestants. Now that Ricardo was out of the tournament, even he loosened up a bit and had fun.

The event that came after the free-for-all was a round-robin style competition where each contestant ended up facing every other contestant one-on-one. Jack loved it, thinking about how different it was in Minecraft than on Earth. Here, when anyone got tired, they simply ate some nourishing food, and they could get right back into fighting.  It made the tournament go much faster than it would have on Earth.

Once the round-robin event ended is when the real fun began. By the end of the day, nearly half of the remaining contestants were eliminated, with the rest having moved into the Stone ranks.


Chapter 13

Day two of the first-tier tournament was the official Stone-rank battles. Kitsune, Bruce, and Jack were on deck to fight this time, and it started in a similar fashion, with a timed free-for-all. This event would differ from the previous day, as there were plenty of groups that had come to the tournament together as teams. While the Wood-rank battles hadn’t allowed teams, there was no such rule in this round.

“Good luck. Don’t get knocked out of the tournament,” Ricardo said as they headed to take their place in the arena. “Or, you know, do, so we can leave.”

Jack ignored the boy.

They entered as a group, Bruce actually walking himself in rather than riding on Jack's shoulders.

“We're going to stick together, right?” Jack asked Kitsune.

The fox-girl nodded. “We’ll have each other's backs.”

“Meow!” Bruce said, popping his claws out, then retracting them.

The horn sounded, and the melee was on. There were almost two hundred combatants in Stone now that the Woods had been moved up. The battlefield was a colorful display of martial arts outfits and techniques being launched. Jack bit his lip as combatants began charging in to attack each other, flinging techniques around.

“Suddenly I don’t feel so bad for Ricardo. This is chaos!”

Kitsune looked apprehensive. “You’re right. It’s insane!”

They stood back-to-back, with Bruce down low by their feet. The plan was to play defense and wait for people to come to them, rather than trying to charge in recklessly. Jack watched as a copper-armored knight wielding a battle-axe fought against a pillager in a dark brown robe. The robed man called forth vines and roots to ensnare the knight, but the knight's powerful strikes chopped through them with ease, and he poofed the robed man almost instantly.

“Duck!” Kitsune shouted, and Jack took her words to heart, instantly ducking as a massive streak of fire soared over their heads, exploding into two combatants on the other side of them. Those two were blown apart, sent flying, and lit on fire. Jack cringed and turned to see an orange-robed man with fire ringing his hands launching another fireball at a different team.

Another pair of fighters were going at it right in front of them, a long-haired man wearing only green pants, with sharp claws facing off against a red-robed ninja dual-wielding a pair of sickles. The green pants man roared and lunged forward with his claws, but the ninja expertly dodged and sliced through the air with his sickles. The man growled and summoned a blast of fire, but the ninja countered with a burst of wind that extinguished the flames like blowing out a birthday candle. The ninja leapt into the air and landed a series of swift kicks and punches, finally delivering a decisive blow that sent the man poofing out of the arena.

“Here they come!” Jack shouted to Kitsune as a group of four matching martial artists barreled toward them. They all wore a chainmail chestplate along with dark gray pants and gloves colored like lava blocks. The quartet dashed in, the lead raising his hand and a wall of iron blocks erupted out of the ground in front of Jack. “What the?” Then it struck him what was happening. “They're trying to box us in!”

Two more walls burst forth from the ground, nearly closing them in.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce yowled, and pinballed off Jack's head and out of the metal barrier. Jack burned a bit of luck, jumping out of the room just as the fourth wall went up, trapping Kitsune.

Jack barely had time to react as an iron sword, floating in the air as if being held by an invisible hand, came swooping in to attack. He got a look at one of the chainmail people with their hand outstretched, directing the sword. “That’s a cool power!” He charged at her, zigging and zagging to avoid being hit by the sword, making it within range just as another of their group threw a shuriken at him. The shuriken flew like it had a homing enchantment, and Jack wasn’t fast enough to dodge, taking a hit and flashing red. “Ow!”

He got close to the chainmail sword caster, though, and swiped through a furious attack sequence. The chainmail person must have relied heavily on their metal manipulation skills, as they were unable to prevent any of the attacks from hitting. Jack didn’t even attempt to score any critical hits, just using his crazy ninja speed, and soon enough the opponent was poofed.

One of the other metal manipulators was fighting Bruce, poorly, but Bruce was easily able to sail through any of the poor man's defenses. The other two were charging at Jack, now holding their weapons instead of controlling them with their minds. When they closed in on him, they attacked the space right next to Jack, surprising the boy, who turned to see an illusion of him. A quick glance showed Kitsune standing atop the metal wall, pointing Jack's direction.

Jack wasted no time capitalizing on his opponent’s confusion, leaping between the two of them, and activating his luck ability to score a critical hit on both, one with each hand. The opponent under his brand-new katana suffered the worst as the weapon seemed to slide right through their chainmail as if it wasn’t even there, poofing them.

Bruce had finished off his opponent and the last metal manipulator turned to run but caught one of Kitsune’s kunai right in the back of the leg, tripping them. They sprawled in the dirt in front of Bruce who nonchalantly stepped out of the way, then casually poofed him with a swipe of his claw.


Chapter 14

They moved together after that, roving through the battlefield looking for easy targets to take out. They engaged several times with individuals and groups alike, but it was such chaos they could only get a few strikes in at a time.

Kitsune had the most luck in the combat, with her belt that had a never-ending supply of kunai for her to throw, and her illusions that she used to great effect, confusing enemies and redirecting their attacks.

At some point, Bruce tired of staying close and took off by himself, much to Jack's annoyance. The cat leapt off his head, unfurled his elytra wings, and soared across the battlefield, wreaking havoc with his fly-by-claw attacks, igniting people and leaving trails of fire in his wake. The Terror of the Skies soared around tauntingly, gracefully dodging the few projectiles launched in his direction. A man on the ground, dressed in vibrant red and orange robes with fireworks embroidered on them pointed at Bruce, his voluminous sleeve opening wide and a host of firework rockets shooting out. They exploded all around Bruce, and the cat was caught right in the middle, flashing red and plummeting to the ground.

As Bruce collapsed to the arena floor, the man shot more fireworks in his direction. Bruce shook off his dizziness and leapt out of the way with incredible agility. The cat was back on his feet and he sprang into action, dodging each fiery blast with ease, but they just kept coming and coming, over and over, again and again, the man laughing manically the whole time. The entire area around the man in red had been cleared, his crazy rockets firing everywhere and making sure people stayed out of range.

Bruce drew ever closer, though, and the red man quickly produced a massive firework that exploded into a bright white shower of sparks, blinding Bruce for a split second. But Bruce was a cat, and a cat didn’t necessarily need their eyes to attack a foe. Especially one that stank as strong of gunpowder like this one. He barely even slowed as he reached his opponent and pounced, his glowing red claws leaving a trail of light in their wake.

The man in red was so surprised his attack had failed to stop Bruce, that he took the full power of the claw attack, a critical star floating up.

“You think you’ve beaten me, but you’ve beaten yourself too!” the man yelled and began to flash white like a creeper. Bruce’s vision had cleared and when he saw the man flashing, he wasted no time using his head as a springboard to launch back into the air and fly away.

A massive explosion shook behind him, but Bruce didn’t turn to look, instead, he continued to soar through the air, looking for more targets.


Chapter 15

Kitsune and Jack raced through the arena together, both sliding to a halt as a wall of ice appeared in front of them. Well, they tried to halt anyway, but the ground under their feet had been turned to ice and they slid into the wall at full speed, crashing into it hard and taking some damage.

“You fools.” A woman in a suit of armor made of solid ice with a staff that radiated a cold aura stood off to the side. “You don’t stand a chance against me, the Ice Queen!” She stood calmly, a smirk on her face as she twirled her staff with ease.

Jack scrambled back to his feet while Kitsune frowned and drew her supply of kunai, throwing a handful of them toward The Ice Queen. The Ice Queen simply waved her staff and a blast of cold air froze the kunai mid-air, rendering them useless.

Kitsune’s eyes widened. “Nice trick.”

Jack leapt forward, using the momentum of the ice to bring him close to the woman. He pointed his wakizashi and katana, shouting, “Ice Lunge!” The Ice Queen attempted to block the attack with her staff, spinning it around expertly, but Jack burned some luck and his katana made it though, flashing her icy self red. She stumbled backwards, but regained her footing.

The Ice Queen laughed, the sound eerie and cold.  “You need to chill out!” she taunted. She fired a blast of frigid air at Jack, but he leapt over it, landing on the ground a bit away from the woman.

Kitsune smirked and held up a hand. “Chill out? Seriously? You can’t possibly be that cheesy.” She created a small illusion of a flock of birds that flew toward The Ice Queen.

“No, but I am that icy.” The Ice Queen's expression turned to one of annoyance as she swung her staff to dispel the illusion.

Jack took advantage of the distraction and charged forward, swords glinting in the light. The Ice Queen was taken off guard, and attempted to block his attack with her staff, but was only able to knock the wakizashi away. Jack's katana cut right through her icy armor, flashing her red and scoring a critical hit. “You’re not going to defeat me—you should just let it go.” He cracked up at his own joke.

Kitsune joined in, her kunai now blazing with flames made of illusion magic. The Ice Queen’s eyes widened at the fiery projectiles and swung her staff to deflect the attacks, but the combined strength of Jack and Kitsune was too much for her. She stumbled back, her armor cracking under the pressure.

In a final effort, The Ice Queen raised her staff and summoned a blizzard, the wind howling and snow blowing around the area. Jack covered his face to protect his eyes, but Kitsune powered through, throwing an endless stream of kunai at the woman. The Ice Queen's armor shattered, and with her armor gone, her own blizzard ate at her skin. She let out a scream of frustration as the icy cold and onslaught of kunai poofed her.

“I thought the cold never bothered you anyway?” Jack asked, even though the Ice Queen was gone. No one laughed at his joke, but he and Kitsune stood victorious, their weapons still drawn as they looked around for their next opponent.

But the horn sounded, thereby ending the melee.


Chapter 16

With the Stone free-for-all over, Jack, Kitsune, and Bruce got a much-needed break.

“Whew,” Jack said, “That was one of the most intense battles I've ever been in.”

Kitsune’s eyes widened. “You’ve been in more intense battles than that?”

Jack smirked and nodded. “Oh yeah. I’ve fought in two wars—one of them was against an army of crazed, brainwashed animals. Not to mention all the battles in the nether.”

“You’ve actually been to the nether?”

“Yep. It’s not too bad, but really hot.”

“What about all the oni? I hear that's where they originally come from.”

Jack bit his bottom lip. “Well... in the world I was in there weren’t any oni. Just hoglins and piglins, you know, the normal stuff. Oh, and the red-eyed mutants.”

Ricardo found them and took a seat. “Red-eyed mutants? What?”

Jack waved a hand. “Never mind. That was a whole other world.”

Kitsune shook her head. “It still fascinates me that you can talk about visiting other worlds as if it’s nothing.”

Jack shrugged. “I’m kinda used to it by now. But the first time we ever visited a seed—it was crazy. I was super excited, my sister was a little worried, but my parents? They freaked out. You should have seen them.”

“I can’t imagine my parents in here,” Ricardo chuckled then frowned. “But I kind of wish they were.” As if wanting to change the subject, he rubbed his stomach. “I’m starving. Let’s grab something to eat before the next event.”

“Meow!” Bruce said.

Jack rolled his eyes at his cat. “You’re always hungry. I could use some food, though, too. I burned a lot of luck in that fight.”

They walked to the closest noodle shop and found a table.  “Welcome! Welcome!” the shop owner greeted them. “Would you like to try our daily special?”

“What is it?” Ricardo asked.

“A delightful seafood ramen, made with the finest blowfish.”

Ricardo grimaced. “Do you have any peanut butter and jelly sandwiches? Or chicken nuggets?”

The shopkeeper scrunched up his face in confusion. “Nuggets...?

Ricardo sighed. “Just plain noodles, please.”

“Meow!” Bruce said from his own stool at the bar, his tail swishing.

The shopkeeper blinked at the cat. “Get out of here, ya darn cat!”

“Growl hiss!” Bruce said, his fur rising.

Jack held up a hand. “It’s okay, he’s a contestant.”

“The cat?” the shopkeeper asked, an incredulous look on his face.

Jack nodded. “Yep.”

“Sir, I appreciate that you are a customer, but I won’t be made fun of in my own shop.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Show him, Bruce.”

The cat started hacking and horking and the shopkeeper waved his arms wildly. “No, no! Gross! Get away!” Bruce’s scroll horked out onto the table and the shopkeeper gasped, his eyes wide. “He really is a contestant!”

“See?” Jack said. “And he really would like some of that stew, too.”

“Right away!” the shopkeeper said as Bruce gobbled back up his scroll. Before the shopkeeper turned around, he got a cloth out and wiped down the spot where the scroll had lain. “Still pretty gross.”

Ricardo barked out a laugh. “You haven’t seen anything.”

Jack and Kitsune both ordered chicken ramen, and they chowed down when their meals came. “What’s the next event, anyway?” Jack asked as he leaned back in his chair, stuffed.

“There he is!” A voice boomed behind them. Jack couldn’t pinpoint it, though it did sound slightly familiar and made his stomach churn. He spun around to see the Golden Dragon.

But he wasn’t alone. He had an entire squad of ninjas with him.


Chapter 17

“No fighting in my shop!” the shopkeeper yelled.

“Alright, alright!” Jack said, stepping away from the table. Ricardo nervously looked around, biting his bottom lip.

“Who are you guys supposed to be?” Kitsune asked. “The Rainbow Ninja Club?”

Jack snorted out a laugh.

The ninjas all had separate colored outfits—ninja-yorois—on. Their hoods were white with colored accents. They had different weapons as well—the green ninja wielded a kasurigama, a chained sickle. The pink ninja had an axe in each hand while the purple ninja wielded a sword. The gray ninja twirled shuriken over his fingers while the blue ninja cracked the knuckles of his bare hands.

The ninja in green twirled her kasurigama. “We are the mighty five! You should be quaking in your boots.”

“We don’t want any trouble!” Ricardo nervously stammered out.

Golden Dragon squared his shoulders. “I told you that you would regret angering me, worthless dog!” He wagged a finger at Jack.

“You know these guys, Jack?” Kitsune asked.

Jack sighed. “Not the rainbow ninjas—”

“Mighty five!” the blue ninja shouted. “We are not the Rainbow Ninjas.”

Jack looked at them long and hard. “You look like rainbow ninjas.”

“I told you the colors were a terrible idea,” Gray ninja said to Green ninja.

“Shush!” Green said.

Jack snorted out a laugh. “You Five Rainbows are making a huge mistake.” He pointed at Golden Dragon. “That guy is a real turd. You don’t want to work for him.”

Green laughed. “He is a distasteful cur, yes, but his money is nice.”

“You dare!” Golden Dragon protested.

Jack rolled his eyes. “There you go with all the dare stuff again.”

“What is going on?” Kitsune asked.

“We’re going to knock your friend down to Wood, then throw him off the mountain,” Green ninja said, wiping his hands together like they’d already done it. “And get paid for doing it.”

Ricardo held up his hands. “Come on, guys, we don’t have to do that!”

Golden Dragon sneered, pointing at Ricardo. “Silence! Or you shall join your friend! In fact, I should crush you anyway, to send a message to anyone who would get in my way!”

“What message?” Jack asked, putting on a mocking tone. “Look out, Golden Newt might pay someone to beat you up.”

Kitsune snickered. “Only a weak fool pays someone to do their dirty work for them.”

Golden Dragon snarled. “You’ll pay for that as well!”

“No.” Jack shook his head. “You’re the one paying for things.”

“Enough! Destroy them!” Golden Dragon shouted.

No sooner than the words had left his mouth, Kitsune leapt into the air, charging straight for the pillager in gold. His eyes widened and he stepped back, entering a guard position and blocking the kunai she threw. It bounced off his sword, but another was on its way faster than he could move. The kunai slammed into his helmet, flashing him red. Golden Dragon backed away, before turning and running.

“I’ve got Goldenboy,” Kitsune shouted, chasing after the dragon man. “You get the rest?”

Jack burped, the really loud, long, wet kind like you see in cartoons. Mom would have not been happy. “I just ate, so I'm good to go.”

He withdrew his wakizashi and katana. “Ricardo, you can just—Ricardo?” Jack turned to see the boy had fled. He shook his head. “Looks like it’s just you and me, Bruce.”

Bruce popped his claws out. “Meow, hiss!”


Chapter 18

“I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation,” Purple ninja said. He raised his hand and pointed at Jack, who suddenly felt like he weighed twice as much as normal.

“Whoa!” Jack said as he stumbled. “Not fair!”

“Fair?” Purple ninja asked, making a show of looking at the rest of the ninja group. “What about this situation makes you think we're going for... fair?” The rest of the ninjas laughed.

“Yeah!” Gray ninja agreed. Jack looked over at him—slowly, as it felt like his head alone weighed a hundred pounds—to see the shuriken in his hand double, then double again into four shuriken. He tossed them into the air, juggling them.

“I’ll tell you what’s not fair,” Blue ninja said as she performed a kata, her leg sweeping through the air in a high-kick, her body fading like mist. “We’re broke while Golden Dragon has a ton of money. We’re just trying to even things out.”

Pink ninja laughed. “And you have some pretty nice-looking gear. It wouldn’t be fair for you to hoard it all to yourself.” She clanged her axes together, and a swirl of pink light surrounded her, causing her movements to be more fluid and faster.

“But don’t worry,” Green ninja said, “when we’re done with you, you won’t be worrying about fairness.” She twirled her kusarigama and a green poisonous smoke trailed after it.

Jack smirked. “You guys talk too much. Let's dance.”

“Hiss!” Bruce shouted, and his claws turned red, gaining a burning, molten glow. Heat waves emanated off them and Bruce’s tail swished in anticipation.

The ninjas charged at Jack and Bruce, their weapons cutting through the air, eager to strike. Several shuriken zipped toward Jack, who burned his luck, and even though he was moving slowly like molasses, his personal gravity enhanced, his luck was still more powerful and he avoided getting struck.

One shuriken flew off into the distance while another hit Blue ninja, flashing her red. “Ow! Watch it, Gray!” she shouted.

“Impossible!” Gray yelled. “I never miss!”

Green swung her kusarigama, the chain lashing out at Jack like a venomous snake. Jack couldn’t dodge this one, but deflected it with his wakizashi, then lashed out with his katana. The blade struck home, scoring a hit on Green, flashing her red.

Meanwhile, Bruce engaged Pink, his magma claws burning as he slashed at her. She ducked and weaved, her axes swinging with incredible speed thanks to the pink light that surrounded her. Bruce wasn’t just any ninja, though—he was a cat and a ninja. With incredible cat-like reflexes, combined with his ninja speed, he weaved through her attacks without taking a single hit.

“Nobody should be able to dodge that quickly!” Pink shouted.

“Meow, meow,” Bruce said, as if he was bored. He performed a flip, slapping her in the face with his tail and she blinked, wiping at her eyes. This opened her up to a slashing attack from Bruce’s molten claws, and she flashed red just before the burning effect kicked in, flames erupting around her.

Blue ninja moved in to help her comrade, unleashing a flurry of kicks at Bruce. Bruce leapt over Pink to put her in the way of Blue’s attacks, but Blue’s hand went through Pink as if she wasn’t even there, crashing into Bruce mid-air and sending him sprawling on the ground.

“Hah!” Blue yelled. “You're no match for my Ghostpunch!”

Gray ninja hurled a shuriken at Bruce. “Falling Star!” he shouted, and the shuriken grew to the size of a boulder, crashing down at the cat, who back-flipped off the ground, barely avoiding the hit. The shuriken hit the ground in a sickening crack, and the stone block under it exploded into dust.

“Hiss!” Bruce yelled from all fours, his claws smoking.

As the chaotic battle raged on, Purple sneered at Jack, his sword raised high. “You think you can escape the pull of my Gravitational Crush?” he taunted. Purple energy surged from his blade, increasing the gravitational pull on Jack, making him feel even heavier. Cracks formed in the rock beneath his feet like it was being mined.

“You're heavy-handed with that gravity,” Jack grunted, struggling against the increased weight. It even took extra effort just to open his mouth to speak. He burned some of his luck, desperately hoping it would counteract the debuff. He’d never used his luck in that way before, but figured if he could fine-tune his cloning powers, he might be able to do the same with his luck power, but the debuff stayed.

Suddenly, Green ninja leaped at Jack with a snarl. “Venomous Viper Strike!” she yelled as her kusarigama swung in a vicious arc, the green poisonous smoke curling around the chain. Jack tried to dodge, but the increased weight from the gravity debuff made him too slow, even with burning luck, and he was hit by the weapon, flashing red and gaining a poison debuff.

Bruce, recovering from the previous attacks, glared at his closest target, Pink ninja, who was still engulfed in flames. “Meow meow!” he cried, leaping at her with his magma claws extended. He struck her square in the chest, causing her to flash red again and sending her tumbling backward.

“Did you just yell out a name to your attack?” Jack asked Bruce.

Blue, frustrated by the turn of events, decided to focus on Jack, performing a back handspring to land in front of the slow-moving boy. “Phantom High-Kick Barrage!” she shouted, her leg vanishing and reappearing like a phantom, her foot connecting with Jack's face in a rapid succession of kicks, flashing him red.

Jack burned his luck but was still moving slowly and only managed to deflect the worst of the blows. He retaliated with a sluggish swing of his katana. “Lucky Slash!” he called out, grinning as the blade found its mark, flashing Blue red.

“What? You shouldn’t be able to hit me in my Ghost Form!” Blue shouted, stumbling backwards.

“I guess I'm just lucky,” Jack said with a smirk.

Gray ninja, snarled. “Your luck runs out now.”

Jack laughed, pulling out a cooked beef and chewing loudly. “Nope, I’ve got plenty.” He waggled the beef at Gray.

“Shuriken Cyclone!” Gray yelled, hurling a torrent of shuriken at Bruce. The projectiles multiplied in mid-air, creating a whirlwind of razor-sharp blades that spun around the cat, lifting him high in the air while slashing at him.

Jack's face fell as Bruce yowled in rage and pain from the tornado of doom. “Bruce!”


Chapter 19

Bruce, caught in the Shuriken Cyclone, gritted his teeth and yowled. As the spinning blades closed in, cutting into his beautiful, luscious fur, he prepared to unleash a powerful technique. “Meow, MEOW!” he roared, his red-hot claws glowing even brighter. A whirlwind of molten lava erupted around him, melting and deflecting each and every shuriken.

“You are naming your attacks!” Jack yelled at the cat. “So cool!”

Bruce spread his elytra wings, catching the leftover wind of the cyclone and using it to launch him out, landing beside Jack with a thud. “Meow!” he panted, a little worse for wear but still ready to fight.

Jack, impressed by Bruce's resilience, nodded in approval. “Nice move, buddy.” He scratched the kitty’s chin, then tossed him a cooked beef. Bruce happily chomped it down, replenishing some of his health.

Purple ninja, visibly angered by the turn of events, raised his sword again.

“Why are you guys so mad?” Jack asked. “We’re just messing around, having fun. You should be called the Angry Ninjas.

Purple looked like he might explode like a big, purple, angry volcano. “You may have survived my Gravitational Crush once,” he snarled through his teeth, “but this time you won't be so lucky!” Jack felt his gravitational pull increase yet again, now making him feel four times as heavy as normal.

Jack's legs buckled under the immense pressure, but he refused to give in. “Bruce, it's time for a combo attack.” He struggled to stand upright while blocks cracked and groaned beneath him.

Bruce's eyes flashed with determination. “Meow meow!” he agreed, preparing for their coordinated assault.

Jack swung his katana at Purple, forcing him to block the attack. “Lucky Strike!”

With Purple focused on Jack, Bruce leaped into the air, his magma claws extended. “Meow, meow!” he cried, diving toward the unsuspecting ninja.

Their combined attacks landed simultaneously, causing Purple to flash red twice in rapid succession. He stumbled back, losing his concentration on his Gravitational Crush, finally letting Jack breathe easier.

Jack inhaled a huge lungful of air, breathing it out in a sigh of relief as his weight returned to normal. “We can do this, Bruce!”

Green, desperate to turn the tide, charged at Jack once more. “Venomous Slash!” she yelled, swinging her kusarigama with even greater force than before. The green poisonous smoke grew thicker and more potent, billowing out around the chain.

Jack fell to his knees coughing, waving the smoke away from his face. Bruce seemed unaffected by it, and leapt in to attack Green, his claws slashing quickly and leaving a trail of heat behind them.

Gray hurled another shuriken, this time at Jack. “Falling Star!” he shouted, the shuriken growing to the size of a boulder once more, crashing down toward the boy.

Bruce used Green’s head as a springboard, leaping into the air and bouncing off the shuriken, altering its course just enough that it barely missed Jack, who was still recovering from the poison gas attack. Blue didn’t waste the opportunity and sent a stream of punches in at Jack, catching him while he was distracted and flashing him red.

Purple pointed at Bruce, magnifying the cat's gravity while the feline was still in the air. Bruce slammed into the ground, the breath knocked out of him. The colorful ninjas surrounded Jack and Bruce, confidence in their steps.

Jack took in the ninjas, in their vibrant suits, standing in an arc around him. “Wow, all lined up like this you look extra rainbowy,” he managed to cough out.

Green ninja sneered. “You don’t stand a chance.”

Jack, rubbing the tears out of his eyes from the poison, nodded in agreement. “Not like this we don’t. Maybe we should even the odds a little.” He pulled a rotten flesh from his inventory and tossed it to Bruce who eagerly gobbled it up.

Green cocked her head. “Um... what was that supposed to do?”

“Nothing yet,” Jack said with a shrug.

Green ninja shook her head. “So that doesn’t help you at all. You’re still outnumbered and underpowered.”

Jack shook his head. “I’m not underpowered, you just don’t know everything I can do.”

“You’re definitely outnumbered,” Green commented again.

“Seems that way.” Jack stood and slashed in an X in the air with his swords before yelling, “Ultimate move—Duplicate Chaos!”

The ninjas took defensive stances, nervously looking around to see what would happen.

A copy of Jack appeared right next to him as his hunger bar depleted from full to empty. Jack munched down another cooked beef. “I’m done playing around.”

Jack and his clone leapt at Green ninja.


Chapter 20

Green swung her kusarigama defensively, but Jack and his clone were perfectly in sync, dodging and weaving around her attacks. With a swift, coordinated strike, they both landed blows on Green, causing her to flash red twice and stumble back in pain.

Blue, seeing her ally in trouble, charged at Jack's clone. “Ghost Kick!” she yelled, her foot phasing in and out of visibility. Jack's clone, however, anticipated her move and sidestepped just in time, avoiding the attack. The attack would have hit Green, but passed through her.

The clone took advantage of Blue’s balance being thrown off and slashed out with his katana, an exact copy of Jack’s. The hit landed, flashing her red. “No! Another spectral weapon? How?” Blue gasped.

Bruce, having recovered from the increased gravity, stood and shook off the lingering effects. His fiery eyes locked onto Pink, who had been cautiously watching the battle unfold. “Meow meow!” he growled, and charged at her, magma claws slashing. Pink attempted to block Bruce's assault with her axes, but the cat was too fast, even faster than her with her speed buff, slipping past her defenses and leaving searing gashes in her armor. She cried out and flashed red as the burning pain intensified.

Gray, desperate to regain control of the situation, hurled a barrage of shuriken at both Jack and his clone. “Steel Tempest!” he shouted as the projectiles multiplied, creating a storm of razor-sharp blades. Jack and his clone instinctively activated their luck abilities, launching themselves to the sides and narrowly avoiding the deadly onslaught.

“You idiot!” Green ninja shrieked as the shuriken attack slammed into her, flashing her red over and over.

Purple ninja raised his sword once more. “Gravitational Vortex!” he bellowed, creating a swirling field of gravitational energy that threatened to crush anything caught within it.

Bruce leapt up, slamming a paw into the back of Pink, sending her stumbling into Purple's attack, where she stumbled, becoming weightless in one moment, then crushed by gravity the next. “Fool! Turn this attack off!” she screamed.

Jack and his clone were caught at the edges of the Gravitational Vortex, and sent reeling, stumbling to the ground.

Purple ninja, realizing his mistake, quickly deactivated the attack, allowing Pink ninja to escape its crushing embrace. She stumbled out, gasping for breath and glaring at her teammate. “Watch where you aim that thing!” she hissed, clutching her bruised body.

Green, recovering from Gray’s errant shuriken attack, glowered at her allies. “You're all useless! I'll handle this myself.” She charged at Jack, her kusarigama swinging with renewed vigor. But her frustration made her movements predictable, and Jack easily parried her strikes.

Blue ninja, desperate to prove her worth, turned her attention to Bruce. “Phantom Punch!” she yelled, her fists phasing in and out of visibility as she launched a rapid-fire assault on the fiery feline. But Bruce was no ordinary cat, and with uncanny agility, he evaded her attacks in a blur of black and white fur, countering with a swipe of his magma claws that unfortunately passed right through her, leaving nothing but wisps of smoke in the air.

Gray hurled a massive shuriken at Jack's clone. “Celestial Star!” he shouted, as the spinning blade grew even larger, glowing with a strange energy. Jack's clone remained unfazed. He concentrated his luck power into his katana, slicing through the incoming projectile, cleaving it in two.

Jack's eyes went wide. “How’d you do that?” The clone smirked at him, then shrugged.

Bruce ignored Blue after his attacks couldn't get through her, and in an elytra-powered leap soared at Purple ninja, scoring a direct hit, burning him.

Jack and his clone continued their onslaught at Green, their blades coming in at all angles, and keeping her on the defensive. When she made an errant mistake with her block, Jack kicked out in a sweep, catching her leg and crashing her to the ground. Jack flipped backwards, letting his clone deal with her as he charged at Blue.

“Honestly, I think you’re the most annoying,” Jack said as he slashed into the ghostly ninja with his spectral katana. Blue dodged, but Jack burned some luck, and scored hit after hit, flashing his opponent red.

“I hate spectral weapons!” Blue growled.

Gray threw a half dozen shuriken and Jack, who burned more luck and in a crazy limbo-style move ducked under them in a full circle spin, the ninja stars flying through Blue, one of them hitting Pink who was still recovering from the gravitational attack.

“Stop doing that!” Gray shouted.

“Gravitational Crush!” Purple shouted, slamming Bruce into the ground. The weight of the gravity pressed onto Bruce, and Purple stalked over to him, sword up, ready to bring it down in a slash.

Bruce's stomach made a gurgling noise.

“Uh oh,” Jack said, disengaging from Blue ninja to run far away from the cat.

The extra weight of gravity pushing on Bruce’s stomach probably wasn’t a good thing. For the ninjas, anyway. The pressure forced out a noxious cloud of gas, directly at Purple. The gas rapidly expanded enveloping Pink and Blue as well. They all paused, like they were trying to figure out what was wrong before their faces took on masks of horror as the scent assaulted their noses.

By then it was too late. The smell took hold.

Purple’s gravity attack faltered, and Bruce leapt up, pinballing off the ninja to ricochet between Purple, Pink, and Gray, flashing them red and igniting each with Burning. Blue ninja fell to her knees gasping for air from the putrid attack, her body becoming visible. Bruce flipped over to her and smacked her with a paw, his claws finally connecting and Blue crashed to the ground.

Purple snapped a finger and Blue floated up through the air where Purple ninja collected her, putting her on his shoulder. “Run away!” he shouted, dashing off into the recesses of the mountaintop stronghold. The other ninjas wasted no time following, and Jack breathed a sigh of relief.

“That might have been our toughest fight ever,” he told Bruce, plugging his nose.

“Meow purr,” Bruce said, licking a paw.
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Jack looked all around. “Where did Kitsune and Ricardo go?”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said.

Jack nodded at the cat, still sitting in his own stench cloud. “Yeah, I can’t believe Ricardo ditched us either.” He shook his head.

“I didn’t ditch you!” Ricardo shouted.

“Hiss!” Bruce yelled back at the voice.

Jack spun to see Ricardo come out of hiding from behind a small stone wall. He pointed at the wall. “Did you build that to hide?”

Ricardo shrugged. “You saw my fight in the arena. I'd have just gotten in the way.”

Jack sighed. “You could have, I don’t know, thrown snowballs or eggs to distract them for me.”

Ricardo grimaced. “Sorry. I’m just not into all this real fighting stuff.”

“Yeah, I can tell.”

Ricardo hung his head. Jack was torn on whether to console the kid. It’s true, Ricardo was pretty much worthless here in Minecraft, even worse, he was super annoying. More annoying than Kate even, but he was scared and homesick. Jack sighed. “It’s okay, bro. We’ll get you home soon.”

Ricardo looked up at him and it surprised Jack to see wetness in the boy's eyes. “I just miss my mom so much.”

Now Jack felt terrible. He gently patted the boy on his shoulder. “I know. As soon as we get that Spirit Orb, we’ll get you back home. How about we do something fun for the rest of the day? No fighting.”

“Well, that was an easy fight,” Kitsune said from behind Jack.

“Ahhhh!” Jack shouted, startled.

“Meow meow,” Bruce said, his tail swishing as he watched Jack.

“Are you laughing at me?” Jack asked the cat. Bruce licked his paw, the tip of his tail twitching.

“You did kind of leap out of your skin,” Kitsune said. “I thought ninjas were supposed to be hyper-aware of their surroundings and stuff. All I did was sneak up behind you and use my illusions to cover the sound of my footsteps.”

Jack narrowed his eyes at Kitsune. “You did that on purpose?”

Kitsune snorted out a small laugh, the smile on her face betraying the truth.

“I was trying to make Ricardo feel better!”

“Is he sick?” Kitsune looked at Ricardo. “Are you sick? Pho is the best cure for being sick.”

“Pho? We just ate!” Ricardo wiped his eyes. “I’m fine.” He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders.

“Meow purr!” Bruce said, rubbing against Kitsune’s leg.

Kitsune rubbed her stomach. “I always work up an appetite when I fight. I think Bruce is hungry too.”

“That’s nothing new,” Jack said. “Bruce is always hungry. Even when he’s not hungry.”

“Fine, we don’t have to get pho. How about some dessert?” Kitsune’s eyes shone.

“Now that is an idea I could get behind,” Ricardo said, all traces of his sadness disappearing.

Jack nodded. “Sure. I could totally go for some dessert.” He cleared his throat and looked at Kitsune. “You’re uh... you’re buying, right?”

Kitsune rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s go find a bakery.”
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They set off in search of something sweet and tasty, wandering around the top of the mountain village. “What happened to Golden Dragon, anyway?” Jack asked Kitsune.

Kitsune barked out a laugh. “Oh, I kicked his butt. He was actually pretty easy to fight. He kept falling for my illusions. When I had him on the ropes, he ran off screaming something about ‘you’ll pay for this!’ It was embarrassing. For him.”

Jack shook his head. “I’m sure it won’t be the last time we run into him. He’s like a cartoon villain.”

“What’s a cartoon?” Kitsune asked.

Jack relied on his well-used response for villagers. “Eh. It’s an outsider thing.” He waved his hand at the comment. Out of curiosity, he brought out his tournament scroll and opened it. He gasped at what he saw, bringing the group to a halt.

“What is it?” Kitsune asked.

Jack pointed. “Look!”

Jack Smith - Dragonbane

Contestant in the Millennial Tournament

Rank - high-Iron

Wins - 11

Losses - 0

Challenges issued - 1

Challenges refused - 0

“I’m high-Iron! That’s the maximum rank!” Jack fist-pumped.

Kitsune pulled out her scroll and gasped when she read it. “I’m Iron!”

“We must’ve gotten a bunch of ranks from those ninjas and Golden Dragon. That’s awesome! Now I don’t feel bad about being ambushed.”

Kitsune chuckled. “How was Golden Dragon such a high rank? He was so easy to fight.”

“The shopkeeper where I met him said he paid people to lose fights so he could jump his rank up.”

“That seems dumb,” Ricardo said. “Doesn’t he end up fighting people way better than him?”

Jack shrugged. “Yeah, but I think he’s super rich and just buys the best stuff.”

“Didn’t help him when he went up against me. All the fancy toys in the world won't do you any good if you don’t have any experience or skills.” Kitsune shook her head.

They continued walking, the hustle-bustle of the massive mountaintop village filling them with a sense of community. After a while, they stumbled upon a charming little bakery that seemed to have been lifted straight from a quaint Japanese village. The bakery had an incredible variety of mouthwatering Japanese desserts, and the irresistible aroma of freshly baked goods filled the air.

“Meow! Meow!” Bruce said, drool dripping from his mouth.

“Gross!” Jack yelled, pulling the cat off his shoulders and dropping him, not super gently, on the ground.

Upon entering, the group found themselves surrounded by an impressive assortment of sweets. There were black sesame cookies, Japanese cheesecake, and a host of other tasty-looking things. Kitsune’s eyes bugged out of her head when saw them all. “Oh man! What are we going to get?”

“Meow?” Bruce asked, staring longingly at the display of goodies.

Kitsune nodded. “Some of everything? Great idea!”

“You understand him?” Ricardo asked.

Kitsune shook her head. “Nope.”

Ricardo snorted.

Kitsune pointed at the treats, picking out all the things she wanted. The shop owner was quite pleased with the large order. Kitsune paid for it and brought it to a table with her friends. The table was absolutely covered in tasty desserts. “Oh yum!” Kitsune said, taking a bit of castella cake. “It’s so moist! And tastes like honey!”

The four dug in, eating with gusto and savoring every bite. There were matcha Swiss rolls, fluffy sponge cake rolled up with fresh matcha cream. They also had dorayaki, honey pancakes filled with sweet red bean paste, and warabi mochi, a chewy, jelly-like dessert covered with sweet and nutty soybean powder and drizzled with kuromitsu syrup.

“These are my favorites!” Kitsune said, holding up dango, sticky rice balls with flavors like sweet soy sauce glaze and red bean paste.

Each dessert was a work of art, showcasing incredible attention to detail and dedication. They couldn't help but be drawn in by the enticing array of treats, and eagerly sampled them, savoring every bite of the delectable confections.

Except Bruce. He just ate them all without any admiration or savoring of flavors. He favored quantity over quality. The more treats that got into his stomach as quickly as possible, the better.

Mouths full of delectable sweets, they stopped chewing when a sound from outside the shop distracted them, horns blowing loudly.

“What is that?” Ricardo asked.

Jack peeked around the corner. “It’s some kind of parade or something!”
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Jack, Kitsune, Ricardo, and Bruce reluctantly tore themselves away from the heavenly selection of desserts. Well, that’s not entirely true. Bruce had to be torn away, literally, by Jack, as his claws scraped along the table.

“Ya darn cat!”

As they stepped out of the bakery, a burst of color, sound, and excitement greeted them. They stepped out into the sunlit street of the tournament village, and the vivid sights and sounds of a traditional Japanese-style parade immediately inundated their senses.

“So cool!” Jack said as the parade marched closer. A crowd gathered in the streets around them, with lots of villagers excited to watch.

The rhythmic pounding of taiko drums reverberated through the air, setting the pace for the procession. Elaborately costumed dancers twirled gracefully, their vibrant kimonos swishing with each fluid movement. The dancers expertly wielded fans, opening and closing them in mesmerizing patterns as they danced to the beat.

Kitsune pointed. “That’s so pretty!” She held her hand out and an illusory fan appeared in it, waving around, copying the movements of the dancers.

Large, colorful floats rolled past, each one expertly crafted to depict various mythological creatures and legendary heroes. Intricate, hand-carved dragons weaved through the crowd, their graceful bodies manipulated by a team of skilled puppeteers. The dragons seemed to come to life, flicking their forked tongues and blinking their golden eyes as they snaked between awestruck spectators.

“Is that illusion magic too?” Ricardo asked.

Kitsune narrowed her eyes, studying. “It’s hard to tell. It could be a shugenja using animation magic...”

“I wonder what this is for?” Jack asked. The air was filled with laughter and excited chatter as villagers, tournament participants, and visitors alike lined the streets, marveling at the spectacle.

A villager who was most likely a tournament contestant answered from behind them. He wore an orange martial arts gi and pointed down the road. “It’s the Lord of Honkai Province. That’s what all the banners show, anyway. He must be coming to watch the tournament.”

“Honkai province?” Jack asked. “Is it an important place?”

The man shrugged. “It’s not that big or anything, but they do have excellent silk there. The Lord has been trying to get noticed by the ninja clans. He wants his son to be able to join one of them.”

Kitsune's eyes sparkled with wonder as she took in the scene. “I've always loved these parades,” she exclaimed. “The colors, the energy. It's magical!”

Bruce, happily munching on a baked treat he managed to swipe, let out a contented, “Meow meow,” clearly enjoying the atmosphere and the lively entertainment.

Jack looked down the road where the parade was the thickest, his eyes landing on the banners being carried by villagers as they surrounded a large camel with two people riding on it. He pointed. “Is that the Lord?”

The man in orange nodded. “Yep. And his son.” He sneered at the sight.

As the parade continued, Jack, Bruce, Kitsune, and Ricardo soaked in the infectious joy and revelry. The lively procession was a welcome reprieve from the intense battles and challenges they’d faced in the tournament thus far.

Until the camel with the Lord passed by. The color drained from Jack's face as he saw the Lord, and the Lord's son.

Golden Dragon.
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“That can’t be good,” Ricardo said as they watched the Honkai Province Lord pass by with Golden Dragon on the back of the camel. “That can’t be good at all.”

Jack groaned. “That guy is way more trouble than he ought to be,” he said. “Now I know for sure we’re going to see him again.”

Kitsune shrugged. “He can be as rich as he wants. It won’t stop me from whooping him.”

“Unless he hires even more goons like the rainbow ninjas.” Jack sighed.

“True.” Kitsune bit her bottom lip.

“Who cares! We’re just here for the spirit orb.” Ricardo threw his hands in the air.

“I care!” Kitsune said, pointing at him. “You may be here for some bauble, but I’m here to help raise my clan's status. We’re tired of being looked down on as cruel tricksters.”

Ricardo cleared his throat. “I mean, uh, but… aren’t you cruel tricksters? I remember how we met you in the forest...” Kitsune growled at him and he raised his hands. “Sorry!”

“Come on,” Jack said. “I promised you we’d have fun for the rest of the day. Let’s find some fun stuff to do!”

Kitsune growled one more time at Ricardo then smirked, looking at Jack. “Alright.”

Together, the four of them wandered the lively tournament village, exploring the various attractions and activities it had to offer. They found themselves in a carnival area and were captivated by games, where they tried their hand at ring toss, shuriken shooting galleries, and catching small fish with delicate paper nets.

Jack managed to win a small stuffed toy which he gave to Kitsune. She raised an eyebrow at it and gave it to Ricardo.

Kitsune skillfully caught several goldfish, much to Bruce's delight. The cat eyed the fish hungrily, but Kitsune gently scolded him and insisted they release the fish back into the pond. Reluctantly, Bruce agreed, but not before attempting to “accidentally” knock one of the fish into his open mouth.

As the sun began to set, they stumbled upon a beautiful bamboo grove adorned with countless colorful paper lanterns. The warm glow from the lanterns cast a magical, otherworldly atmosphere upon the grove, making it feel like a place where time stood still.

“This is so beautiful,” Ricardo whispered, his eyes wide with wonder.

Kitsune nodded in agreement. “This is a special place where people come to make wishes during the festival. It's said that if you write your wish on a piece of paper and burn it in one of the lanterns, it'll come true.”

Excited by the prospect of having their wishes granted, Jack, Kitsune, and Ricardo each took a piece of paper and carefully wrote down their wishes. “What are you wishing for?” Jack asked Kitsune.

“You can’t tell anyone! If you do it won’t come true.”

“Yeah, Jack!” Ricardo said. “Haven’t you ever blown out birthday candles?”

“Whatever,” Jack said, rolling his eyes.

With their wishes written, the trio burned their pieces of paper in the lanterns and sat under the tree for a bit longer. As the day came to an end, they found themselves feeling refreshed and rejuvenated, their spirits lifted by the carefree atmosphere and the joyful moments they had shared. Jack looked over at Ricardo, who seemed to be feeling much better, and gave a small smile. He chuckled when he thought about how thrilled Mom would be that he was helping the boy. Ricardo wasn’t the only one missing his mom.

“Today was a lot of fun,” Jack said as they made their way back to their lodgings. “Thanks for doing it with us, Kitsune.”

Kitsune smiled. “No problem. It’s good to take a break from all the fighting and just have fun. It helps us remember what we're fighting for in the first place.”

They settled in for the night and Ricardo fell fast asleep. Jack was glad because he knew the next day would be extremely stressful.
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They were up and at ‘em pretty early for the Iron-ranked tournament. Ricardo decided to explore the festival and carnival a bit more, which Jack was grateful for. The boy had come around a lot but was still a pain in the butt and he wanted to keep his head clear for the next round. He knew he’d be leaving soon and wanted to do the best he could.

He loved Witherton and all his friends there, but this Minecraft world was quickly becoming his favorite. “Maybe I should go back to Witherton and start a tournament...” he thought out loud to himself.

“What?” Kitsune asked.

“Never mind,” Jack said, waving the question away.

Kitsune rolled her eyes. “Is everyone from your world so weird?” She didn’t give him time to answer before she continued. “Anyway, it’s time to focus up. This is the big-time now. People in Iron are doing their best to get to the top so they can advance into the gem ranks next year. I want to be one of those people, Jack. I can’t have you distracted.”

Jack nodded. “Don’t worry about me. I can handle it.”

“Meow!” Bruce said from around Jack's shoulders, stifling a yawn.

The free-for-all day was over, and the day’s fights would be centered on one-on-one fighting and teams. The Iron ranks were swollen with newly raised and eager fighters who had broken out of the Stone ranks.

The feeling in the air was electric—this day was a crowd favorite, as it would decide who got to advance into the gem ranks.

All the contestants stood in the arena, forming a line that went around the entirety of it. The introductory music played and Jack used the time to inspect the fighters. A wide range of people from all walks of life stood waiting, each with their own unique style and flair. Jack spotted a tall, muscular man with a wild mane of red hair, his face covered in tribal tattoos. He wore an animal skin kilt and his chest was adorned with thick, heavy chains. His eyes glowed with a fierce determination as he clenched his fists, ready for battle.

Next to him stood a lithe, graceful woman with long, flowing black hair. She wore a dark, form-fitting outfit that allowed her to move with incredible agility. Her eyes were sharp and focused, every movement calculated and precise. Intricate silver jewelry decorated her wrists, neck, and ears, and she carried a set of razor-sharp throwing knives at her side.

A few feet away, a masked fighter dressed in a mix of samurai armor and ninja garb caught Jack's eye. The armor was painted in deep shades of green and black, and his face was concealed behind a metal mask that resembled a dragon. A long, curved katana hung from his hip, and he stood with a calm, regal air about him.

Jack also noticed a team of three who seemed inseparable. They each wore matching white and blue uniforms with a tiger embroidered on the back. Their faces were painted with blue stripes, giving them a fierce, tribal look. They moved in perfect sync with each other, their teamwork and camaraderie clear for all to see.

The crowd cheered wildly as the announcer introduced each contestant, their excitement palpable as the tournament continued. Jack was still checking everyone out when Kitsune elbowed him in the side.

“What?” he asked, looking at her.

She pointed across the arena, and his gaze landed on Golden Dragon, standing there, staring the two of them down. He was flanked on either side by competent-looking villagers in samurai armor, complete with golden dragon masks.

Jack blew out a breath. “Iron-ranked. Ha. He must’ve bribed more people. And he’s got a team now, too. You think he’ll come after us?”

Kitsune snorted. “Of course.”

Jack shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. He doesn’t stand a chance.”

“Why does he look so confident then?”

Jack studied Golden Dragon, and Kitsune was right. He looked like he didn't have a care in the world. “He’s got something up his sleeve. Just... watch out for him. But unless we get picked to fight him, I don’t think we have to worry.”

The matches began when the announcers declared the first batch of fighters.
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The first match began, and the audience roared with excitement. This pairing featured a tall, muscular man with a scary big mustache, wielding a massive, double-bladed axe, and a petite woman dressed in a sleek, form-fitting outfit that seemed to shimmer like moonlight. As the fight began, the woman moved with incredible speed, darting around her lumbering opponent, and delivering quick, precise strikes.

“Wow, she's fast!” Jack exclaimed, watching her movements closely. “She's practically teleporting.”

Kitsune nodded in agreement. “And she's using her speed to her advantage, staying out of range of that big axe.”

The axe-wielding man let out a roar, and his weapon began to glow with a strange, green energy. He swung it with incredible force, sending out a shockwave of energy that rippled through the air, catching the speedy woman off guard and knocking her back.

“Whoa, did you see that?” Jack said, his eyes widening. “What kind of power was that?”

“It looked like some kind of energy manipulation,” Kitsune mused. “He must be channeling it through his axe.”

The woman quickly recovered, and the match continued, the two fighters displaying an array of impressive techniques and abilities. Eventually, the woman managed to disarm her opponent, which spelled doom for the man, as without his axe, he seemed unable to summon the energies he’d used during the fight. With a final, lightning-fast strike, she knocked him out cold. The crowd roared in approval, and the woman raised her hands in victory.

Kitsune shook her head. “You should never become overly dependent on a weapon.”

Jack nodded. “That’s for sure. I can’t tell you how many times I've lost my swords.”

The next match featured a man dressed in dark, flowing robes that blended with the shadows and a woman wearing a vibrant, golden outfit that shimmered with every movement, like one of those holographic foil stickers. As the match began, the man seemed to melt into the shadows, becoming nearly invisible, while the woman appeared to radiate light.

“Wow, a shadow manipulator versus a light manipulator,” Jack said, clearly impressed. “This should be a fun match.”

Kitsune nodded, watching as the two fighters circled each other, their respective abilities creating a mesmerizing dance of light and darkness in the ring.

The woman sent beams of light streaking toward her elusive opponent, who nimbly dodged the attacks, fading in and out of the shadows. The shadow user struck back, tendrils of darkness snaking toward the woman, attempting to ensnare her. She deftly dodged the dark tendrils, her golden outfit casting bright, disorienting flashes of light.

“This is incredible,” Jack whispered, enthralled by the spectacle. “It’s like, if a fireworks show was fighting.”

Kitsune looked at him. “That makes no sense.”

As the fight wore on, the two fighters pushed their abilities to the limit, the arena becoming a dazzling display of contrasting light and darkness. Finally, the woman managed to trap the shadow user in a cage of blinding light, momentarily stunning him. She followed up with a series of powerful light-infused strikes, which ultimately led to her victory.

The crowd went wild, cheering for the triumphant light manipulator as she raised her arms in celebration. They watched more fights as the day wore on, Iron fighters moving up and down through the ranks.

“Oh man,” Jack said, bouncing on his heels. “This is so cool. I can’t wait to see who we get to fight.”

Kitsune was about to respond when the voice of the announcer cut her off. They had just been called into the center of the ring, their opponents swaggering up to meet them.

Golden Dragon and his two friends.

“Of course,” Jack said.


Chapter 27

“Finally, I will have my vengeance!” Golden Dragon sneered at Jack and Kitsune as they walked together into the ring. “You will rue the day you crossed paths with me!”

“I already do,” Jack said.

Kitsune nodded, “Me too. You’re so annoying.”

Golden Dragon’s face turned red with anger, and he pointed his sword at them. “You were fools to get in my way!”

“Dude, all I did was stop you from being mean to a shopkeeper. It’s like, just plain human decency to treat people with respect.”

“I treat those with respect who deserve it! Not some lowly peasant.”

Kitsune grimaced. “Ew. That was gross. No wonder nobody likes you.”

“Silence! Filthy dog! Did you think I wouldn’t know you were a Kitsune? Your kind are nothing but thieves and vagrants!”

Kitsune blinked. “You know my name is Kitsune right? It’s not like I was trying to hide anything.”

“Silence!” Golden Dragon screamed again, his voice becoming unhinged.

“You know, yelling at us louder isn’t going to get us to listen to you, right?” Jack asked.

“Then I'll just have to silence you permanently!” He lunged in with his sword, dashing quickly toward Jack. Jack was ready for it, though, knowing that Golden Dragon liked to sucker punch people and catch them off guard. He parried the attack, sending Golden Dragon’s blade wide, and scored a hit on the man as he passed, flashing him red. Jack leapt backwards and Golden Dragon let out a chuckle. “That’s right, you should be afraid of me.”

The attack must have been the cue, since Golden Dragon’s samurai readied themselves, whipping their katanas out, their blades flashing in the sun as they withdrew them with startling speed. One had an icy blue aura surrounding him, his breath visible as it condensed in the air. The other seemed to crackle with electricity, small sparks dancing around his body.

Jack shook his head. “I see you paid for some help... again.”

Golden Dragon smirked. “These two are more than just help—they are my personal bodyguards, trained to handle any situation. It cost quite a lot to get them to high-Iron so they could fight with me. It will be worth every emerald when I see you poof.”

“I think you might be sick in the head,” Jack said. “Are you going to make them do all your dirty work?”

“Of course. Why would I soil myself getting near you?”

Jack sighed. “I have just one thing to say to that.”

“What?”

“Ninja Kitty Bomb!” Jack screamed and launched Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop) directly at Golden Dragon. This set off the two samurai, who charged at Jack and Kitsune. Bruce sailed through the air toward the villager in gold, his claws extended and glowing red hot.

The match began with a deafening roar from the crowd, and both teams charged toward one another. Jack and Kitsune quickly found themselves locked in combat with the two katana-wielding samurai.

The icy samurai struck first, his blade leaving a trail of frost in its wake as it sliced through the air toward Jack. He narrowly dodged the attack, feeling the cold bite of the blade as it passed by. The electric samurai, meanwhile, focused his attention on Kitsune, his sword crackling with energy as he launched a series of lightning-fast strikes.

As Jack fought the icy foe, he noticed that every time the blade made contact with his own, it would freeze instantly. He had to be careful not to let the blade touch him or he might turn into a popsicle. On the other side of the ring, Kitsune struggled to keep up with the electric samurai’s speed, her hair standing on end from the static electricity in the air.

Bruce landed directly on Golden Dragon, claws slashing like he was running full-sped ahead on a treadmill. “Ahhh! What is this thing?” Golden Dragon screamed as the cat's claws flashed him red and ignited him. The flames launched up around him, then just as suddenly died down, disappearing.

Golden Dragon snorted. “Hah! I can’t be set on fire!”

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said, leaping in and slashing like a living chainsaw. Golden Dragon defended, blocking as many of the cat's attacks as he could with his sword, but Bruce was insanely fast, and plenty of attacks got through, flashing the pillager red. In a lightning-fast maneuver, Bruce used Golden Dragon's head to pinball off, slamming an attack into the icy samurai, then bouncing back into the fight with Golden Dragon.

“Stand still so I can hit you!” Golden Dragon shouted.

Jack, seeing an opportunity, focused his energy and launched a powerful kick at the icy foe, who was momentarily distracted by the commotion. His kick made the samurai stumble, but Jack also stumbled as his leg froze, covered in ice and attached to the samurai’s armor.

“Uh oh,” Jack said, balancing on one leg.

Meanwhile, Kitsune launched kunai blades mercilessly at the electric samurai. The man was able to deflect a good portion, but plenty made it through. When they struck him he flashed red, but they stuck to his armor as if magnetized. Thankfully, Kitsune’s magical sheath allowed for infinite kunai to be pulled out, and she simply kept throwing them. “This is too easy!”

The sparking samurai let out a sinister chuckle and stomped a foot down. With an eerie metal-on-metal sound, the kunai that had stuck to him like kitchen magnets launched off straight at Kitsune in a deadly storm of blades.
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Kitsune's eyes widened in shock, but she quickly reacted, flipping backwards and twisting in mid-air to dodge the incoming barrage of kunai. She narrowly avoided a direct hit, but some of the blades sliced through her clothing, flashing her red. “Ow!”

Jack, meanwhile, struggled to break free from the icy grip holding his leg. The samurai slammed his blade into Jack over and over, and Jack was barely able to parry the attacks due to his awkward stance, taking several hits and flashing red. “Not cool!”

The samurai laughed, swinging his blade again.

“Little help?” Jack asked, looking over the samurai's shoulder. The samurai paused in his attack, looking over his own shoulder, too, only to see Jack standing there, silently waving. The samurai looked back and forth between Jack and the clone Jack had just summoned, the confusion making him hesitate. That hesitation gave Jack just the opening he needed to slam his wakizashi into the ice, cracking it and freeing his leg.

The icy samurai stumbled, suddenly released from the hold he had on Jack but quickly regained his footing and launched a flurry of frosty slashes at him. Jack dodged and parried, his breath fogging in the frigid air as he tried to stay one step ahead of his opponent. His clone had plenty of openings, however, and took full advantage of them, scoring a critical hit on the samurai. “Hah!”

Bruce, sensing a weakened opponent, leapt to Jack's aid, slashing at the icy samurai with his razor-sharp claws. The samurai's attention was divided between Jack and Bruce and the clone, allowing Jack to land a powerful upward slash that sent the samurai soaring. He crashed to the ground, defeated, and vanished in a puff of smoke.

Golden Dragon’s face twisted in anger and frustration, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Bruce pinballed back in to attack him, his claws ripping the air apart. Golden Dragon redoubled his efforts against the agile feline, but Bruce was relentless, dodging and weaving around Golden Dragon's increasingly desperate attacks.

Kitsune, seeing the electric samurai charging at her with his sword crackling with energy, quickly formed a plan. She deftly dodged his attacks, leading him toward Jack and Bruce's battle. As they neared the others, she shouted, “Now, Jack!”

Jack understood her plan at once. He feigned a lunge toward Golden Dragon, causing the arrogant villager to over commit to a counterattack. As he did so, Jack sidestepped, and Golden Dragon's momentum carried him straight into the path of the electric samurai's electrified sword.

The two villains collided, and a burst of electricity surged through Golden Dragon's body. He screamed in pain as he was launched into the air, landing in a crumpled heap on the ground. The electric samurai, momentarily stunned by the unexpected turn of events, was swiftly taken down by a combination attack from Kitsune, Bruce, and Jack’s clone.

The crowd erupted in cheers as Golden Dragon collapsed to the ground and his samurai vanished in puffs of smoke.

Jack and Kitsune stalked over to Golden Dragon. “You’re still too easy,” Jack said. “Maybe you should try actually learning skills rather than paying for lackeys.”

Golden Dragon began laughing, a low ominous sound that rumbled quietly, but got louder and louder. Jack paused. “Uhh... what’s going on?”

“Jack, why is he laughing like that?” Kitsune asked.

“I don’t—” Jack began but was cut off as the low laugh turned loud and maniacal, Golden Dragon pulling something from his inventory as he lay on the ground.

“What is that?”

Kitsune gasped when she saw the item. “Stop him!” She leapt for the pillager, but it was too late.

Golden Dragon manipulated the item, which turned out to be a scroll. He unrolled it quickly and it lit up with an inner glow, then began floating in the air, glowing brighter and brighter, a beam of light from it shining down on Golden Dragon.

“It’s an elder scroll!” Kitsune shouted. “We’re doomed!”

“That’s right. You are doomed!” Golden Dragon said, his voice changing mid-speech from his normal almost whiney tone to a deep and booming one.
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The scroll, floating in the air, exploded in a light so bright the entire arena was enveloped in it like a cloud. Everyone in the vicinity had to shield their faces. The light faded and Jack blinked the spots out of his eyes. Then he couldn’t believe what was happening in front of him.

The energy from the scroll surrounded Golden Dragon, transforming him before their very eyes.

His body grew and contorted, his armor and clothing melting into his flesh as it took on a metallic golden hue. His limbs lengthened, and powerful wings sprouted from his back, their golden scales glinting in the sunlight. His face elongated into a fierce, draconic visage, and his once-human eyes now burned with a deep, menacing fire.

The transformation complete, Golden Dragon had become a massive, majestic beast the size of the Ender Dragon, his entire body shimmering like molten gold. He roared, the sound echoing throughout the arena, shaking the very ground beneath their feet. The crowd, once cheering, fell silent, their expressions a mix of awe and terror.

“Behold my final form!” Golden Dragon bellowed, his voice deep and filled with an otherworldly menace. “Now you will pay.” Golden Dragon stared daggers at Jack, then spun his head, his gaze taking in the crowd. “You will all pay!”

“Kitsune, any ideas?” Jack asked, his voice shaky.

“Attack it with everything we’ve got.” She looked around at the contestants. “I mean, everyone! We have to stop him!”

A referee raised a hand. “Just a minute, now! This is simply a transformation. It is well within the rules of the tournament to transform. You must—” He was cut off as Golden Dragon snatched him up in a powerful bite, swallowing the man whole.

“He’s gone insane!” a contestant screamed, running to the exit. Golden Dragon let out a laugh and blasted a jet of fire at the fleeing woman. The fire was bright gold like light from the sun, and it burned so hot it turned the stone ground itself into lava. The fleeing woman had simply disappeared in the blast of energy.

“I am all-powerful!” Golden Dragon yelled, but his voice, which had been deep and commanding, was now bestial.

“What was that scroll?” Jack asked Kitsune.

“An elder scroll. The Kitsune used to be keepers of them a long time ago. They contain magic so powerful that only the strongest minds can use them...” She gestured at Golden Dragon. “I don’t think he’s one of those.”

“Oh great, so he really is going insane. That means it’s SHLING SHLING time!” Jack wielded his two swords in either hand, pointing at the dragon. “Bruce! Clone! Attack that dragon, and don’t hold anything back!” He charged at Golden Dragon, activating his luck skill to score a critical hit. “Dragon’s Chomp!” he shouted, bringing his blades down hard. They bounced off the dragon’s hide.

“Hahaha!” Golden Dragon roared. “You can’t hurt meeeeeeeee...” His last word turned into a growl.

“Uh oh...” Jack watched Bruce zip through the air, his claws hitting the dragon, but nothing happened. The dragon raised a clawed foot and slammed it down on the clone, poofing it instantly. “That is so not good!”

Kitsune pointed, using her illusion magic to amplify her voice. “We need you, all of you fighters. Take down that dragon or else this entire arena is doomed!”

As if her voice was a green light, the contestants in the arena launched into attacks on the dragon.
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The arena became a whirlwind of action as fighters from all corners joined the fray against Golden Dragon. Swords and axes clashed against the dragon's golden scales, sending sparks flying in every direction. Mages summoned elemental forces, launching fireballs, lightning bolts, and ice shards at the beast, and even still, it seemed unaffected by their attacks.

A samurai in crimson armor leaped into the air, slicing down with his razor-sharp katana, aiming for the dragon's eyes. But Golden Dragon was too fast, and the samurai's blade merely grazed the surface of the dragon's armored hide. The dragon retaliated with a swipe of its massive tail, sending the samurai crashing into the arena wall.

A pair of archers fired a volley of arrows, their tips glowing with explosive power. The arrows found their mark, exploding upon impact with the dragon's scales. Golden Dragon roared and flashed red, but the damage appeared minimal. The dragon's rage grew, and he released a powerful blast of energy from his mouth, straight up into the sky. The energy exploded over the arena, raining down like hail, blasting chunks out of the ground and anyone it hit.

The crowd screamed and ran, trying to flee the horrible beast, many of them taking hits and flashing red.

Jack gestured to the crowd. “What are you doing?” he shouted at the overgrown dragon. “They’re innocent bystanders!”

If Golden Dragon could talk at all anymore, he didn’t show it as he merely roared in response, flapping his great wings powerfully and sending contestants, including Jack and Kitsune, flying away like leaves in the wind. Before they slammed into the back wall, a fighter in blue and silver raised a wall of wind that caught everyone, setting them down gently.

The attack began again, a man in crimson and black summoned a rain of burning rocks, each one crashing down into the dragon. A Valkyrie warrior in gleaming armor dove from the sky, her spear aimed straight for the dragon's heart. Meanwhile, a rogue with incredible speed dashed behind the dragon, aiming for its vulnerable underbelly. Each of the attacks proved worthless as the dragon’s tough hide repelled them all.

“Why can’t we hurt it?” Jack yelled.

“We’re just Iron-rank fighters,” someone responded. “We aren’t strong enough!”

“Is that it then? We’re all doomed?”

Golden Dragon reared back, energy collecting in his mouth and time froze. It didn’t actually freeze but seemed to be moving extremely slowly for Golden Dragon, but nobody else. The dragon moved like he was in the slowest of slow motion, energy still collecting in his mouth.

“That’s enough of that,” came a loud voice from up above.

Jack and the rest of the arena stopped and looked up. A collective gasp fell over the crowd and everyone in the arena got down on their knees.

Jack looked all around, confused. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Jikan, head ninja of the Kurono clan!” a fighter next to Jack told him. “You must bow!”

Jack grit his teeth. “One of the ninjas Goro told me about...” he said under his breath. There was more than one ninja though, as another descended from the air, standing there in mid-air like it was solid stone, then another, teleporting into view like she was instantly transmitted from somewhere. “These are the Ultimate Ninjas?”

If these ninjas were strong enough to easily stop Golden Dragon, he stood less than no chance against them. He descended onto one knee like everyone else.

Jikan shouted. “Rise, warriors! We have this situation under control. You will be allowed to finish your tournament.”


Chapter 31

Regardless of what the Jikan said, the millennial tournament was cut short. Golden Dragon causing as much chaos as he had, injuring many and destroying parts of the arena had put a damper on the spirits of all attending. The fighters and crowd alike had been awed by seeing the Ultimate Ninjas in person, and the Honkai’s Lord being stripped of everything had once again reminded everyone how much power those ninjas had.

The award ceremony began and was a somber affair with the missing fighters Golden Dragon had poofed. The grandstands were filled with the silence of solemnity, a stark contrast to the earlier excitement and anticipation. The participants of the tournament stood in a line, their faces a mixture of relief and sadness. The arena, once a battleground of dreams and aspirations, now felt like a graveyard for the fallen.

The Master of Ceremonies, a tall and distinguished man in a flowing robe, stepped forward to address the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, it is with a heavy heart that we continue with the awards ceremony. Although the events of today have been nothing short of tragic, we must not forget the incredible feats of strength, skill, and spirit displayed by our valiant fighters.”

A hushed murmur of agreement passed through the crowd, and the ceremony proceeded. The Master of Ceremonies called the winners, one by one, to receive their awards. Each fighter stepped forward, their heads held high but their eyes still clouded with the weight of the day's events.

Jack and Kitsune were among the top contenders, and when their names were called, they walked forward to receive their awards. The audience clapped politely, the cheers that had once filled the arena replaced by a quiet respect. They were both given a shulker box filled with prizes, and they bowed, taking them.

When the last of the awards had been given out, the Master of Ceremonies raised his hands for silence. “Though today's events have cast a shadow over our tournament, let us not forget the bravery and skill displayed by all who participated. May their efforts serve as a reminder that the spirit of competition and camaraderie can triumph even in the face of great adversity.”

The crowd stood as one, clapping and cheering, as the fighters raised their awards high. For a brief moment, the darkness that had settled over the arena lifted, and a ray of hope shone through.

With the ceremony concluded, the crowd began to disperse, leaving the battered arena behind.

The sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the empty stands. Kitsune looked out at it as they prepared to leave and nodded with determination. “I’ve only just begun, Shuichi. I’ll earn back our respect.”


Chapter 32

Kitsune decided to travel back with Jack and Ricardo to Goro’s village. “I’m not ready to return to the forest yet. There’s a lot more I want to do.”

Ricardo shrugged. “I’m just happy I finally get to go home.”

Jack folded his arms. “I had a ton of fun here. I only wish I could have done the main quest.”

“What do you mean?” Kitsune asked.

Jack waved his hand backwards to the tournament. “The tournament was just a side quest. I think the main quest is to fight the Ultimate Ninjas.”

Kitsune stopped, staring at Jack. “You mean you want to fight them? Did we watch the same ninjas?”

Jack shrugged. “Sure. That’s what we’re supposed to do, I think.” He sighed. “Oh well. My job is to get Ricardo back home.” Kitsune must not have heard him as she was lost in thought. “Kitsune?” he asked.

She blinked, snapping back to attention. “Oh! Sorry. I was just thinking how there would be no better way to save the reputation of the Fox clan then defeating the Ultimate Ninjas.”

Jack smiled. “Yeah, that would definitely do it.”

“You know...” Kitsune said slowly, “Shuichi told me that back when there was an emperor, the Fox clan were trusted advisors. That because of the war with the Nether Clan we lost our status.”

Jack snapped his fingers. “Goro told us about a prophecy when we first came here, that a ninja would come and bring honor back to the world. Maybe he wasn’t talking about me after all.”

Kitsune rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe in prophecy.”

Jack raised an eyebrow at her. “Let me get this straight. You are a magical fox girl who lives with a bunch of yokai in an enchanted forest and you don’t believe in prophecy?”

“Well yeah. All that other stuff is just magic. Prophecy is weird.”

“Just magic.” Jack laughed. “Anyway, let’s see what kind of prizes we got.” He pulled out his shulker box, his eyes lighting up with greed. “Oh man, this is so cool!” He held up a gray ninja outfit.

Iron Yoroi Chestplate

6 Armor

Smoke Bomb - Allows any fatal hit to turn you into a cloud of smoke and teleport you 10 blocks in any direction. Once this effect is used, you must repair the armor with Lapis Lazuli to use it again.

Iron Yoroi Leggings

5 Armor

Enhanced Stealth - Walking in stealth mode no longer reduces your speed

Iron Yoroi Mask

1 Armor

Nightvision - Wearer can see in the dark

Iron Yoroi Tabi (boots)

2 Armor

Spiderwalk - The wearer can walk up vertical surfaces

“This... is… awesome!” Jack yelled. He looked over at Kitsune who was also holding a set of similar items, a look of joy on her face. He quickly put it all on. “How do I look?”

“Like a ninja,” Ricardo said. “It’s kinda cool.”

“Kinda cool?” Jack asked. “No way. This is super cool.”

He dug back into the shulker box. “Let’s see what else there is...” There were a host of other prizes, like a telescope that could see invisible things, and a water bucket that refilled with water after a minute of waiting. Neat items, but nothing as exciting as the armor. There was also a whole section of potions. Jack sighed.

“What is it?” Kitsune asked.

Jack sighed. “It’s just a bunch of potions.”

“That’s amazing! Potions are so useful! Why don’t you like them?”

Jack smirked. “Well, my mom can make any potion with her... hmm, I guess you would consider it magic. So they aren’t all that exciting to me. Do you want them?”

His eyes went wide suddenly and he frowned.

“What's wrong?” Kitsune asked.

“I just realized I can’t keep any of this stuff. When I go back to my world, it’ll all stay here.”

“Aww, that is terrible,” Kitsune said, then without missing a beat, “So can I have your stuff?”

“Hey!” Jack threw his hands in the air.

“What? You can’t take it with you, right?”

Jack scowled at her.
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This time, they got to take the easy path down the mountain. Their return journey was uneventful. Jack made sure to give Ricardo the spirit orb before they got to the village.

“You should probably be the one to give them this,” he said, handing over the orb.

Ricardo looked at it in his hand, nodding. “Thanks for helping me. That…” He chewed on his lip. “That was really nice of you.”

Jack smiled. “That’s what I’m here for!”

They were greeted by Goro the village elder and Sota, their pillager defender when they finally arrived.

Goro stood at the entrance to the village with his hands on his hips. “You have returned. Do you come crawling back in shame like whipped dogs, or do you have the spirit orb?”

Ricardo pulled the orb out of his inventory, then handed it to Goro, and bowed. “Here it is. I’m sorry I poofed your ancestor spirit.”

Goro bowed back. “You have reclaimed your honor. Come, we will bring forth another spirit to defend our village.” He took the orb, and they followed him to the village square where there was a small shrine in the shape of a pagoda, sitting underneath a large red gate.

Goro opened a door on the small pagoda and placed the spirit orb within. After shutting the door, he stood back and a cloud of blue smoke poured out of the top of the pagoda. The smoke was more translucent than normal, as if it were ghost smoke. It formed itself into a shape, taking on the size and shape of a villager from the waist up. From the waist down it simply trailed off into smoke, hovering in the air. It wore a gi, and had a ghostly sword strapped to its back.

Immediately, it began wandering around the village.

At the sight of it, both Goro and Sota looked relieved. “Thank you, Jack and Ricardo, for returning this orb. Now we have an ancestor spirit to protect us at night from the oni.” He bowed and Jack and Ricardo did as well. Goro straightened up. “Who is your friend?”

“I’m Kitsune, of the Fox clan.” Kitsune bowed.

Goro hesitated but bowed as well. Sota frowned at the girl. “What is the Fox clan doing here?”

Jack held up a hand. “She helped us get the spirit orb.”

Sota shook his head. “A Fox clan member helping people?”

Kitsune bowed to him. “We are trying to prove to the world that we are good.”

Sota snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see it.” He turned to Goro. “Now that the spirit is back, I must go to the outpost. I lost much time in my training.”

Goro nodded. “As you say, my friend.” He patted Sota on the shoulder and the Vindicator left.

Jack turned to Ricardo. “Did it work?”

Ricardo's eyes glazed as he read something only he could see. “It says the quest is complete!”

Jack nodded, a bittersweet smile on his face, and he turned to Kitsune. “I have to go now.” He handed her the shulker box full of items. “I guess you can have this stuff.”

“Yes!” Kitsune greedily took the box, then sheepishly looked back at Jack. “I mean... I’m sad you have to go. Truly. I really did like adventuring with you.”

Jack laughed. “Maybe I can come back someday. I’d love to fight those ninjas.”

“Meow!” Bruce said from Jack's shoulders. He leapt down to rub against Kitsune’s legs. She stroked the fur on his head and handed him a sushi snack.

Jack turned to Ricardo. “Well. You ready?”

“I’m more than ready. Let’s go!” Ricardo said.

“Bye everyone!” Jack shouted and ran toward the small house Ricardo was in when Jack first came to the world. He quickly crafted a bed and placed it next to the one that was already there.

Ricardo followed him. “A bed?” he asked.

Jack nodded. “It’s how we get out of here. Trust me.” He let out a deep breath, picking Bruce up and setting him on one of the beds. “Your turn,” Jack said to Ricado, gesturing to the bed. Ricardo gave him a funny look then shrugged, climbing onto the bed. Jack got on the one with Bruce and activated it, closed his eyes, willing himself back home.

As they disappeared out of the world, Kitsune turned to Goro. “So... tell me about this prophecy.”
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Jack opened his eyes to his bedroom. The sun was up and looked to be pretty high in the sky. He sighed and laid his head back down. “That place was so cool.” His GameDude beeped, and he picked it up.

Agent Smith: Ricardo is back! Great work!

Jack: Good. That kid was annoying.

Agent Smith: Yeah, kids are.

Jack: Hey!

Agent Smith: Thanks for your help.

Jack shook his head and got up, stretching. Bruce lay curled up on his bed, snoring away peacefully. He went into the kitchen to find Mom cooking away.

“Oh, Jack! Good morning! Did you save that boy?”

Jack gave her a hug, much longer than he usually hugged for. “I did. He was really annoying. I’m glad you taught us manners.”

Mom gasped and pulled Jack away, then felt his forehead. “Are you sick?”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Mom, I’m just saying he was rude and annoying and—” Mom cut him off with another hug.

“I know, dear, I’m just messing with you. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Jack said. “I’m glad you’re my mom.”

Mom beamed at him, but a chorus of beeping through the house interrupted them and Jack pulled out his GameDude. Mom pulled hers off the table. “What’s going on now?”

“Mom!” Kate shouted, bounding into the room. “Mom! We have to help!”

“Oh brother. I’m trying to make a pie right now. What’s going on?”

Kate held up her GameDude. “This message from Agent Smith! Oh, hi Jack. You’re back.”

Jack gave Kate a small wave.

“Anyway, there’s a girl that was playing Minecraft in a world called Forests and Forges. It's all about dwarves and... Elves! Elves, Mom! They can shapeshift into animals and have nature magic and unicorns!”

Jack scrunched up his face. “Yuck.”

Kate stuck her tongue out at him. “You would say that.”

“I thought you liked horses more than unicorns?” Mom asked.

Kate rolled her eyes. “I do. I mean, I think I do. Unicorns aren’t real. But here they will be and I kinda, okay, really, wanna check it out!”

“What was that part about forges?” Jack asked.

“Who’s talking about forges?” Dad asked as he walked in, his arms laden with grocery bags of meat. “Oh, hey Jack. You made it back. Great!”

Mom leaned over and gave Dad a kiss on the cheek. “Agent Smith wants us to go rescue a girl in a Minecraft world with elves and dwarves and magicky-things.”

Dad sighed. “Another kid lost? There sure seem to be a lot of them.”

“It’s the most popular game in the world, Dad. It makes sense,” Jack said. “Don’t forget we were once lost in there, too.”

“Can we go, Mom?” Kate asked. “Pleeeeeease?”

Mom thought about it. “Well, I suppose this is the job we signed up for, isn’t it? We’ll go after dinner.”

“Oh good,” Dad said. “That’ll give me a chance to finish off my smoked jalapeno poppers.”

“Yes!” Kate said, hugging her mom. “Unicorns here I come!”

“Ugh,” Jack whined. “Too many rainbows and glitter farts.”


Book 35


Search & Rescue: Magic & Mayhem





Chapter 1

The Smith home buzzed with excitement as they sat around the dinner table. The smell of Mom’s signature lasagna wafted around the room, while Dad proudly placed a tray of his latest batch of jalapeno poppers on the table, looking at them with a gleam in his eye. “Check these babies out!”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Honey, those do not go with lasagna.”

“What do you mean?” Dad picked up one of the tasty-looking bacon-wrapped treats. “They go with everything!” He took a bite, closing his eyes as he savored the taste. “Mmmmm, I used cheddar instead of cream cheese. It holds in the smoky flavor better. And I put a tiny dusting of brown sugar on the bacon. Try it!” He held it out to Mom.

She sighed and grabbed the popper, taking a dainty bite. Her eyes flew open. “Oh wow. These are good!” She pushed the rest into her mouth.

Dad beamed with pride. “See?”

Mom gave him a peck on the cheek. “Still, they don’t go well with lasagna. We’re supposed to have broccoli or asparagus or salad or something. You know, a vegetable.”

“Gross!” Jack said.

“This is a vegetable!” Dad pointed at the bit of green that stuck out from beneath the bacon, then rubbed his chin. “Though I wonder if I could smoke broccoli...”

“Even grosser!” Jack yelled, making gagging noises.

“Yeah, Dad,” Kate said, “vegetables aren’t meant to be smoked.”

“Don’t yuck my yum.” Dad crossed his arms, giving an intense stare. “Anything can be smoked. Anything.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She picked up a popper and took a bite. “Oh, these are good!”

“But there’s... vegetables in them...” Jack made a face, poking one with his finger.

“Jack! Don’t touch the food unless you intend to eat it,” Mom said.

“Yeah, Jack, who knows when the last time you washed your hands was,” Kate said.

“Hey!” Jack said.

“Kate, honey, that was rude. Be kind.” Mom gave her a warning look.

Kate gestured at Jack. “But... when was the last time he even showered?”

Mom’s look turned into a full-blown ‘The Look.’ Kate saw it, then sighed, looking at Jack. “Sorry, Jack.”

“So, tell us about this girl we’re saving,” Dad said, nudging Kate as he passed her a plate of lasagna.

Kate excitedly pulled out her GameDude, scrolling quickly. “Okay, so her name is Emily. She’s nine years old and loves unicorns, fantasy, and, of course, Minecraft.”

“Unicorns?” Jack sneered, taking a bite out of a jalapeno popper. He chewed for a moment, thinking about whether he liked it, then popped the whole thing in his mouth and reached for another. “These are a win, Dad!”

Dad beamed at him.

Kate continued. “She was playing in a mod called Forests and Forges. It’s all about elves and dwarves. The elves can shapeshift into animals and they have nature magic and unicorns! The dwarves are expert blacksmiths and miners, and they love brewing drinks. Apparently, they make the best root beer in all of Minecraft!”

“Oh, good,” Mom said, “Root beer. I was a little worried when you said they enjoyed brewing drinks.”

“That’s dwarves, Mom,” Kate said with a shrug. “Just like in all the fantasy books, they love brewing.”

“As long as it’s root beer,” Mom said. Kate chose not to say any more.

From upstairs, they heard a small thud, and Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop), sauntered into the room. His eyes darted between the plates of food before him, and with a swift leap, he tried to snatch a jalapeno popper from the table.

“Ya darn cat!” Mom grabbed the plate to pull it away, but in her quick movement, one of the deliciously greasy, bacon-wrapped, cheese-filled jalapenos slid across the plate and off, splatting against the ground. Bruce wasted no time dashing over and gobbling it down.

“Whoa.” Dad leaned back in his chair. “He’s getting bold.”

“I think he hasn’t eaten in a while,” Jack said, getting up from the table to pour some cat food into the cat’s food bowl.

Bruce trotted over and rubbed against Jack’s legs. “Purr purr.”

“There you go, buddy,” Jack said, pointing to the food bowl. Bruce sniffed the brown bits of kibble, sat down, and looked up at Jack. “Meow!”

“What?” Jack asked.

“Meow meow meow,” Bruce said, looking from the bowl to Jack. He sniffed again, then jerked his head away, as if the scent had assaulted his nostrils.

Kate snorted. “I think he wants our food.”

“Meow!” Bruce said.

“Cats can’t have lasagna!” Mom said. “Eat your cat food.”

“Hiss hiss!” Bruce swiped his food bowl with a paw, sending cat kibble flying across the room, against the walls, onto the floor, as the bowl spun.

“Hey!” Jack said.

“Ya darn cat!” Mom jumped up to get the broom.

While everyone was moving around and distracted, Bruce leapt up and scooted another popper off the plate and into his mouth.

“What?” Dad yelled at the cat, diving to shoo him off the table. “No cats on the table!” Bruce was a ninja, though, and even if he wasn’t in Minecraft where his ninja skills truly shone, he still easily dodged out of the way of Dad. Unfortunately, when Dad swatted his hand, Bruce had already moved, and Dad swatted the only thing left in his place—the plate of poppers. The plate slid off the table with a crash onto the floor.

Bruce trotted over, tail happily flicking while he cleaned up the popper mess.

“Ya darn cat!” Dad yelled. “Now they’re ruined!”

Mom gasped. “Are you saying my floors are dirty?”

“Yeah, Dad, what about the 5-second rule?” Kate said.

“...2 ...3 ...” Jack counted out loud.

Dad jumped into action, snatching as many poppers away from the greedy cat as he could and inspecting them for any debris. He shrugged. “Looks good,” and popped a popper in his mouth. “Mmm...” He looked at his family. “Let that be a lesson to you, kids. Mom’s floors are clean enough to eat off.”

Mom groaned.


Chapter 2

Stomachs full and spirits high, the Smith family finished eating. Bruce had curled up in a warm spot nearby and fallen asleep, his swollen belly rising and falling with each sleepy breath.

As they cleared the dishes, Kate exuded excitement about the upcoming adventure. “Elves and unicorns. It’s going to be so cool!”

“You know we’re there to save a lost kid, right?” Jack said.

Kate squinted at him. “Don’t rain on my parade. You were plenty excited about your lame ninja world.”

“Hey! Ninjas are awesome.”

“Well, I think it’ll be awesome to see elves and unicorns.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“Whatever,” Jack grumbled.

“How do we do this syncing thing?” Dad asked as he swiped through the screens on his GameDude.

“It’s easy,” Kate said, pulling hers out to show him. Mom and Jack followed suit, the screens glowing brightly in the dimming light of the kitchen. A chime rang out in unison as they synchronized their GameDudes. Dad chuckled as Bruce jumped in the air, startled at the loud noise.

“Dad! That was mean.” Jack cradled Bruce into his arms like a newborn baby and stroked his fur.

Dad rolled his eyes. “As mean as stealing my poppers? Do you have any idea how much work and love went into making those? He’s fine.”

“Now what do we do?” Mom asked, waving her GameDude around.

“Well, it’s kinda weird but we have to go to bed, then we’ll wake up in Minecraft, just like last time. I haven’t figured out a way other than lying in a bed and closing my eyes.”

“So it’s just like sleeping in Minecraft? You go to bed when it’s dark, then your eyes open and it’s light?” Dad asked.

“Honey, that’s how it works here, too,” Mom said.

Dad blinked. “You know what I mean!”

“Yes, dear.” She gave him a peck on the cheek.

“Alright, let’s get some rest,” Mom declared, ushering them toward the stairs. “We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”

“Night, Mom!” chorused Kate and Jack, running up the stairs to their rooms.

“Wish they were that enthusiastic about bedtime every night.” Dad watched them leave, pressing a quick kiss to Mom’s cheek before following.

With a quiet sigh, Mom turned out the kitchen lights and climbed the stairs.

As they had done countless times before, the Smith family settled into their beds, and just like that, they woke up in the world of Minecraft, under the wide expanse of a pixelated sky. A soft breeze rustled the blocky grass beneath their feet, the plains stretching out before them. To their right, a vast forest teemed with oversized trees and dappled sunlight, while towering mountains loomed to their left, their peaks hidden in mist.

“We’re in the Plains biome,” Dad observed, spinning slowly to take in their surroundings.

“Sweet! A chest!” Jack shouted, pointing. Sure enough, a brown wooden cube with a latch on a lid rested on the ground in front of them. “Dibs!”

“You can’t call dibs,” Kate said. “We’re all here together.”

“Dibs!” Jack yelled, reaching for the chest.

“Jack! Knock it off! I’m the oldest, so I should get to open the chest.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“And technically,” Dad added, “I’m the oldest.”

Mom sighed. “Boy, you kids are in a mood today. Kate, let Jack open it. He can do his luck thing.”

“Yes!” Jack fist-punched the air.

“Then we can divide whatever is inside,” Mom finished.

“Awwwww,” Jack said.

“Hmph,” Kate crossed her arms.

Jack stuck his tongue out at her, activated his luck ability, using half his hunger bar to fuel it, and opened the chest. “Sweet! It’s a full set of tools—all iron! There’s some food, and a bunch of crafting materials. Everything we need for a good start. Oh, and a note!”

He pulled the items out, handing the note to Dad. “Let’s see here,” Dad said, reading the note out loud. “Welcome to Forests and Forges, the best fantasy Minecraft mod ever created—”

“That’s a little arrogant,” Kate said. “They’ve obviously never played DragonLancers.”

“Kate, let him finish,” Mom said.

Dad continued. “In this mod, you’ll follow an epic questline with either the dwarves or the elves! Which will it be? Will you help the elves in their forest homes, or the dwarves deep within their mines? Once you choose a path, you won’t be able to choose the other unless you start again, so choose wisely!”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Well, that sounds ominous. What if we choose wrong and can’t find this girl, Emily?”

Jack waved a hand. “I don’t think we have to worry about that. The world is more... dynamic when you’re in it like we are.”

“Dynamic? I don’t think that’s the word you think it is.” Kate raised an eyebrow.

Jack frowned. “Uh... I just mean, the worlds seem... bigger and more alive. Like you can do and pick things that aren’t always game options, you know?”

“What if it’s not, though?” Kate asked. “That could be bad if we make the wrong choice. Elves or dwarves?” Her gaze strayed toward the lush greenery of the forest.

Mom nodded. “Kate has a point. What if our choice affects the rest of the world so that we lose our chance to save Emily? We have to consider that.”

Jack bit his bottom lip. The whole family quieted, thinking. Except Bruce. Bruce swatted at a butterfly that was dumb enough to fly near his claws.

Eventually, they huddled together in discussion. They went round and round, Kate insisting they choose the forests and the elves, Jack demanding to go to the mountains with the dwarves.

Dad finally held up a hand, stopping the debate. “Why don’t we split up?” he suggested, glancing between Mom and the kids. “That way we can gather information from both the elves and the dwarves quicker.”

A moment of silence passed as they considered his idea, turning into nods of agreement.

“I’ll go with Dad to the mountains,” Jack decided, pointing toward the distant peaks. “Bruce will come with us.”

Kate jumped up and down, clapping her hands together. “And I’ll go with Mom to the forest!”

With their plan settled, they spent a few minutes discussing possible meeting points and safety measures. Finally, with a group hug somewhat resisted by the kids, and words of caution, also somewhat resisted by the kids, they set off in their separate directions.

Just as they were about to part, a brilliant flash of white caught their eyes. It couldn’t be missed. It was quick, but lit the entire area for a split second, a crackle sounding from the energy in the air.

Every single Smith, including Bruce, gasped in surprise as a majestic unicorn emerged from the forest’s edge, its coat shimmering in the sunlight.

Kate squealed with delight. “A unicorn! Mom, do you see it? It’s a unicorn!”

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh my, it is a unicorn!”

Jack stared at it, his head cocked. “Uh... yeah it is. And it’s coming right at us!”


Chapter 3

Jack’s cry echoed in the air as the unicorn picked up speed, its muscles rippling beneath its pure white coat. The thing was a beast. All beefy muscles and thick hooves. The sun glinted off a twisted black horn and its eyes glowed with a fiery rage, creating a stark contrast against its snow-white hide.

“What is it—” Kate leapt out of the way as the unicorn lowered its horn as if to impale her.

“Hiss!” Bruce yelled, his fur standing up.

“Why is it attacking?” Mom asked.

“Unicorns are supposed to be nice!” Kate said from the ground.

“Well, this one isn’t,” Dad said. “Watch out!”

The unicorn wheeled around, letting out an ominous whinny, and charging them again. Everyone dashed aside as the unicorn blasted through. Mom took a hit, flashing red.

“Ah! Ahhhh! Oh my!” she cried as the creature knocked her to the ground.

“Jack!” Dad shouted. “Can you make me a shield?”

Jack knew exactly why Dad wanted a shield. All of them had fantastic powers when they came into Minecraft. Kate could tame nearly any animal and could buff them with a magic-like ability. Mom could summon any edible item she’d ever created, including potions. Jack himself could use luck to his advantage, dodging and scoring critical hits, and could also make clones of himself. Dad had a taunt ability that made enemies focus on him, and a shield-charge attack that sent him flying a short distance to slam into enemies.

“I think so. Hold on!” He quickly threw together a crafting table, tossing it on the ground.

The unicorn, meanwhile, charged right at Kate. She held her hand up, concentrating. Animals were Kate’s thing. Horses, especially. And while Kate had always preferred horses to unicorns, it was only because unicorns weren’t real.

But this one, the one right in front of her pawing at the ground with a huge, deadly hoof, was real. Very real. Its real mane flowed about its neck as if there was a whirling wind. Its real breath misted out of its real angry nostrils. The unicorn was as real as real could be and there was no way that thing would stay her enemy if she had anything to do with it. “Let me see if I can tame her!”

She couldn’t.

The unicorn completely ignored all her efforts and hit her dead-on, pointy black horn first, poofing her instantly.

“Kate!” Mom screamed.

Kate, who respawned only a few feet away, responded. “What?”

Mom whirled around to see Kate standing there. “What in the world?”

“We’re at spawn still, Mom,” Kate said.

“Oh! Right. Well, I guess that will make fighting that thing easier.”

“Getting poofed isn’t fun, though,” Kate said with a frown. “I wonder why my taming power wouldn’t work on it.”

“Got it!” Jack said, tossing a shield to Dad, who snatched it out of the air. Jack equipped his sword, spinning to look for the unicorn. “Gah!” he shouted as he spotted it, charging right at him. He burned a bit of luck, leaping out of the way, the horn whistling through the air as it flew past.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce shouted, popping his claws out and leaping in to attack the wild creature. The unicorn must have had supernatural senses as it kicked out with a hind leg without even looking back, scoring a direct hit on Bruce, and poofing him.

“Hiss hiss!” Bruce shouted from the spawn point.

“I don’t get it,” Kate said, her expression unreadable. Something between confused and sad and angry. “Unicorns are supposed to be gentle magical forest creatures. Why is this one so mean?”

As if she’d called to it, the unicorn turned and charged right at her again.

“Fight me!” Dad shouted, activating his taunt ability. The unicorn slid to a halt, the grass and dirt beneath its feet spraying out. It pawed the ground, an ominous cloud of dust floating about, and aimed for Dad.

Dad held up his shield and took the attack full on. Dad’s block stopped the unicorn, and it was dazed, shaking its majestic head, its mane dancing around. The power of the attack had shoved Dad back, rolling head over heels through the grass. “Ow!”

Jack blew a raspberry at the unicorn, waving his hands and making funny noises. The unicorn snorted, rearing its powerful legs in the air, and charged at Jack, head lowered, horn first.

Except it wasn’t Jack at all, but his clone.

Jack, who had plopped a couple of blocks of dirt on the ground, popped out from his hiding spot with a shout. “Sneak attack!” He slashed down with his sword, scoring a critical hit.

This successful attack seemed to enrage the unicorn even more than it damaged it, as it reared up, kicking wildly. The hooves sliced through the air, but Jack burned a bit of luck, and got out of the way with no damage.

Bruce had taken to the skies, his elytra wings glinting in the sun, and the Terror of the Skies swooped down in a dive bomb attack, scoring a hit and flashing the white unicorn red. The creature whirled around, swinging its horn to hit anything, but caught only empty air.

“Time to end this!” Dad shouted and hunkered down behind his shield. He jumped at the unicorn and, while still in the air, activated his shield-charge attack. He streaked through the air like a rocket, shield first, and crashed into the unicorn with a deafening slam. The unicorn poofed, leaving the family alone on the plains.

“Okay,” Jack said, breathing heavily. “Maybe these unicorns aren’t the worst. That was a pretty cool fight.”


Chapter 4

Dad dusted off his hands. “Well, that was certainly one way to be greeted in a new world.”

“Why is there always so much fighting?” Mom asked, handing out healing potions.

Jack took his with a shrug, putting it in his inventory. “Minecraft is dangerous, Mom. It’s a good thing we’re respawners.”

Kate sat on the ground, looking dejected. “It was so beautiful. Why did it attack? I didn’t want unicorns that attacked people. I wanted kind and loving magical creatures.”

“Oh, honey,” Mom said, rubbing her back. “Maybe this one was... I don’t know. Rabid or something.”

Kate sighed, standing up and dusting herself off. “Maybe. It’s just… I don’t know. Disappointing.”

Dad offered her a sympathetic smile. “So what should we do? Stick to our original plan?” he asked. “I don’t know if I feel comfortable sending you girls off alone with these evilicorns about.”

“Don’t worry, dear. We can take care of ourselves. We were just caught a little off guard,” Mom said.

“Well, I would feel better if you had some weapons at least.”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “You know how terrible I am with weapons! We’ll just dig up some dirt so we have a few stacks and jump-stack our way out of danger if we need to.”

“I’d like a weapon,” Kate grumbled.

Dad nodded. “I would prefer you having one as well.”

Mom pointed toward the forest. “Look, the forest isn’t that far. We can make it. We have to try. That girl Emily could be lost and scared.”

Dad sighed. “Fine. But let’s at least get enough stuff in your inventory to increase your chances.”

For the next few hours, the Smith family worked tirelessly, chopping, digging, and mining. The rhythmic sounds of their stone tools echoed across the plains. They worked efficiently and soon, their inventories were filled with stacks of wood and dirt, along with a full set of stone tools each.

“We’ve got the basic resources,” Mom remarked, satisfied with their work. “That should help.”

Kate waved around her new stone sword. “And I’ve got a weapon, just in case any other not-so-friendly unicorns show up.” She scowled.

Dad clapped his hands together, dusting off the dirt. “Just remember to play it safe.”

“I know, Dad,” Kate replied with an eye roll, although her smile showed her appreciation.

With their tasks done, they stood on the edge of the plains, the forest and mountains looming ahead. After a few hugs and a final goodbye, Mom and Dad exchanged reassuring looks, while Jack ruffled Kate’s hair, earning him an elbow in the side.

“And we’re off,” Dad declared as they finally broke apart, his gaze already fixed on the towering mountains.

Mom and Kate turned toward the forest, its leaves rustling softly across the wind. “Stay safe,” Mom said, giving him a smooch.

“You too.” Dad kissed her back.

“Gross!” Jack said. “Can we go already?”

With Bruce meowing and winding around their legs, Dad and Jack started off toward the mountains, while Mom and Kate turned the other direction toward the forest.


Chapter 5

Mom and Kate made it across the plains without any more incidents of crazed unicorns, or any other rabid creatures, and breathed a sigh of relief when they arrived at the edge of the forest. “Thank goodness,” Mom said, as she finally relaxed. “I’ll feel a lot safer surrounded by trees.”

They walked cautiously into the forest, their steps punctuated by the snap of twigs and the rustle of leaves. The forest was a dense curtain of greens and browns, the tall foliage reaching over their heads. The play of shadows and light through the tree canopy was mesmerizing, lending the forest a dream-like quality.

But something felt off. Wrong. They couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. Every rustle of leaves, every snap of a twig, seemed to hold an ominous weight. Kate clutched her stone sword, her heart racing. “I wish I had a crossbow... or Fang.”

Flashes of shadow and light moved through the forest, putting them even more on edge. Kate was jumpy. “Mom, I think there’s something out there,” she whispered, her eyes wide and alert. A flash of white appeared in her peripheral vision and she spun, but it was only a beam of light from the sun through the branches.

Mom cast a reassuring smile her way, her hand instinctively reaching out to comfort her. “It’s okay, Kate. We can take care of ourselves.”

But despite her words, her gaze was wary, her senses heightened. Another flash of white appeared between some trees and both spun around to look. “Is it another unicorn?” Kate asked nervously.

Mom bit her bottom lip. “I hope not. But if it is, we can get to the tops of the trees and walk over them.”

Kate nodded, but said nothing.

As they ventured deeper, the trees grew increasingly massive. Towering over them, the trees seemed to be an entire ecosystem unto themselves. They could see clusters of wood blocks that looked like houses, intricate walkways winding around and between the tree trunks, all constructed from the same wood and foliage that surrounded them.

Kate’s apprehension transformed into awe. “Is that... an elven city?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.

Before Mom could respond, a group of figures emerged from the shadowy depths of the forest. They were tall and lithe, with a natural grace that seemed to resonate with the forest itself. They wore armor beautifully woven from bark and leaves, with intricate designs that seemed both strong and decorative.

Mom gasped, her hands flying to her mouth when she saw what else was with them. A unicorn. She stepped back, raising her arm to protect Kate, but Kate stopped her. “Mom... look!” She pointed at the unicorn and at first, Mom couldn’t figure out what she was pointing at, then she noticed this unicorn’s horn was pearly white. “I think... I think this one is okay.”

One figure stepped forward, his sharp features softened by the diffused light filtering through the leaves. “Halt, travelers. State your purpose,” he commanded, his voice echoing the sounds of the forest.

Mom stepped forward, her hands raised in a non-threatening gesture. “We mean no harm. We’re looking for someone,” she said calmly.

“And who might that be?” the elf guard asked, his eyes narrowed.

“Her name is Emily,” Kate added, taking a step to stand beside her mother. “She’s a little girl who’s lost, and we’re here to find her.”

The elf guard’s gaze softened. “A noble cause,” he said, pausing for a moment before continuing. “However, this is elven ground. Not all who wander here mean well.”

“We understand, and we respect your land. But we need to find Emily. Please, we need your help,” Mom pleaded.

The guard seemed to weigh their words, his gaze drifting past them to the forest beyond. After what seemed like an eternity, he nodded.

“Very well. I am Amros. We will assist you. But know this—you are under our protection, and our rules apply. Come, we will take you to Lilingrad, the home of the forest elves.”


Chapter 6

On the other side of the great plains, Dad and Jack made their way toward the looming mountains. As they ventured higher, the temperature dropped and snowflakes began to drift from the sky. Jack was loving the hike, a smile on his face as they walked. The mountains seemed to pierce the sky, their white peaks glistening in the sun.

Bruce, however, didn’t share Jack’s enthusiasm. A snowflake landed on his nose, and he raised his head. “Hiss meow!” He pointedly looked at Jack.

“Really, Bruce?” Jack said with a shake of his head. “Fine, hop on, ya darn cat.”

Jack bent low and Bruce leapt up onto his shoulders, riding him like a scarf. “Meow purr.”

Dad looked back and chuckled. “You two really are inseparable.”

Jack nodded. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” He shifted beneath the snowfall. “Besides, he keeps me warm.”

The temperature plummeted as they climbed, the snowflakes drifting bigger and faster. The wind howled and whipped through the passageways, forcing them to move closer together for warmth. The path was treacherous, with slippery snow-covered rocks and sudden drops. Bruce, comfortably nestled on his mount, was unperturbed.

“So, uh…” Jack asked between chattering teeth, “where are we going?”

Dad shrugged as he shivered. “I thought you knew.”

“Why would I know?” Jack threw a look at his dad.

“Don’t you know all about dwarves and elves and things? Isn’t that what all the kids are into these days?” He made wild gesticulations with his hands, miming holding a wand. “Hufflepoops and Ring Lords and stuff?”

“Hufflepoops?” Jack asked.

“Yeah! You know... wizardy guys.”

Jack eyed his dad. “Are you messing with me?” He stared at him for a moment. “There’s no way you are that out of touch.”

Dad chuckled. “Maybe a little.”

“Whew, thank goodness. So... are we lost?”

“It’s hard to get lost when you don’t know where you’re going.”

Jack blinked. “Uh... yeah. That actually makes a little bit of sense.”

More steep cliffs and rugged rock climbing later, they found themselves in a vast snowy plateau. The air was thin and cold, and the snow under their feet deep and soft. White surrounded them. The ground, the air. The mountains and sky merging in a surreal landscape.

But they weren’t alone. A dark shape loomed in contrast to the white snow, a large beast with shaggy fur and piercing blue eyes. It was enormous, standing on its hind legs and baring its teeth at them.

“A yeti,” Dad murmured, his hand instinctively moving toward his shield.

Jack pulled out his sword, his heart pounding in his chest. “Is it dangerous?”

The yeti roared, a sound that echoed off the surrounding peaks and filled the air with its fury. It charged, the ground shaking under its weight. “Yes, it’s dangerous!” Dad shouted. “Look out!”

“Ack!” Jack threw himself to the side as fast as he could in the deep snow. The yeti seemed to move over the snow like it was nothing, completely ignoring the white stuff that made it hard for Jack to run.

Dad lifted his shield and charged toward the yeti. The beast swiped at him with a massive paw, but didn’t realize the incoming object, flying at it like a missile, couldn’t be stopped that easily. Dad’s shield collided hard, sending it flying backward and flashing it red.

Jack took his chance, darting in with his sword. His blade cut through the yeti’s thick fur, eliciting a roar of pain and flashing it red. But the beast recovered quickly, turning to swipe at Jack. He barely rolled out of the way in time, heart pounding in his chest. “Ninja kitty bomb!” Jack shouted, throwing Bruce at the yeti in their patented attack.

“Hiss!” Bruce growled, claws extended, ready to chainsaw attack the yeti. But the yeti was strong and fast, and slammed a massive paw into Bruce, sending him flying like a home run hit, way off the mountaintop.

“Bruce!” Jack yelled, reaching out for his cat. It was useless, and the distraction cost him, as the yeti charged him like Dad, blasting over the ground at a crazy speed. Jack didn’t have enough time to use his luck. The yeti slammed into him. Hard. He lost half his hearts in a single hit.

“Jack! Head in the game!” Dad shouted.

Jack stood shakily, the yeti before him. It pounded its chest and roared, like a snowy King Kong. Jack was stunned. The hit he’d taken left him disoriented. He blinked his eyes and shook his head, and the dizziness faded just in time to use his luck power and dodge a swipe from the yeti. “Yikes!”

Dad burst forward in a charge attack, slamming into the yeti’s back, knocking it into the deep snow. Jack wasted no time leaping into the air, his sword out. “Backslash!” he shouted, hitting the yeti in the back, a critical star floating up.

The yeti did not seem to appreciate the attack. The sound that erupted from the beast was otherworldly. It echoed through the frozen air, and the snow around them shook like sand. It rose in a mist, beating its chest again, and charged.

The mountain plateau was a battleground. The yeti was formidable, but Jack and Dad were quick and resourceful. Using the environment and their skills, they gradually wore the beast down.

“This thing is tougher than any mutant we’ve fought!” Jack said.

“I don’t know about that,” Dad grunted between attacks, “but I think we’ve almost got it beat.”

The yeti didn’t look so good. It stomped the ground, sending a massive shower of deep snow into the air. It opened its mouth and ate it, green lights swirling around it. Its haggard appearance was cleaned up like it was freshly back from the salon, and it looked ready for more action. Jack’s mouth dropped open. “Did it just heal itself?”

“We’re in serious trouble,” Dad said.

“Meooooooooowwww!!” came a yowl from the air, and Bruce, his elytra wings unfurled, soared down, his claws red hot and smoking. He bombed the yeti, crashing hard into it, his burning hot claws slicing and igniting and flashing the beast red.

“Go, Bruce!” Jack yelled.

The yeti was burning, and it did not like it. It roared in fury and flailed about wildly. Dad slammed into it with another shield bash, sending it stumbling toward Jack, who leapt into the air. “Dragan slash!” Spinning his blade masterfully, he scored a critical hit on the yeti. Between the three of them, and the fire—lots of fire—they finally poofed it.

Jack and Dad fell to the snow panting, their bodies covered in sweat despite the cold. Bruce sat on the ground licking a paw.

“Whew! That was tough,” Jack said, his breath fogging up in the air.

Dad laughed. “You can say that again.”

Just when they thought they could take a moment to rest, a rough voice echoed around them. “By Thoringar’s burnt beard, that was a good show. Now then, what are ye doin’ in our mountains?”

They turned to see a figure of compact and sturdy build, barely reaching Dad’s chest in height. His frame, although small, was thick and stocky like a football linebacker. He was cloaked in an ensemble of furs, patchworked together in various hues of brown and gray, an effective armor against the chill of the mountain air.

At his waist hung a belt studded with tools, each looking well-used and cared for. In his hand, he gripped a sturdy, well-crafted axe, the metal head gleaming even in the dimming light.

His face was framed by a curtain of coarse black hair, cascading down and melding into an impressively thick beard, well groomed, and grown down to his chest, braided and banded with metal bands.

The figure before them was undoubtingly, unmistakably, unquestioningly a dwarf.


Chapter 7

The tension coiling within Kate unwound just a tad at the elf guard’s words. The assurance of help was a welcome relief. Kate and Mom exchanged a look, understanding silently passing between them. Kate gave a smile, and Mom mirrored it.

The path to Lilingrad was no easy trek. The forest was unlike any other forest in Minecraft the two had ever seen. It seemed to close in around them, leaves whispering tales of ancient times and age-old secrets. The elven guards led them through a maze of towering trees, the unicorn with them winding through the trees as if they were no impediment whatsoever.

Kate gasped when she saw the unicorn actually walk through a tree. “How?” She pointed at the unicorn.

The elf leading them smirked. “You have not seen a unicorn before then?”

“Not one that wasn’t attacking us,” Mom said.

The entire group came to an abrupt halt, Amros staring intently at them. “You were attacked by a unicorn?”

Mom nodded, feeling a little uneasy, as if she’d done something to get into trouble. “Yes, but… it didn’t look like this one. It was big and beautiful and shiny white like this one,” she pointed to the unicorn ahead of them, “but its horn was black—” The group of elves reacted so poorly to this information that it cut Mom off as they made angry movements. “What... what’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” Amros said, “nothing you need to concern yourself with. Rest assured, however, there are no unicorns like that within the forest.”

As they ventured deeper into the heart of the forest, the looming shapes they had glimpsed from afar resolved into sharper focus. An entire city emerged from the dense greenery, not apart from the trees, but as if the trees themselves were involved in the growth of the city. The structures were not merely built, but a living, breathing part of the forest itself.

As they drew closer, Kate couldn’t help but gape in wonder at the sight before her eyes. It was like stepping into another world, one woven from sunlight and shadow, leaf and bark, a testament to the harmonious fusion of nature and civilization. “It’s... it’s amazing...”

Amros nodded. “We strive to live in harmony with nature, keeping in line with its beauty.”

“It’s amazing,” Mom said. “Jack and Dad are really missing out.”

“Jack and Dad?” Amros asked.

Mom went to say something, but Kate cut her off. “Our family, they couldn’t make the trip into the forest.”

Amros nodded, and they continued walking, their path taking them into the heart of Lilingrad. Treehouses of various shapes and sizes clung to the massive tree trunks, their walls and roofs crafted from the very bark and foliage of the forest. These abodes were interconnected by an intricate network of wooden bridges and walkways, meandering their way around the towering columns of timber, connecting the dwellings in a sprawling, organic lattice.

Looking up, it felt as if the buildings stretched forever into the canopy, just as the giant trees did. The sunlight trickling down from above dappled the city with patterns of light and shadow, adding a surreal glow to the entire scene.

Amros paused the group to let Kate and Mom take it in, a smile on his face. They had known the elves for hardly any time at all, and yet the pride they felt over their city was apparent.

The other elves smiled as well, obviously enjoying the awe on the girls’ faces.

The details on the structures were astonishing. Designs had been meticulously carved into the wooden surfaces, depicting stories of the elves’ rich lore and heritage.

Lush vines draped down from the balconies, with vivid flowers that emitted a sweet, enchanting fragrance. It was clear the elves not only respected the forest, but they lived in a symbiotic relationship with it. Their homes did not encroach upon the forest but rather were a part of it, an extension of its natural beauty.

Glowing lanterns hung from the overhanging branches that illuminated the city in a soft, ethereal glow as dusk fell.

But despite the serene and peaceful aura of the place, the elven city was abuzz with life. Elves moved around with fluid grace, tending to the trees, conversing in hushed tones, or merely going about their daily routines. Their movements were so fluid it was almost as if they were engaged in a delicate dance with the forest.

As they stepped onto the first wooden walkway leading into the city, they knew they were entering a world unlike any they had ever seen before, a place where the boundary between the natural world and civilization blurred, where every leaf, every vine, every branch was grown in harmonious coexistence of the elves and their forest home.

“I can’t believe something so beautiful exists,” Mom said.

Amros pulled them along. “Come. It is time for you to meet with our queen, Titania.”


Chapter 8

With Amros guiding them through the complex city, Kate and Mom were led to the central tree—an ancient giant that dwarfed all others in size and splendor. It was to this massive tree that the city seemed to gravitate, all the bridges and walkways leading to it like the spokes of a wheel.

The journey up was a dizzying climb through spiraling wooden staircases and bridges that zigzagged their way around the tree. All the while, the city spread out beneath them, a breathtaking vista of wood and foliage that seemed to pulse with life.

Finally, they were ushered into a large chamber, its walls made of tree bark, and lit by the soft glow of hundreds of the same luminescent lanterns that adorned the city. In the center stood a throne, sculpted from a massive tree trunk and adorned with flowers and vines.

A woman sat on the throne. Her long, silvery hair fell in waves around her shoulders, her pale skin shimmered with an ethereal glow, and her eyes, the color of spring leaves, held a depth of wisdom and power. She wore a gown woven from the very flora of the forest, the colors shifting with the light, lending her an aura of otherworldly beauty. Titania, the Queen of the Forest Elves.

Beside the queen, a white unicorn rested, its majestic head bowed in a show of respect. The sight of it brought a smile to Kate’s face, as she noted the soft glow of its pearl-white horn.

“You have traveled far.” Titania’s voice was soft, a melodic whisper that resonated within the chamber. “What brings you to our city?”

Gathering her courage, Mom stepped forward. “Your Majesty, we are here in search of a little girl named Emily. We think she might be here, in your city.”

A flicker of recognition passed through Titania’s eyes, and she nodded. “Indeed, the young one is here. She wandered into our forest, lost and scared. We found her near the edge of the tree line, exhausted and frightened.”

Mom’s eyes welled with relief at the confirmation. “Is she... is she okay?”

Titania nodded, her gaze softening. “She is safe. We took her under our protection and sent her to work with our druids. They have been teaching her about the forest, about the herbs and their uses.”

“Really?” Kate asked, her curiosity piqued. She blushed a little as she realized just how high her voice rose—the idea of getting to do druid and elf things was very high on her list of things she wished she could do.

Titania offered a gentle smile. “She expressed a desire to help, to do something useful while she was here. And so, we taught her. It is our way to respect and nurture any willing heart that seeks knowledge.”

The queen motioned to a nearby elf, who bowed and quickly exited the room.

“Can we see her?” Mom asked hesitantly.

“In time,” Titania replied. “She is currently out with the druids, gathering herbs. But you shall see her when she returns. For now, please, rest. Your journey has been long, and you will need your strength. Amros will show you to your lodgings. We shall talk more on the morrow.”

With a graceful gesture, Titania dismissed them, her attention returning to a parchment spread across a wooden table beside her throne.

“This way, please.” Amros guided them out of the royal chamber. He took them across a network of skybridges to a treehouse, as beautiful as any other. “Please, be welcome here. Someone will come by with food shortly.”

They entered the house, shutting the door behind them. They took a few moments to check out their temporary dwelling before Mom gave a small, excited clap. “Oh, Kate! This place is wonderful!”

“Right?” Kate agreed. “Elves are so much cooler than dwarves. I bet the boys are getting all gross and dirty.”

“We should probably check in with them,” Mom said as she took out her GameDude. There was a knock on the door and Mom quickly put it back, opening the door. “Yes?”

An elf stood with a tray laden with delicious-looking—and smelling—food. “Your dinner.”

“Why thank you,” Mom said, taking the tray. The elf gave a bow and sauntered away.

“Maybe the boys can wait until after we’ve eaten.”


Chapter 9

“Dwarves!” Jack shouted. “We found you!” He fist-punched the air.

“Aye lad, ye did,” the dwarf said, surprise on his face at the boy's sudden outburst.

“Jack, stay close,” Dad said, his fingers tightening on his shield. Their skirmish with the yeti had made him cautious.

The dwarf let out a chuckle that resonated around them, a relaxed sound that hinted of amusement. “No need to worry, we ain’t no kin to the yeti,” he reassured, a smile revealing an array of shimmering, gold-studded teeth. “I’m called Brokkr. I guard the passage to our stronghold.”

“Hey there, Brokkr,” Dad said, relaxing a bit. “I am Mr. Smith, and this here is my son, Jack. We’re looking for a lost little girl.”

Brokkr stroked his thick beard, his eyes narrowing. “A little girl, ye say? I haven’t seen one, but perhaps someone in the city might’ve. Come, I’ll take ye to my brother Sindri. He knows everything that goes on around here.”

Brokkr led them into a secretive tunnel. The passageway was modest, its height restricting, and the roof was covered with luminous crystals that gave a warm, golden glow along the length of the tunnel. The chill of the mountain air gradually yielded to a warm, comforting temperature as they descended.

“Those lights are cool!” Jack said, pointing up.

“Aye, me boy,” Brokkr said. “Tis just a bit of rune magic.”

“Rune magic? What’s that?”

Dad and Jack were still looking up at the lights when Brokkr’s stopped suddenly, and they ran into his back. “Ye’ve ne’er heard o’ rune magic?” He practically shouted it. Jack nodded, looking at Dad who also nodded. “By the great beard o’ me ancestors! Where are ye from? Rune magic is the pinnacle of dwarven technology! We put runes on everything, and people from all over seek it!”

Dad cleared his throat. “We’re... not from around here.”

Brokkr shook his head. “Then tis a truly sad place where ye do be from.” He continued off down the tunnel.

At long last, the narrow tunnel expanded, unveiling a cavernous expanse that housed an astonishing city carved from the mountain’s belly.

“So cool...” Jack whispered.

Dwellings, shops, forges, and taverns, all cut meticulously from the heart of the mountain.

Taverns were alive with mirth and music. Dwarves, with mugs brimming with frothy drink, belted out traditional songs that echoed against the cavernous walls. There was a feeling of friendship and joy, filling the city with life and spirit. Shops thrived in vibrant marketplaces, nestled amidst the rugged beauty of the carved rock. Dwarves haggled, bartered, and negotiated over goods like it was a movie come to life.

Blacksmiths and their forges formed the heart of the city. The clanging of hammers sculpting dreams out of metal echoed throughout. It was a symphony of metalwork that was mixed with the murmur of friendly banter, gales of laughter, and the pleasant hum of ongoing trade deals. The city was alive, not just with the physical presence of its inhabitants, but with their spirit.

They were led to a large, ornate building at the center. Inside, surrounded by scrolls and artifacts, was another dwarf. He looked older than Brokkr, with a streak of white in his beard that reached his waist and twinkling blue eyes.

“Sindri, these folks seek a young girl,” Brokkr began, bridging introductions.

Sindri looked at them curiously, leaning back in his chair. “Let me check the guard reports.” He stroked his beard thoughtfully and opened a large book, tracing his finger down various ledgers. Finally, he shook his head, “Sorry, no reports of a lost girl.”

Dad sighed and shook his head. “Well, I guess she isn’t here then.” He looked at Jack. “We should probably head back to Mom and Kate.”

Brokkr let out a loud guffaw. “Ye can’t be leaving right now, tis cold and dark out there. Stay the night here, we’ll treat ya to some real dwarven hospitality!”

Jack’s eyes widened. “Can we, Dad? Pleeeeeeeease?”

Dad thought about it for a moment. “That depends...” He looked at Brokkr. “Have you guys ever heard of barbecue?”


Chapter 10

Brokkr looked at Dad. “Barbecue, ye say? What might that be?”

Dad beamed, clearly excited, rubbing his hands together as he got to talk about his favorite thing. “It’s an art! You slow-cook meat on fire, infusing it with smoky flavor. It’s tender, juicy, and has a taste that’s simply out of this world!”

His description drew a round of hearty laughter from Brokkr. Sindri, joining in, clapped Dad on the back. “Why, friend, we dwarves may not know this bar-be-cue of yours, but we’re no strangers to the art of smoking and roasting meat. Come, let us show you our pits.”

Dad’s face lit up like Christmas morning. Led by the brothers, Dad, Jack, and Bruce ventured deeper into the heart of the dwarven city. Dad bounced around like a kid given a dozen donuts and a coffee. “Dwarven barbecue, Jack. Can you believe it? Dwarves that smoke meat! This is the best day, Jack. Good choice on coming to the mountains, buddy. I can’t imagine missing out on such a…”

Dad went on and on and on, Jack occasionally nodding or mumbling some random positive response. Mostly though, his gaze darted around, taking in the liveliness of the city. The people and carved buildings and paths of the dwarven city fascinated him, and he wished their trip wouldn’t be so short. He’d love to stay and explore, meet more people, learn about their lives.

The smell hit them before they even knew where they were going. Dad’s nose lifted in the air like a cartoon dog’s and he inhaled deeply. “Baaarrrrbeeeecueeee…” A smile unfolded across his face like he’d just found a lost treasure.

Their destination turned out to be a massive hall, the sounds of feasting and revelry nearly shaking the windows. But the centerpiece that caught Dad’s eye were the enormous smoking pits. The delicious, tantalizing aroma of roasting meat wafted through the air, and he nearly floated toward the food.

Bruce lifted his head from Jack’s shoulders, his nose twitching. “Meow?”

“By the great hammer of Moradux, that thing’s alive, boy!” Brokkr pointed at Bruce.

Bruce nodded, dropping the cat to the ground. “Yeah. That’s Bruce. He’s a ninja.”

Brokkr looked over at Sindri, his bushy eyebrows low in confusion. Sindri shrugged. “What’s a ninja?”

Jack opened his mouth to say something, but Dad held up a hand. “We can go into that later. If you get him started, he’ll go on for hours.”

“Hey!” Jack said.

Dad looked at Jack. “Son, we have important business to talk about here.”

Jack sighed. “Barbecue?”

Dad nodded solemnly. “Barbecue.”

Lined up along the pits, dwarven pit masters expertly manipulated enormous cuts of meat with long, forged tongs. Occasionally they shook seasoning over the meat as it turned within the smoke. Each pit had a different assortment of roasting meats—venison, boar, poultry, and fish—their fragrant aroma wafting through the hall making Dad’s mouth water.

Literally. Jack pointed at Dad’s mouth. “Gross, Dad. You’ve got a bit of drool on your chin.”

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as his eyes widened with delight. “This... this is heaven!” he whispered to Jack, who rolled his eyes. Bruce seemed to agree, as his nose was working overtime, as if the cat could eat everything through smell alone.

Sensing their admiration, Sindri let out a robust laugh. “Wait until you try our brew, friend,” he said, leading them to a corner of the hall. Dad watched the barbecue pits from over his shoulder, as Sindri led them away.

Dwarves gathered around a large barrel, mugs of frothy drink in their hands. As they lifted their mugs, they began a merry tune, their voices blending harmoniously.

“Raise your mug, to the brew so clear,

Frothy top, bringing us cheer.

Root of the earth, in our beer,

The taste of home, we hold dear.”

Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that... root beer?”

Sindri nodded, his eyes twinkling. “Aye, lad. The finest brew, cherished by all dwarves. Try some!” He offered the boy a mug.

Jack didn’t hesitate and took the drink, bringing it to his mouth at once. His eyes lit up. The root beer was unlike anything he’d tasted—the perfect balance of sweetness and earthy flavor, with a frothy top that tickled his nose. “Holy cow this is good!”

Brokkr smiled. “Ye see, we dwarves know a thing or two about feasting.” He rubbed his stout belly. “How about we show you more of our traditions... like a good old-fashioned dwarf-down!”

“Yeah!” Jack and Dad shouted together, raising their mugs high.

The dwarf-down turned out to be exactly as wild and fun as Jack expected—a raucous round of singing, sloshing mugs, throwing axes at targets, and eating.

So much eating.

Even Bruce was full by the end of it.


Chapter 11

A chorus of songbirds and sunlight dappling through the windows accompanied morning in the elven enclave. Mom blinked her eyes open and stood, a huge smile on her face as she looked out the windows at the beauty of the city grown in the trees. “So pretty...”

Kate yawned and sat up, stretching her arms high above her head. “Morning, Mom.”

“Good morning, dear! How did you sleep?”

Kate came to the window with her. She gasped, pointing out the window, completely forgetting to answer Mom’s question. “Look!”

Mom looked where she was pointing to see several unicorns wandering through the city. They walked over the sky bridges with no fear, like they did it every day. They probably did. One unicorn even jumped off and dashed across the air as if on solid ground. “Wow,” Mom said, barely a whisper. “These unicorns are amazing. Did you know they could do all this?”

Kate shook her head. “I knew they were magical creatures, but I never knew about the whole walking through things or flying. To be honest, I’ve never been that into unicorns—”

Mom let out a hearty laugh, cutting her off.

Kate cocked her head. “What?”

“Oh, you were that into unicorns. When you were 5 and 6 you had unicorn everything.”

Kate crossed her arms. “Well. Whatever! I’m more into horses now. Unicorns are for little girls.” Mom raised an eyebrow at her. Kate sighed. “Fine. They are pretty neat. I mean, the real ones. I wonder if I’ll be able to ride one...”

“Well, we have to rescue Emily, but maybe we can come back for a visit sometime,” Mom gasped when she finished her sentence. “We forgot to tell Dad we found the girl!” She yanked out her GameDude and narrowed her eyes at it. “Hmmm, no messages from him. Just what are those boys up to?”

“Probably boring stuff, like making weapons or something.”

Mom opened the messaging app on the GameDude and sent a message to their family group.

Mom: Good morning, boys! I love you both.

She had to wait a few minutes before getting a response.

Dad: Hey honey! I sure do miss you.

Mom: Awww you’re so sweet. I miss you too.

Jack: Gross! Don’t you guys have your own channel?

Mom: Jack! You should be happy your parents love each other so much.

Jack: Whatever. Could you just love each other not in public?

Dad: Kissing emoji

Mom: Kissing emoji

Jack: Puking emoji

Kate: Rolling on the floor laughing emoji

Dad: Honey! Wait until you hear about the amazing barbecue pits they have here! They are massive! These dwarves don’t just barbecue, it’s like a way of life for them. They have charcoal pits, lava pits, flame pits, all kinds of spits and wood for smoking, I even learned a thing or two.

Mom: Rolling eyes emoji

Mom: That’s nice, dear. Did you hear anything about Emily?

Kate lifted her head up from her device. “Why are you asking Dad? We already know she’s here.”

Mom smirked. “I know, dear, I’m just messing with your father. A healthy relationship has good-natured teasing in it too.”

Kate frowned. “Does that mean Jack and I have a healthy relationship?” Kate shivered. “Gross.”

Mom shook her head. “No. You’re forgetting about the good-natured part of the teasing.”

Kate blinked, furrowing her brow. “Wait... are you saying we’re mean?”

“If the shoe fits, dear.” Mom shrugged. “There’s a reason I’m always telling you to be kind.” She turned back to her GameDude to read the new messages from Dad.

Dad: Emily?

Dad: OH! RIGHT! No, we haven’t heard anything. The dwarf in charge here is supposed to look into it today.

Mom: We talked to the Elf Queen Titania yesterday. She said they have the girl here.

Dad: That’s great!

Dad: Wait... you knew before you asked me?

Dad: Angry face emoji

Mom: Laughing emoji

Mom: We should be able to see her later today and get her out of here.

Dad: That’s great news! Do you need us to come over there?

Jack: I want to stay here and watch the dwarves forge stuff! They have something called rune magic that I want to see.

Kate: Jack, we aren’t here to have fun. We’re on a rescue mission.

Mom put down the GameDude and gave Kate ‘The Look.’

“What?!”

“Weren’t you just talking about wanting to go unicorn riding?”

“That’s different,” Kate said. “We already know Emily is here.”

Mom blew out a breath. “Be kind, Kate.”

Jack: You’re not the parent, Kate!

Mom: It’s okay, you can stay there. Have fun with all your barbecue people. As soon as we get Emily, we’ll let you know.

Dad: Okay, hon, love you.

Mom: Love you, too.

Mom: I love you, Jack!

Jack: Thanks Mom!

Dad: Kissing emoji

Mom: Heart emoji

Jack: Gag!

Mom chuckled and put her GameDude in her pocket. “Well, should we try to see the queen now?”

“Yeah, probably.” Kate nodded. “But I really want a chance to see the unicorns too. Oh! And I would love to meet the druids and see their plant magic work.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Plant magic?”

“Yeah! Druids have magic to do things like, talk to plants and help them grow and stuff.”

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “They do? Hmm… I’d like to see that too! Maybe we shouldn’t take Emily home right away...”

Kate snorted out a laugh.


Chapter 12

Exiting the treehouse, Amros stood tall and proud beneath the shadow of the ancient trees. “Good morning.” He greeted Mom and Kate with a friendly nod. “Queen Titania has summoned you. Follow me.”

Mom raised a hand. “Do we have time to eat first? I can’t stand the thought of my baby being hungry.”

“Mom!” Kate objected, her cheeks flushing red. “I’m not a baby!”

“You’ll always be my baby.” She hugged Kate, who kept her arms at her sides and rolled her eyes.

Amros watched the two with a placid smile on his face. “You younger races are so interesting. Of course we have time to feed you. You’ll find that we elves move at a slower pace than you villagers are used to... unless something forces our hand.” He gestured for them to follow. “Come, come.”

As they walked steadily behind Amros, enveloped by the sounds of the awakening city, the birds sang their morning songs, and the elves went about their morning rituals. They watched elves tending to plants and gardens and walked past a large animal enclosure built way up in the treetops with every kind of animal you could imagine, many of the enclosures looking like beautiful gardens themselves.

Amros led them down an alleyway of hanging vines and bright, exotic flowers. They soon reached a large circular building that wrapped around a massive tree trunk with open sides. The interior was bustling with elves, all seated at tables made from the same smooth, sturdy wood of the tree, bark-edged and glossy. Lanterns hung from the branches above, their gentle glow accentuating the intricate carvings on the walls and the lush greenery that peeked in from every angle.

“This is the Sylvan Bistro,” Amros announced, gesturing grandly toward the restaurant. “One of the finest establishments in our city.”

Mom wasn’t one to get all ooey-gooey emotional over something like food, but stepping into the restaurant, the aroma made her mouth water. The smell of freshly baked bread, the earthy scent of mushrooms, the juicy aroma of ripened fruits, and a myriad of unfamiliar scents that must have been unique to the elven cuisine nearly overwhelmed her senses. She almost understood how Dad felt about barbecue. Almost.

An elf in a simple, leafy green tunic approached them. “Welcome,” she greeted with a warm smile. “Please follow me.”

They were led to a table at the center near the trunk of the tree and the elf waitress handed them the menu—a scroll of parchment elegantly inscribed with graceful elvish script. Amros, noticing their puzzled expressions, translated for them, his voice a soft murmur against the hum of the busy restaurant.

For their meal, they were presented with a vegetarian feast. Kate started with a huge stack of fluffy pancakes as light as air, with the most delicious maple syrup she’d ever tasted. Mom had a hearty mushroom soup, a medley of different varieties cooked to perfection.

“Gross!” Kate said. “Who eats soup for breakfast? And mushroom soup?”

Mom just gave her ‘The Look’ as she spooned another bite into her mouth.

Throughout the meal, Amros entertained them with tales of elven history and their connection with the forest. They spoke of everything, from the magic that thrived within the trees to the mystical creatures that roamed the woods. Amros pointedly ignored one particular subject Kate kept trying to bring up, however—the unicorns.

When they had finished, Amros led them to the queen’s chamber. Titania smiled at their arrival, sitting on her wooden throne. “You have rested well, I hope. Emily is in the druid’s grove. She’s been learning about the forest, studying our ways. Her magic is… impressive.”

“Magic?” Mom gasped, surprised. “Emily has magic?”

Titania nodded. “Indeed, she has a natural affinity with nature, it seems. This was a surprise to us as well, but we found she could speak to the forest as we do. That is why she was taken to the druids. They are our best teachers in the magic of nature.”

Mom and Kate exchanged glances. Emily, the little girl they had been tasked to rescue, had the ability to perform magic. It was unexpected, to say the least.

Before they could recover from the shock, Titania continued. “I sense the power of nature within you two as well... Do you have classes?”

Mom looked very confused. “Classes? I graduated college years ago but haven’t been to any classes in a long time. Kate is in the 6th grade.”

Queen Titania laughed. “That wasn’t what I meant. Classes are a way of living... a collection of skills and knowledge. For instance, I am a queen, a ruler, but also a sorceress of the highest order. Amros here is a ranger.”

Kate looked thoughtful for a moment before responding. “I don’t think we have classes, your Majesty. We’re just... us. Regular people.”

Titania looked intrigued at their response. “Interesting. Then you must speak with the head druidess, Bandrui. She can teach you about the ways of the forest and of magic, should you be interested. I believe you will find it enlightening. Then perhaps... well never mind. I will come back to that if Bandrui thinks we should.”

With a slight nod, Titania spoke to Amros. “Take them to the druid’s grove. Ensure they meet Bandrui and witness their magic firsthand.”

Amros nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

Dismissed, they followed Amros again. Kate felt both excited and a little sad. Getting to Emily was important, and their mission, but she wanted to spend more time in this world.

They descended a long ramp that wound around one of the massive trees, leaving to the forest floor. Once down, they walked for quite a bit before they came to a large circular opening in the forest, a meadow, smack in the heart of the woods.

The meadow was filled with elves practicing magic, growing plants and talking with animals. The elves wore distinct brown and green robes, and Kate guessed these must be the druids.

Amros guided them to a woman of striking beauty. Her hair was as green as the fresh spring grass, eyes an enchanting shade of blue. She was draped in a robe of varying shades of green, seeming to merge with the surroundings.

This, they realized, was Bandrui, the head druidess.

“Welcome,” Bandrui greeted them, her voice as soft and soothing as the rustling of leaves. “I’ve been expecting you. And Emily here,” she glanced at the girl beside her, “has been eager to meet you as well.”


Chapter 13

Simulated dawn broke over the dwarven city, the artificial sunlight filtering through the luminous crystals scattered across the ceiling. As Jack, Dad, and Bruce stirred from their well-earned slumber, they were greeted by the sound of the dwarven city waking up around them.

The trio was ushered through the city by Brokkr. He was a proper guide, detailing the rich history of the dwarven city as they passed each forge, each tavern, and each marketplace. He beamed with pride as he watched Jack’s eyes light up at the sight of their weapon shops, and at the wondrous creations their forges birthed.

Through the city, they arrived at a large, ornate structure at the very heart of it all. The building stood tall, looking more like a fortress than a castle, with intricate carvings of legendary dwarven warriors and ancient battles etched into its stone walls. It had large double doors that opened to a grand hall crafted out of polished diorite.

Inside the grand hall, they were introduced to the king of the dwarves, Bruenog. He was a stout figure, with a long, thick beard that was interwoven with gold and precious gems. His piercing blue eyes held wisdom and strength, the mark of a great leader.

Bruenog listened attentively as Brokkr recounted the tale of their guests’ arrival. When the matter of the lost little girl was discussed, he gave a solemn nod, expressing his regret that they could not be of help in that regard.

“But,” Bruenog began, his voice rumbling through the great hall, “we do be having a predicament of our own. I wonder if ye would be interested in helping ta solve it?”

Dad looked at Jack with a raised eyebrow. Jack shrugged. “It’s probably a quest. Could be fun!”

“Do you think we have time?”

“I don’t know... but if Mom and Kate find Emily they could just leave while we finish. I’d hate to leave in the middle of a quest.”

Dad nodded at Jack, then turned to the king. “We would be honored to assist you. What seems to be the problem?”

Bruenog’s eyes twinkled with a sense of relief and gratitude. “We are almost out of our most treasured Royal Root Beer. The source of our precious brew is located within a section of our mines. It has been overrun by gobbos... filthy creatures,” he spat on the ground, “and something else. They’ve cut us off from the root we need to make more.”

“Gobbos?” Jack asked excitedly. Dad looked sideways at him, shaking his head a little.

“Our soldiers be occupied elsewhere,” Bruenog continued, his voice grave. “We cannot spare the dwarf power to reclaim the mine. And we are running dangerously low on our Royal Root Beer. Our feast days would not be the same without it.”

Dad and Jack shared a silent agreement, and with a deep breath, Dad took a step forward. “King Bruenog, we’d be happy to help. We’ll recover the root beer from the mine for you.”

The hall erupted in a cheer, the dwarves overjoyed at their willingness to help. Bruenog let out a hearty laugh, clapping his hands together. “Excellent! This truly is wonderful news.”

The king’s gaze then narrowed, a look of curiosity in his eyes. “But, before ye set off, I must ask... what are yer classes?”

Jack inhaled sharply and Dad scrunched up his face, looking at him. “Classes? Why are you so excited?”

Jack gestured at the king. “He just asked what our classes are!”

Dad threw Jack a worried look. “I don’t get it...”

Jack ignored him, speaking to the king. “Great King Bruenog, we don’t have any classes. Is that something you could help us with?”

The entire assembly of dwarves erupted into mutters, the king looking quite shocked at Jack’s words. “No classes? How in the world did ye defeat a yeti? You must be mighty indeed! I’m glad we stumbled upon ye. Now then, you’ll be wantin’ to talk to Pibbldorf Thwent, our Warfury and captain of the guard. He can get ye some classes afore ya sally forth.”

“Yes!” Jack fist-pumped the air.

“I’m so confused,” Dad said. “Since when do you like school, Jack?”


Chapter 14

Once again, Jack, Dad, and Bruce found themselves being guided by Brokkr through the bustling dwarven city.

“So,” Jack began, a grin tugging at his lips, “a class is kind of like... a job or role you play in a game, or in this case, a quest. It determines what skills you have and what you can do.”

Dad nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Like a Barbecue Master or a Ninja, I suppose?”

Jack let out a laugh. “Exactly! But usually they’re more traditional roles like a warrior, mage, or rogue. I don’t think barbecue master is a class in any game.”

Dad shook his head. “It should be.”

Eventually they came to a large, walled-in structure that echoed with the unmistakable sound of battle. As they entered, they found themselves in a training hall filled with dwarves engaged in mock combat, training dummies getting pummeled, and an array of weapons and equipment scattered about.

“Welcome to our Training Hall,” Brokkr said, a glimmer of pride in his voice. “Here is where we learn the art of war and hone our skills for battle.”

They weaved through the hall, each dwarf they passed offering a respectful nod to Brokkr and curious glances to the newcomers. Jack took in the scene with wide eyes, the clanging of weapons, and the boisterous laughter making his heart beat with excitement.

As they delved deeper into the hall, they came across a dwarf unlike any other they had encountered so far. His armor was covered in spikes, and he had a wild look in his eyes that spoke of countless battles and thrilling victories. His accent was so thick it seemed to add an extra syllable to every word, and he appeared to be a living, breathing incarnation of the dwarves’ love for loud laughter and rowdy banter.

“Pibbldorf!” Brokkr called out, bringing the imposing figure’s attention to them. “These fine folks are looking to obtain some classes. Could you assist them?”

The boisterous man studied them for a moment before breaking out into a broad grin. “Of course, Brokkr! Always happy to help shape new warriors.”

For the next hour, Pibbldorf had them demonstrate their combat skills. Dad was first, and after inspecting all the choices for weapons, decided on his tried-and-true go-to—dual tower shields.

“Bah!” Pibbldorf shouted. “Ye can’t be bringin’ the hurt to no gobbos without a weapon!”

Dad smirked. “Well… just watch.”

The dwarf directed a group to challenge him. They rushed at Dad, weapons raised. But Dad charged forward, slamming the shields into the dwarves. The force sent them sprawling backward like bowling pins, their weapons clattering to the ground.

Hearty laughter spread around, and Dad was cheered for his impressive performance.

“Right then!” Pibbldorf shouted. “Ye be provin’ me wrong. But with them shields, ya should be a defensive troop, not offensive. What about if yer trying to keep someone safe?”

“I’ve got that covered,” Dad said, and activated his taunt ability at Pibbldorf. “Fight me!” Without thought or hesitation, Pibbldorf leapt at Dad, wildly swinging a spiked gauntlet. Dad caught it on his shield with a laugh and Pibbldorf blinked. “Ach! Ye be tauntin’ as well? That’s a mighty fine set o’ abilities. I can’t believe ye don’t have a class yet!”

Next was Jack. “I’ll go easy on ye, seein’ as yer just a wee thing,” Pibbldorf said.

Jack sneered at him with a shrug. “You’ll regret that.”

“I doubt it, boyo.” Pibbldorf jumped in to attack, his spiked arm waving through the air toward Jack.

Jack didn’t have to use any luck to dodge, but he did anyway, so he could pull off a special attack. “Pounce of the Dragon!” he shouted, using Pibbldorf’s arm as a perch to flip over the dwarf, striking him from behind and scoring a critical hit.

“Stand still, ya quick lil gobsnipe!” Pibbldorf shouted, lunging for Jack again. Jack crossed his swords to block the attack and using some more luck, flipped backwards, his foot flying out to connect on Pibbldorf's unprotected head. “Oh ye durned kid! Ye fight like a dastardly elf!” He made a gesture and a group of dwarves charged in. “No more takin’ it easy on ye!”

Jack’s eyes widened, but he’d always loved a challenge.

He activated his cloning ability and used the clone as a shield, the dwarves barreling into it. They began fighting, the clone swinging away with basic attacks, while Jack used his luck to roll through the group of dwarves coming up behind them. “Claws of the Dragon!” he shouted, performing a powerful double-bladed slash that scored hits on multiple dwarves.

His clone poofed, and the dwarves turned to him when Pibbldorf held up a hand. “Alright, alright. I seen enough. Now then, I think the classes ye should be—”

“Wait,” Jack said. “You haven’t seen Bruce.”

“What?”

“My cat... Bruce. You should test him, too.”

“Is this some kind of joke?”

“No sir,” Dad said. “Bruce might be the best fighter in our group.”

Pibbldorf blinked. Then he looked at Bruce, who sat there licking his paw. “Seriously? Da cat?”

“Show him, Bruce,” Jack said.

Bruce slowly stood, stretching and yawning. He sat on his haunches. He licked a paw. Then the other.

The collection of dwarves watching broke out in laughter. Pibbldorf sighed. “Come at me then, ye durned furry beast.” He clanged his gauntlets together.

Bruce’s eyes narrowed. “Meow hiss!” he shouted and zipped in to attack the dwarf. Pibbldorf backed up a step, surprised at the speed and ferocity of the cat. Bruce leapt into the air flipping around, his claws slashing down to clang off Pibbldorf’s armor.

“Hah!” Pibbldorf shouted and opened his mouth to say more when Bruce used his head as a springboard to bounce off high into the air. His elytra wings burst forth and Bruce zipped down at the assembled groups of dwarves, shocking them with his sudden attack and, well, ability to fly. He landed on one, then pinballed between them all, his claws flashing like chainsaws, flashing them red one after another.

“Enough, Bruce!” Jack shouted, and the cat landed on the ground, licking a paw while the dwarves gathered themselves up.

Pibbldorf stood there, his jaw hanging open. “It be a bladed fury...” He shook his head, clearing away the shock. “Well done, well done! I must say, ye all have the makings of fine warriors! Dad, from now on, ye shall be known as a Shieldmaster! Jack, ye have the cunning of a Nightbeard. And Bruce, ye fight with the passion of a Bladed Fury! Ye wait here, and I’ll get yer class books.”

“Books?” Jack complained. “Awww man.”


Chapter 15

Bandrui stepped aside to reveal a small figure standing behind her. A mop of curly red hair bobbed into view, freckled cheeks breaking into a grin as blue eyes met Mom and Kate’s gazes. Emily waved, her shy smile growing wider as she registered their stunned expressions.

“Hi!” Emily shouted, her voice ringing clear across the meadow. “Are you here to bring me home?”

“Yes, dear,” Mom said, “and if we don’t get you back soon, your parents will become quite worried.”

“Oh, I hope they aren’t too upset. I didn’t mean to go into Minecraft, I just wanted to play a little before bed.”

Kate checked her GameDude, reading over the report from Agent Smith. “I don’t think they know you’re gone yet. Time moves a lot faster here in Minecraft.”

Bandrui listened to this conversation with a confused look on her face. “Minecraft?”

Kate waved a hand at her. “It’s just what the people from our village call this world.”

Bandrui shrugged.

Once the initial excitement had settled, Emily launched into a rapid-fire recounting of her adventures with the elves, her wide eyes sparkling with excitement. She told them about learning plant and animal magic from the druids and how it felt like the forest was alive and spoke to her.

“That sounds awesome,” Kate said. “So you can use magic?”

Emily nodded. “Yep! I have the Greenmind class. It gives me some nature magic and I can sneak around through the forest like I’m invisible!”

Kate’s eyes widened. “That's neat!”

Bandrui cleared her throat, interrupting them. “Would you like to see our magical training?”

“Yes please!” Kate said.

Bandrui introduced them to the many facets of druidic magic. She demonstrated how they could tap into the energy of nature, listen to the whispers of the trees and the animals, and manipulate the elements. She explained their powers were not derived from themselves but from the world around them.

“Every life form possesses an inherent connection with nature,” Bandrui explained. “Some are more attuned to it than others. For instance, Emily here has a natural talent for traveling through nature.”

“And what about us?” Kate asked, eager to learn more. “Queen Titania said... Do we.... Do we have the same connection?”

Bandrui studied them for a moment, finally giving them a nod. “Yes, you do,” she said finally, pointing at Mom. “You are attuned to the essence of nature. Your power lies with plants and trees. With training, you could become a powerful druid.”

She then turned to Kate, her expression softening. “And you, young one. You have a… different connection. The touch of the beast. You can understand animals on a level others cannot. You can form bonds with them, influence them. With training, you too could harness this power and become a Wildheart.”

Mom and Kate looked at each other. Kate was practically glowing and Mom shook her head ruefully. “There’s no way we could go home without experiencing that, is there?”

Kate’s grin somehow grew bigger. “No way!”

Mom let out a laugh, turning to Bandrui. “Will you teach us?”

A voice from behind startled them. “That,” they spun to see Queen Titania had arrived, “will depend on something. We need your help. If you agree to offer us aid with our problem, we will teach you our ways.”

Mom gave a slight frown. “What do you need our help with?”

Queen Titania let out a great sigh, her face showing the weight of the problem. “The unicorns outside of the forest, in the plains where they roam, have... changed. We want you to find out why and fix it.”


Chapter 16

Queen Titania’s words hung in the air, and Kate’s eyes widened with recognition of the issue. She blinked, realizing that, like in any video game, there were quest objectives to complete, and this had to be one of them. As it registered that they’d be helping the unicorns, her face lit up.

“Their horns have turned black and they attack anything that comes near,” Titania continued, her voice laced with concern. “We have tried to investigate the cause, but they are too aggressive for even us to approach. We suspect something in their environment is causing this, near the plains where they graze.”

Mom looked troubled, her gaze meeting Kate’s. Mom held back a roll of her eyes when she saw how excited Kate looked. There was no way they were going to go home without doing this first. She was glad about the time dilation—hopefully it’d be enough for all the timing to work out. As long as it didn’t end up being something that took forever, like a quest so big it would fill 30 books or something.

She nodded at the queen. “We will do what we can, Queen Titania,” Mom finally responded, determination in her voice. “If you recall, we faced one of these changed unicorns and it was… terrible.” Mom shuddered.

“YES!” Kate shouted, then, blushing, cleared her throat and in a calmer voice said, “And we can try our best to do this without harming or, um... poofing any of the unicorns. If possible.” Earning a nod of approval from Bandrui.

Titania looked relieved. “Very well, then. If you agree to help us, we will instruct you in the ways of our magic.”

The offer was tantalizing. The decision was easy.

“We agree,” Kate said, nearly bouncing.

“Yay!” Emily said. “I’ll get to do the quest.”

Mom cocked her head. “What?”

“Oh, the quest. You know, save the unicorns? Queen Titania gave it to me too.”

The queen nodded. “Indeed, I did.”

“Why haven’t you done it then?” Kate asked.

Emily sighed. “I tried, but... the unicorns are really strong. I respawned a bunch of times. With more help, we should be able to do it easy!”

Bandrui smiled, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “Then let us begin your training. Mrs. Smith, you will become a druid, master of plant life.”

Mom felt a rush of anticipation. She had always loved gardening, always felt a special bond with nature. Where others thought planting and weeding and such a chore, she found it therapeutic. This felt... right. She looked at Kate. “Can you imagine the garden I could grow?”

Bandrui turned to Kate. “And you, young one. You will become a Wildheart, someone who can speak to animals, and even transform into them.”

Kate’s face lit up. It was as if every childhood dream she’d had was coming true. To talk to animals, to understand them, to become one of them—it was more than she could have ever imagined. “I can’t wait to see Lady again!”

“Lady?” Bandrui asked.

Kate nodded. “Lady Starbeam the Magnificent. She’s a horse I knew in another... world.”

“Ah, I see. Yes, when you see her again you will be able to talk with her.”

Kate grinned, not letting on that she might see Lady sooner than Bandrui thought, thanks to her special outsider power.

Their training began in earnest. Bandrui, along with several other elves, took them under their wings, teaching them the intricate workings of their respective magics. As they trained, they felt a growing connection with the world around them, a deep-seated understanding of the delicate balance of life in the realm.

Near the end of the day, Mom gasped. “I did it!”

“What?” Kate asked.

“I got the class!”

“You did?”

“I did!”

Kate jumped into Mom’s arms, celebrating. “Yay! How do you know?”

“I got a message that said I got a new item in my inventory.” She paused a moment before pulling out a book. “Look!” She held the book out. Druid Class. She opened it in front of Kate and began reading out loud.

Druid

A lover of nature, especially plants, the druid has the power to grow and control plant life. The druids are integral to any village to grow the food needed for the villagers, or to fend off enemies with their powerful plant-controlling abilities.

Abilities:

Plant Growth I - The druid has the ability to grow any plant to maturity rapidly. 30-second cooldown.

Upgrades to Plant Growth II - Plants can now grow to double their normal size and produce twice as much food or resources. 30-second cooldown.

Roots I - The druid summons grasping roots out of the ground. Any living thing caught within the roots moves at half speed. 4x4 area, 10-second cooldown.

Upgrades to Roots II - Roots now affect a 6x6 area. 5-second cooldown.

Vine Whip I - The druid calls a vine out of the ground that can be used in combat to deal damage or trip enemies.

Vine Whip

Attack Damage - 4

Attack Speed - 1.8

DPS - 7.20

Special attack - Wrap around an opponent to trip them, or grab an appendage or item carried. 20-second cooldown

Upgrades to Vine Whip II - The druid can now dual-wield vines.

“Oh my!” Mom said. “This is very strange but… interesting. Well, except for vine whip.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Mom, I know you don’t like weapons, but think about it like this: you could use the vine whip to yank swords out of bad guys’ hands.”

Mom thought about it for a moment. “I think I like that! Then I could be more helpful if we must be in combat!” She pointed to a carrot growing in the glade and concentrated. The carrot grew to full maturity, and she picked it, biting into it with a crunch. “It’s delicious! Oh, if only I had this ability in Witherton!”

Kate shook her head, getting back to her work with the druids studying beast magic. In hardly any time at all she yelled. “Yes!”

“Did you get it?” Mom asked.

Kate stopped what she was doing to run over. “I did!”

“Let’s see!” Mom said giving a little clap.

Kate opened the book and showed it to Mom while reading it.

Wildheart

A friend to all animals, the Wildheart uses their immense empathy to connect with animals, speaking to them and even taking their shape. Wildhearts are also fierce combatants as they can shift into beast forms on the fly, giving them unparalleled versatility.

Abilities:

Faunatongue - The Wildheart has the natural ability to speak to and understand animals.

Nature's Call I - The Wildheart lets out a loud call that brings a local animal to their aid. 10-minute cooldown.

Upgrades to Nature’s Call II - The Wildheart may now call multiple animals to their aid. Up to 3 animals answer the call.

Beastform I - The Wildheart can change into the shape of any beast. 30-second cooldown.

Upgrades to Beastform II - The Wildheart may change their shape more often. Cooldown 10 seconds.

Kate snapped her fingers and right in front of Mom’s eyes, like the changing of a television channel, Kate morphed from a normal girl into a wolf. The beast’s pelt was the exact color of her brunette hair, and not quite full-sized. She yipped and barked, jumping around on her four legs.

Half a minute later she turned back into herself, nearly panting with excitement. “Oh man, I can’t wait to get Bruce!”


Chapter 17

Once Pibbldorf returned, he held out three small leather-bound tomes. “These,” he began, “are yer class books. They will help guide ye in yer new roles. Read them, study them, and most importantly, learn from them. The skills and abilities listed within can make the difference between life and death.”

Jack groaned. “Homework.”

“Indeed, lad,” Pibbldorf replied with a chuckle. “Becoming a warrior is more than just swingin’ a sword or castin’ a spell. It requires knowledge and understandin’.”

“Here you go, Shieldmaster,” Pibbldorf handed a book to Dad, who accepted it with a nod. “This will teach ye how to use those shields of yers to their full potential. From shieldin’ yer allies to bashin’ yer foes! Yer shields will be more than just a defensive tool.”

Dad flipped through the book, a look of intense concentration on his face. “I think I’m going to like this class.”

Jack was next. “This, Nightbeard, is yer class book. It’ll teach ye how to become one with the shadows, to strike from where yer enemies least expect it. Ye will learn how to use yer agility and cunnin’ to yer advantage.”

Jack took the book reluctantly. He grumbled something about too much reading, but Pibbldorf just laughed and ruffled his hair.

“And finally, Bruce,” Pibbldorf held out the last book to the cat, who eyed it curiously. “I know ye can’t read, but I’ll explain the basics to ya. Yer class, Bladed Fury, focuses on yer natural agility and speed. Ye will learn how to harness yer rage and turn it into a weapon, allowin’ ye to cut through yer enemies like a hot knife through butter.”

“Meow!” Bruce said. He swiped a paw over the book, then yawned, as if he were bored with the whole affair.

Pibbldorf chuckled. “Aye, ye’re a unique one, aren’t ya? Well then, I’ll let ye get ta studyin’, then once ye get yer classes all set up, it’ll be time to smash some gobbos!”

Jack sighed, but opened the book and got to reading. “Oh wow, this is actually super cool!”

Nightbeard

A master of stealth and cunning, the Nightbeard strikes from the shadows, using their agility and quick wits to outmaneuver and outwit their enemies. Being a Nightbeard is about using strategic maneuvers, turning the darkness into a weapon, and always staying one step ahead.

Abilities:

Shadowstrike - The Nightbeard strikes an enemy from the shadows, scoring a critical hit. If the enemy does not see the Nightbeard, this attack inflicts blindness for 5 seconds. 10-second cooldown.

Defensive Mirage - If the Nightbeard is struck, they are pulled backwards 1 block, turn invisible for 3 seconds, and a perfect mirage copy of them stands in the space they previously occupied. This mirage can take a single hit before poofing. 10-second cooldown.

Upgrades to Defensive Mirage II - The mirage now reflects any damage taken to its attacker before disappearing.

Hide in Plain Sight I - Upon entering stealth mode, the Nightbeard may blend into their surroundings like a chameleon. Movement speed is halved, but the Nightbeard is effectively invisible. Lasts until canceled or until the Nightbeard lands an attack against a foe. 1-minute cooldown.

Upgrades to Hide in Plain Sight II - Movement speed is no longer reduced.

As soon as Jack finished, he looked up to see Dad slam his own class book closed with a smile. “This was absolutely perfect. I’ll really be able to protect Mom in battle now.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Like she ever goes into battle. What does it do?”

Dad told him about the class.

Shieldmaster

The backbone of any group, the Shieldmaster is a bold defender who uses their shields to protect themselves and their allies. Being a Shieldmaster is about standing strong against the onslaught, turning defense into a form of offense, and providing an impenetrable wall between danger and those they protect.

Abilities:

Zone of Protection - The Shieldmaster raises their shields, creating a bubble around them that reduces damage taken by any within it. Damage reduction 50%. 10-second cooldown.

Damage Shield I - The Shieldmaster is surrounded by a sparking shield that inflicts 2 damage to any attacker who lands a hit. Lasts until canceled or until the Shieldmaster goes 5 seconds without taking a hit. 30-second cooldown.

Upgrades to Damage Shield II - Increases the damage to 3.

Stalwart Defense I - The Shieldmaster gains a 10% damage reduction and knockback immunity. Lasts until canceled or the Shieldmaster sleeps. Cooldown 10 minutes.

Upgrades to Stalwart Defense II - Increases the damage reduction to 20%.

“You’re the ultimate tank!” Jack fist-bumped Dad.

“Tank?” Pibbldorf asked. “What’s a large receptacle for liquid got ta do wit it?”

“What?” Jack asked.

Dad snorted, “No... it’s not that kind of tank. Where we come from a tank is...” He was at a loss for words to describe something the dwarf could understand.

“Someone who wears a lot of heavy armor,” Jack jumped in. Dad shrugged but nodded.

“Ah. Well, tis a mighty strange word for it.”

“What did Bruce get?” Jack asked, snatching the book up from the cat.

Pibbldorf sighed. “He be perfect for the Bladed Fury class, and I can sure as snot give it to him, but unless he can read, he won’t be able to upgrade it.”

“Awww,” Jack said flipping through the book. His eyes widened. “Whoa! This is super cool.”

Bladed Fury

The embodiment of agility and finesse, Bladed Furies are agile combatants who use their speed and grace to outmaneuver their enemies. They tap into their inner animal instincts to become deadly fighters. Their quick reflexes and sharpened senses give them the edge in combat.

Abilities:

Slash of Fury I - The Bladed Fury slashes out with its weapon, dealing damage to all enemies in front of them in a 3 square line, up to 3 squares away. 10-second cooldown.

Upgrades to Slash of Fury II - The attack is increased to a 4 square line.

Nine Lives I - When the Bladed Fury's health drops below a certain threshold, they immediately recover 10% of their total health. This ability can only be activated once a day.

Upgrades to Nine Lives II - This ability may activate twice per day.

Rev up I - Each time the Bladed Fury strikes a different foe, they have a cumulative +5% increased chance of scoring a critical hit with their next attack. Passive.

Upgrades to Rev up II - increases to +10% cumulative chance.

Dad shook his head. “It does seem to fit him well. But a shame he won’t be able to upgrade it.”

“I’ll help him learn!” Jack said.

Dad looked at him skeptically. “Jack. He’s a cat. Cats can’t read.”

“And people can’t go into Minecraft.” Jack folded his arms across his chest.

Dad opened his mouth to say something, but Pibbldorf clapped loudly. “Well now! If’n ye got yer classes, methinks it’s time to get back our root beer!”


Chapter 18

Dwarves in their hardened leather aprons and iron boots scurried about as Pibbldorf led them toward the outskirts of the city, where the entrances to the mines were located. As they neared one entry, they saw the bright red Keep Out sign in front of an iron door, and a couple of stalwart dwarven guards armed with stout axes and round, metal shields.

“This here’s where them thieving gobbos are. They’ve made a nest of the mine, they have,” Pibbldorf explained. Turning to the trio, he added, “Ye go in, clear the mine, and find our root beer. I’ll be waitin’ out here.”

As the guards stepped aside, the mine entrance yawned before them, a gaping tunnel of stone that seemed to swallow the light whole. They felt a cool breeze waft from the opening, carrying with it the scent of damp earth and the faint, metallic tang of unmined ore.

“There’s no lights?” Jack asked.

“So what?” One guard shrugged.

Pibbldorf sighed. “Ach, ye durned woolhead! They ain’t dorfs! They can’t be seein’ in the dark.”

The guard looked at Dad, Jack, and Bruce. “Well, it don’t make no sense they be down in the mines then, do it?”

Pibbldorf nodded, and pulled out a collection of items, placing them on the ground. Weapons, armor, and food. He picked up a helmet, turning to Bruce. “These let ya see in the dark. Here, I’ll help ye put it on.”

“Hiss!” Bruce yelled and smacked it away.

“Hey! Ya durned cat!” Pibbldorf shouted.

“It’s okay,” Jack said, “he can see in the dark.”

Pibbldorf eyed the cat, but shrugged and harrumphed.

Jack picked up one of the helmets and gasped. It was covered in large runes, but what surprised him the most was the information that popped up when he inspected it.

Helm of Deep Delving

Armor 2

Grants Night vision

Protects from falling gravel

“It’s a magic item like in World of Ninjas!”

“What are you talking about?” Dad asked.

“The last seed I was in, there were so many awesome items and gear. You should have seen my wakizashi and katana; they were amazing. I had to give them away, though.” He let out a huge dramatic sigh. “Maybe someday I can get them back.”

“Well o’ course it’s magic! It be dwarven runesmithing at its finest!” Pibbldorf stood proudly. “Well, them helmets aren’t really the finest, they’re pretty basic. But ye get me point.”

“I can’t wait to see how you guys do rune stuff,” Jack said.

“Aye, ye’ll be able to if’n ye finish this quest.”

Dad nodded, picking up some of the gear. “Thank you. We’ll do a good job.”

Pibbldorf nodded. “See that ye do! Come on back out this way when yer done. I gots ta warn ye, though, there is somethin’ more than gobbos in there... We sent a team once, and they never did return.”

Dad bit his lip looking at Jack, who looked unconcerned. “We can handle anything!” the boy said cheerily.

They put their helmets on, collected the rest of the gear, and taking a deep breath, Dad led the way into the mine. “Here we go.” The iron door slammed behind them, startling him. “Sheesh, that was foreboding.”

“Let’s see what else we got,” Jack said, pulling out the gear Pibbldorf had given them. His shoulders slumped when he got a look at everything. “Aw man. I was really hoping for more cool stuff.”

“What’s wrong?” Dad asked.

Jack sighed. “It’s just normal, boring iron gear. At least they gave me two swords.” He turned to Bruce. “Don’t forget to equip your swords.” Bruce licked a paw and Jack narrowed his eyes at the cat.

Dad equipped his gear, holding a shield in each hand. “Let’s get a move on. I want some more of that barbecue.” He led them down the mineshaft.

The silence was profound, each step seemed to resonate through the cavernous expanse, a constant reminder of the solitude that surrounded them.

Despite the silence, there was a sense of watchfulness, a tension in the air that kept them on edge. They walked for what must have been an hour before Jack made a sudden intake of breath. “I hear something.”

“Hiss purr,” Bruce said, his tail swishing.

They turned a corner and stumbled upon gnawed-on bones, crude graffiti on the walls, remnants of hastily constructed barricades. The telltale signs gobbos had been there. Movement and strange noises floated over from the next room.

“I’m going stealth mode.” Jack crouched down and just like that, disappeared from view.

“So cool,” Dad heard Jack whisper.

They explored the room and moved into the next chamber.

At once, as if someone had pressed a power-on button, the mine exploded into activity. In a deafening cacophony of screams and squeals and grunts, a horde of five hideous creatures burst out from the shadows. Squat, vile beings with jagged, pointy teeth that protruded from their undersized, drooling mouths. Green, wart-ridden skin stretched tightly over their muscular bodies, and sharp claws tipped their gnarled hands.

Gobbos.

They were a bit larger than Bruce, each one hunchbacked, with arms much too long for their compact bodies. Filthy, tattered clothing hung from their distorted frames, pieced together from who knows what. The gobbos were armed with a variety of makeshift weapons—jagged pieces of metal, sharpened stones, crude hammers—all held in their strong, clawed hands.

Their high-pitched, cackling laughter filled the mine, echoing and rebounding off the rocky walls, the sound far more chilling even than their appearance. Beady eyes twinkled with a disturbing delight at the sight of the trio, the prospect of battle sending them into a frenzy like caged predators that hadn’t been fed in days.

“Wow,” Dad said, “we’ve seen some pretty freaky mutants before, but you guys are just gross!”

“Gross?” came a voice from behind the gobbos, a gobbo shaman sauntering out of the darkness of the next room. He wore tribalistic clothes with a necklace of teeth and claws, and gripped a staff with the skull of an undefined creature on the end of it. “You gross! Gobbos great!” He slammed the staff down and shouted something indecipherable. When he was finished, a reddish light exploded out of his staff, enveloping the gobbos. “Now you be food!”


Chapter 19

Kate groaned as the morning light filtered through the gauzy curtains of the elven tree house. The previous day had been a long one of learning, exploring, and understanding the depth of their newly discovered powers, and the early morning seemed particularly cruel.

“Kate,” Mom called from the doorway, “time to get up. We have unicorns to save.”

Kate grumbled, burying her face in her pillow, but a few moments later she was up and ready, her morning grumpiness dissipating at the thought of helping the unicorns.

After a hearty breakfast, Amros met them and provided a load of equipment. Mom and Kate happily dressed themselves in the browns and greens of the elves. There were even some weapons—swords and crossbows. Fully equipped, they were off. Led by Bandrui and Amros, they traveled with Emily toward the plains where the unicorns roamed. Bandrui told them more stories of the land and elven history as they walked, imparting druidic wisdom.

As they neared the plains, however, the mood changed. An eerie quiet suffocated the simple joy the elves usually carried, replaced with caution and unease.

“We have arrived,” Bandrui announced, her voice solemn. The druid pointed. “We believe the source of the corruption comes from that direction.”

Before them lay the plains, vast and green, flowers blooming throughout, with only the occasional tree dotting the landscape. Bandrui pointed to a white dot up ahead, squinting, Kate could make out the black horn on its head.

“Those... poor unicorns,” Emily said, her voice shaking slightly.

“They are not themselves,” Bandrui responded quietly. “That is why we need your help.”

Emily looked at Kate and Mom, “Can I go with you?”

“Of course, dear,” Mom said keeping her voice quiet as well.

Kate sighed. “We might need all the help we can get.”

“I must take my leave now.” Bandrui gave the girls a nod. “The forest has a great many needs to attend to. Come, Amros.” The two elves wished them luck and reentered the forest.

“What’s our plan?” Mom asked, her eyes scanning the scene before them.

Kate, who had been observing the unicorns with furrowed brows, stepped forward. “I’ll go scout,” she said, her voice steady. “I’ll approach them as a creature of the wild. Maybe they’ll respond to me.” She turned to look at her mother and Emily. “I’ll call if I need help.”

Mom smiled and gave her a hug. “Be safe.”

Kate took a deep breath and focused. Her body shimmered for a moment and then, before their eyes, like a ripple across the air you’d miss if you blinked, she transformed into a graceful doe. Her transformation complete, she slowly made her way into the plains, toward the corrupted unicorns.

Mom and Emily watched as Kate made her way across the terrain, her doe form blending seamlessly with the surrounding nature. They held their breaths as Kate neared the closest unicorn, its jet-black horn gleaming ominously in the morning sunlight.

Without warning, the unicorn charged. Kate had just enough time to react, leaping to the side as the unicorn barreled past. Instantly, her form shimmered, transforming into a small bird that took to the skies, leaving the charging unicorn behind.

Emily let out a sigh of relief, while Mom smiled knowingly. “She’s always been able to take care of herself,” she said, her voice filled with a mother’s pride. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she could handle the whole situation on her own.”

Emily blinked, her young face reflecting a mixture of surprise and admiration. “You let her go out alone?” she asked, a hint of awe in her voice.

Mom turned to Emily with a soft smile. “Not always,” she admitted, “but I know she can handle it. We’ve been in lots of… strange situations.”

Emily was silent for a moment, her gaze drifting off into the distance. “My mom... she doesn’t let me do anything alone. She always says it’s too dangerous.”

“That’s because she loves you,” Mom reassured her. “Moms do these things not because we don’t trust you, but because we want to protect you.”

Just then, Kate’s bird form flew back toward them, circling once before landing. Her form shimmered, and she transformed back into her human self. She was a bit disheveled, her hair windswept and her clothes rumpled, but she was grinning.

“Well,” she began, brushing a stray leaf from her hair, “that didn’t work. I couldn’t get through to them at all. We’ll have to try a different approach. The unicorns are too aggressive, it’s like they’ve lost all sanity.” She let out a sigh. “It’s so sad.”

Emily nodded in agreement. “Yeah, it’s the same as when I tried. I think if we can find what’s causing this, maybe then we can help them.”

“Right,” Mom affirmed. “We need to find the source of their corruption. The trick is going to be finding it without hurting any of the unicorns.”


Chapter 20

Following Bandrui’s directions, the trio ventured further into the lush expanse of the plains.

“So, Emily,” Kate said, kicking at a stray pebble on the path, “what do you like to do back home? In the real world, I mean.”

Emily’s face lit up at the question, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. “I’m part of a club called 4-H. I’m raising a sheep this year for the county fair.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “4-H?”

Emily nodded. “Yeah!” The girl stopped suddenly and launched into a pose, her hand on her head like a salute. “I pledge my head to clearer thinking, my heart to greater loyalty, my hands to larger service, and my health to better living, for my club, my community, my country, and my world.” She moved her hands into different positions with each statement. “That’s the 4-H pledge. It’s all about using your head to learn new things, your heart to be kind and caring, your hands to help and do good things, and your health to stay strong and active. It’s like a promise to be a good learner, a helpful friend, and a healthy person.”

Kate smiled in excitement. “That sounds so cool! I didn’t even know it was a thing.” She glanced at her mom, an excited gleam in her eye. “Mom, can I join something like that when we get back?”

Mom laughed, tousling Kate’s hair. “Your father and I make decisions like that together, sweetheart. We’ll talk about it when we get back home, alright?”

Their conversation was abruptly cut short as a furious snorting sound echoed through the plains. They spun to see a unicorn racing across the sea of grass, its twisted horn pointing menacingly in their direction. Its once lustrous coat now dull and splotchy, and its eyes held a wild, frenzied look.

The trio froze, each watching the creature warily.

“We need a plan,” Mom stated, her eyes focused on the approaching beast. “We can’t harm the unicorn, but we can’t let it harm us either.”

“Mom,” Kate suggested, “try out your Roots skill?”

Mom nodded. “Good idea.” She planted her feet firmly and stretched her arms wide, her voice a clear, resonant command. “Stop right there!”

The earth rumbled beneath the unicorn as roots shot out from the ground, entangling themselves around the unicorn’s legs. The creature thrashed wildly, but its movements were significantly slowed.

Emboldened, Kate stepped forward. “Let me try talking to it again.” She called out soothingly to the distressed creature, but her words fell on deaf ears. The unicorn’s struggles only intensified, its eyes reflecting rage.

Emily stepped forward. “Let me try something.” She took a deep breath, closing her eyes as she summoned her power. “Nature’s Mirage,” she whispered.

A wave of energy radiated from Emily, and the scene around them shimmered, changing into an illusionary replica of the grassy plains. They were effectively hidden, rendered invisible within the mirage.

“Don’t talk,” Emily whispered, “my mirage can’t hide sounds.”

Silence.

The trapped unicorn paused, its frantic eyes scanning the plains for them. When it found no trace, the creature seemed to grow more relaxed. It ceased its struggles, eventually managing to pull free from the roots and darting off, leaving the illusion unscathed.

Once the danger had passed, Emily let the illusion fade, revealing their true surroundings once more. “That was close,” she said, her voice shaky but relieved.

The trio shared a moment of silence, watching the receding form of the unicorn until it was but a speck on the horizon. “I’m glad we got by without hurting it,” Mom said. “Nicely done, Emily.”

With a collective sigh, they continued their journey.

Several more times unicorns charged, but using the same tactics they made it across the plains. Their journey brought them right to the edge of a large fetid swamp. Kate wasn’t a fan of swamps in Minecraft in general, but this one was far more disturbing than any swamp she’d seen before.

Probably because of the bizarre way the clouds formed in the sky overhead, blocking out the sun over the entire swamp.


Chapter 21

Jack, invisible in his stealth mode, studied the gobbos and their shaman. He drew his swords and quietly moved around the edge of the room, careful not to alert the creatures of his presence. He targeted the shaman, reasoning if he could take him down first, the battle might be easier.

Dad braced himself, standing strong with his shields ready. He raised one, ready to create his protective bubble at a moment’s notice. “Fight me!” he shouted, taunting the group of gobbos.

Beside Dad, Bruce extended his claws. “Meow hiss!”

The gobbos charged Dad, their maniacal laughter echoing around them. Bruce sprang into action, slashing with his claws, the energy from his Slash of Fury move slicing through the air and scoring a hit against several gobbos, flashing them red. Bruce blinked, looking at his paw. “Meow!”

Meanwhile, Dad activated his Stalwart Defense ability, and with a mighty roar, he shield-charged at the gobbos. The shockwave of his arrival sent them stumbling back, giving him the opportunity to activate his Damage Shield. Energy crackled around him, ready to shock any gobbo that dared strike him. “Let’s go!”

From his hidden position, Jack saw his opportunity and leaped into action. He lunged at the shaman, activating his Shadowstrike ability. He sliced through the air, his swords a blur as he aimed for the unsuspecting shaman. “Darkness of the shadows embrace!” His swords scored a direct hit, critical stars floating up off the shaman.

But the shaman was quick. Even though he’d been blinded by Jack’s attack, he snarled something, a bolt of red energy shooting out of his staff. The bolt struck Jack, who grunted in pain, but he was pushed back a square, a perfect copy of himself where he used to be. “So cool,” he muttered.

The gobbos, enraged by Dad’s defense, rallied and pressed their attacks on Dad and Bruce. But Dad stood firm, his shields taking the brunt of it, the gobbos flashing red each time they hit him. Bruce darted and danced around, his speed making him impossible to hit.

Jack, invisible once more, circled, planning his next attack. This time he’d aim for the shaman’s blindside.

Weapons ready, Jack lunged again. His swords sliced through the air, hitting their mark. The shaman let out a screech and tried to counterattack, but Jack was already gone, dancing out of melee range.

Dad and Bruce were holding their own against the gobbos. Dad’s shields had absorbed most of the damage, and any gobbo that tried to strike him was met with a shock from his Damage Shield. Bruce, on the other hand, was a whirlwind of claws and fangs. He darted and slashed, his quick strikes keeping the gobbos at bay, critical hits being scored with increasing frequency.

The shaman, despite his injury, was relentless. He cast another spell, the energy from his staff pulsing with his words. Pale blue light swirled around the gobbos, their wounds healing.

“Jaaaack,” Dad said, “this healer guy is making our job a lot harder!” He winced as a gobbo slash made it past his shield, flashing him red.

Bruce was in pinball mode, bouncing off gobbo targets, but these guys were tougher than normal Minecraft mobs, taking a truly annoying amount of punishment. “Hiss!” Bruce shouted in frustration.

Jack said nothing that would give away his location as he attempted another Shadowstrike on the shaman. He was loving his new class—popping into stealth mode in the middle of combat was awesome. He attacked and retreated, his quick strikes slowly wearing the shaman down.

With one final, concerted effort, Jack lunged at the shaman. “Shadow Dragon’s Chomp!” His swords flashed in the dim light, and with a decisive strike, critical stars floating up, he landed the finishing blow. The shaman poofed, his staff clattering to the ground.

Without their shaman, the gobbos became disorganized. They scattered, running in different directions. Bruce pursued a couple, his claws slashing as he chased them down. Dad, with a triumphant yell, charged at the remaining gobbos, his shields bashing them away.

As the last gobbo fell, the mine fell silent. The echoes of the battle faded at once, leaving behind only the sound of their heavy breathing and the distant dripping of water from the cavern walls.

Dad, Bruce, and Jack stood triumphant in the chamber.

Jack put away his swords and moved to the fallen shaman’s weapon, his eyes scanning the area for any threats. Finding none, he bent down and retrieved the staff, a potentially valuable item. He looked at it and sneered. “This is horrible!”

Gobbo Shaman Staff

Attack Damage - 2

Attack Speed - 2.0

DPS - 4

Channeling - Any area of effect spell the caster channels through the staff increases in size by 1.

“Why?” Dad asked. “The skull?”

Jack snorted. “No, ‘cause it’s only for casters! I wanted a cool weapon.” He tossed it to Dad. “Maybe we can sell it for something better.”

Bruce, after ensuring there were no more gobbos to chase, trotted back to the group. He shook himself, causing his fur to fluff out, and made a satisfied chuffing noise as he sat, licking one paw.

“No naps!” Jack said. “We still have to finish exploring the mine.”

“Hiss!” Bruce said.


Chapter 22

Dad, Jack, and Bruce found themselves thrust into battle time and time again with the gobbos, and while they emerged victorious, each encounter was not without its consequences. Wounds, however minor, were adding up, their supply of food draining low.

The further they ventured, the more the mine’s features shifted and mutated. The crude, goblin-made tunnels transformed into ominous, gloomy caverns. The stone of the floors and walls slowly gave way to green blocks with tiny specks of light in them. “This is odd...” Dad said.

“Dad,” Jack began nervously. “I think we’ve crossed into the Deep Dark, a dangerous biome.”

“Dangerous?” Dad asked, the word hanging heavy in the chilled air. “How so?”

Jack glanced at the ominous blocks around them. He whispered, “The Warden. I read about it online since we got back from the seed we were trapped in. It was that crazy-powerful thing we fought trying to find amethyst.”

“Sounds... delightful,” Dad muttered sarcastically. “The thing with the weird ears and the ribs?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah. It’s tough. We need to be careful.”

“I bet that’s what the dwarf king meant when he said something else was down here.”

They ventured onward, their senses heightened. Descending into the murk of the Deep Dark was like slipping beneath the waves of a midnight ocean. There was an unsettling chill, a weightiness that had nothing to do with air and everything to do with expectation. The mine had already been oppressive, but this was a different kind of silence, one that seemed to swallow their words and breaths, even the soft sound of their footsteps.

It was like the very shadows were alive, shifting and pulsating in a sinister dance. Their eyes adjusted to the peculiar semi-darkness, spotting the faint glimmer of the occasional sculk sensor and the foreboding architecture of the sculk blocks. It was a place that screamed of danger, a realm that throbbed with a menacing, almost sentient, darkness.

And within this darkness, something stirred.

The ground beneath them vibrated once, twice, followed by a guttural growl that echoed from every corner.

Bruce’s fur puffed out, every fiber on high alert as he sensed a presence, a predator.

Before they could react, a towering figure lunged from the shadows. A sightless face growled, its ears twitching and vibrating.

The Warden.

Its attack was sudden and brutal. It lunged forward, its long arms swinging violently. The trio scattered, each narrowly avoiding the creature’s devastating assault.

The Warden, unperturbed by their evasion, adjusted its position, following the noise of their movements. This battle would not be a walk in the park. Or a stroll in the garden. Or any kind of movement outside somewhere beautiful. It would be a dance of doom in the depths of a dungeon.

“You have to be quiet!” Jack shouted, which sent the Warden straight at him, its arm crashing into Jack and sending him flying, leaving an illusion copy where he’d been. Jack held off a groan, his hearts already low.

He entered stealth mode, not really caring about the invisibility since... the Warden couldn’t see anyway, but happy about the improved quietness of stealth. He was perfectly still, the Warden turning its head this way and that to find him.

Dad brandished his shield and raised his voice, shouting a challenge to the beast. “Over here!” his voice echoed, and he readied his Stalwart Defense ability. The Warden immediately charged at the noise.

Bruce, fur still standing on end, waited beside Dad. He slashed out with his slash of fury, scoring a hit. The Warden was undeterred from its target, however, swinging a club-like hand down at Dad, who caught it with his shield. “Oooof!” Dad grunted, knocked back by the attack, and taking damage even through the shield.

The Warden fought, and it was terrifying. It was relentless, its arms slashing, swinging, causing the very air to ripple with the force of its blows. Every movement seemed to hone in on the source of the noise, its uncanny ability making it a formidable opponent.

Despite the intensity of the fight, the trio landed several hits. Dad’s shield was doing its job, absorbing the brunt of the Warden’s attack. Every hit was met with a blast from the shield, stunning the Warden and giving them an opportunity to strike.

Jack stalked in sync with the Warden’s attacks, striking its weak points. Each hit was precise and powerful, his dual swords working in harmony to deal maximum damage.

Bruce darted and dodged, claws slashing, dealing critical damage. He was fast, too fast for the Warden. But, for every hit they managed, the Warden seemed to regain its strength, its resilience proving to be a challenge.

With every passing moment, the fight intensified. Their food supplies were dwindling, their energy nearly drained. Even a direct hit of a shield-charge from Dad barely staggered the creature, and one of Dad’s shields had shattered from absorbing a powerful blow.

The battle raged on. Eventually, the Warden struck Bruce. The cat was thrown back, slamming hard against a wall with a sickening sound.

“Bruce!” Jack shouted, the scream costing him as he too was crushed by an attack. Jack stumbled and fell, collapsing at the Warden’s feet. The Warden raised its hands for a double-handed strike, but Dad slammed into it with his shield, getting its attention.

Bruce stood up shakily, a pink glow coming off him for a fraction of a second as his Nine Lives ability activated. He leaped back into the fight, somewhat renewed and ready to take on the Warden once again.

The Warden’s attack slammed into Dad’s remaining shield, destroying it in a shattering of shards. Dad grunted, falling to the ground, his hearts dangerously low. Bruce ignited his magma claws, slashing into the Warden and igniting it, shadows flickering around the Deep Dark as it roared its anger.

Jack summoned a clone in the distance near a sculk sensor and the Warden charged after it, leaving its back unprotected. Jack launched a Shadowstrike, scoring a powerful blow that sent a critical star up. “Why won’t you poof?” he screamed. It still didn’t fall though, whirling around to counterattack. Jack blocked with his swords and the Warden slashed through them like wet tissue, destroying them.

Bruce landed directly on the Warden’s head, his chainsaw claws slashing and slashing. The Warden slammed its fist at Bruce, but the agile cat leapt off, the Warden’s own hand crashing into its head and flashing it red.

Bruce leapt right back in. “Hiss! Hiss! Hiss!” he shouted, and in a final blow that left a burning flame on the ground, the Warden poofed.

Dad groaned. “That... was one of the worst things to fight ever.”

Jack fell to his knees, panting hard. “At least we didn’t poof.”


Chapter 23

As the trio of girls stepped into the swamp, they wrinkled their noses. The air was heavy with the smell of decay, cloying and thick. The muddy ground sucked at their boots with every step they took, each one making a squelching sound that echoed in the eerie silence.

“Well,” Mom sighed, her gaze scanning the murky landscape, “I hate to say it, but this seems like we’re going to run into a witch.”

Emily frowned. “What do you mean?” she asked, stepping around a particularly deep patch of mud.

“Mom,” Kate said, her voice filled with amusement, “are you saying witches are always the bad guys?” Her words were a half-teasing challenge.

Mom snorted as she looked at Kate. “Why does it always have to be witches causing trouble?” she asked rhetorically, shaking her head. “I swear, we’ve run into more problems with witches than anything else.”

Emily’s curiosity was piqued. “Have you encountered witches before?” she asked, eager to hear more about their adventures.

Mom and Kate shared a glance, and Kate chuckled. “Oh, you could say that,” she replied cryptically. “Witches have a knack for making things... complicated.”

“I’m just glad your dad isn’t here,” Mom mused aloud, her tone light but with a hint of fondness.

“Why?” Emily asked, blinking in surprise.

Kate erupted in laughter at the comment, her amusement echoing through the swamp. “Trust me, Emily,” she said through her chuckles, “you’d understand if you knew Dad.”

The banter was abruptly cut short by a low growl ringing through the swamp. They turned to find a hulking greenish figure, imposing against the backdrop of gnarled trees and murky waters. A troll. The creature was a grotesque sight to behold, standing at a towering height, easily twice the size of Mom. Its form was a knot of sinewy muscles and hardened, warty green skin coated in the fetid muck of the swamp.

Before they could react, the troll charged, and a chaotic fight broke out. Kate and Emily loosed crossbow bolts at the beast, each hitting their mark, flashing it red, but the bolts seemed to do little harm. The troll simply grunted, regenerating before their very eyes, the wounds healing and the bolts popping out.

“He’s regenerating!” Kate exclaimed, panic creeping into her voice, and she turned to face Mom. “Without Dad, we don’t have a tank. I’ll have to step in.” With a deep breath, her form shimmered and shifted, her petite figure growing and expanding until she was a massive bear.

She grew in size and stature, her body reshaping into the muscular and stocky form of a great bear. Hands and feet morphed into powerful claws, her skin sprouting thick, coarse fur. Her face elongated, teeth turning sharp and deadly. With a final shake of her body, the transformation was complete and the bear that stood in Kate’s place roared a challenge at the troll.

Kate charged the enemy. Her bear form was surprisingly nimble, her powerful muscles enabling her to dart in and out, evading the troll’s lumbering attacks. With every slash of her claws, she scored furrows in the troll’s thick skin. The scratches didn’t seem to bother the troll, as they healed almost as soon as they were made.

Meanwhile, Mom called upon her Vine Whip skill. With a voice commanding and resolute, she summoned the power of the plants beneath her feet. A twisting, coiling vine burst from the swampy ground, responding to her silent instructions. It was a thick, thorny thing, full of raw strength and animated by her will.

The vine lashed out, striking the troll. The plant was a blur of green as it whipped through the air, cracking loudly each time it made contact with the troll’s hide. It curled around the troll’s legs, attempting to trip the beast, then snapped back to lash at it again.

Emily maintained her consistent rain of crossbow bolts, each sinking into the troll’s thick hide. Despite her relentless barrage, the bolts barely fazed the monster. To their frustration, the troll’s wounds would seal themselves almost as soon as they were inflicted, ejecting the bolts as its skin knitted back together.

Even with their tireless efforts, the troll kept advancing. Every slash from Kate, every lash of the Vine Whip, and every bolt from Emily seemed to only spur it on. It was morale-crushing, the troll shrugging off their attacks with a chilling indifference.

The troll fought with a wild fury; its red eyes gleaming with untamed rage. It swiped at Kate with gnarled hands, its claws leaving deep furrows in the ground where they missed. Its blows coming fast and heavy, and flashing Kate red when they hit.

Their battle was one of attrition. Each side was giving it their all, but the troll seemed to have an endless supply of stamina. It was a struggle that seemed to slowly tilt in the troll’s favor.

Emily put down her crossbow and lifted her hand, pointing the palm toward the troll. “Flame!” A small jet of fire burst forth, striking the creature and enveloping it in flames, the burning debuff kicking in instantly.

The troll roared, thrashing around to put out the flames. But it was as if the troll was made of kindling, the flames burning hotter and higher. The burning flames seemed to keep the regeneration at bay, weakening the troll with every passing second.

With the troll vulnerable, they renewed their assault with new vigor. With one final mighty blow from Kate in her bear form, the troll disintegrated into a puff of smoke, leaving them standing, gasping for breath in the soggy swamp.

“Trolls are weak to fire,” Emily said. “Good to know.”


Chapter 24

The journey through the swamp was grueling and gross to say the least. The dampness clung to them, seeping into their clothes, and chilling them to the bone. Their boots squelched with each step, and every so often, they would have to pull one another out of a deep pocket of mud.

“I hate this,” Mom grumbled, grimacing as she extracted her boot from a stubborn patch of muck with a sickening suction sound. “I hate being soggy.”

Kate laughed, giving her mother a grin. “At least it’s not sand getting everywhere,” she retorted, making a show of shaking her leg and sending a spray of muck toward Emily, who yelped and danced away.

They trudged on, the swamp seeming to stretch on forever. And ever. And ever.

From time to time, they encountered slime, but with a few well-placed crossbow bolts and the odd Vine Whip from Mom, they dispatched the mobs easily enough.

Finally, after what felt like hours, they spotted a structure in the distance. Squinting against the gloom, they could just make out the silhouette of a ramshackle hut, built on stilts to keep it above the swampy water. A faint, flickering light spilled from a small window, casting eerie shadows on the surrounding vegetation.

“Well,” Mom said, her voice grim as she surveyed the witch’s hut. “Looks like I was right about the witch.”

“What do we do?” Emily asked. “What if the witch isn’t the problem?”

Just then a person came out of the witch’s hut. They were unlike anyone Mom or Kate had ever seen. Their hair was bright white and long, while their skin was a sallow almost translucent color, their eyes red.

“What in the world is that?” Kate whispered under her breath.

Emily was quick-witted and cast another mirage, hiding them from view. The witch did not notice them. She moved to the center of the open swampy area before her hut and started a ritualistic dance, chanting words in a language the trio didn’t understand. In her hand, she held a unicorn horn that glowed with a harsh, ominous light. Light shot from the horn in bolts of energy that zipped through the air in the direction of the plains.

Mom’s face fell as she watched the witch perform her ritual. “She’s using a unicorn horn as a wand,” she whispered, her tone grim. “It’s definitely her.”

“What do we do?” Emily whispered back, her eyes wide with worry.

“We confront her,” Mom said, her tone leaving no room for argument. She emerged from Emily’s mirage, stepping into the open with a determined expression.

“Excuse me!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the witch’s chanting.

The witch stopped mid-chant, whirling around to face Mom with an infuriated scowl. “Who dares interrupt me?!” she snarled, her red eyes flashing menacingly.

Mom spread her hands in a placating gesture. “We just want to talk. We mean you no harm.”

But the witch was having none of it. She raised the unicorn horn high above her head, shouting an incantation. As the last word left her lips, a gigantic troll rose from the swampy muck, lumbering toward Mom with a threatening growl.

Kate and Emily sprang into action. Emily shot a fire blast toward the troll, her aim perfect, and the troll roared as the flame engulfed it. Kate shifted into her bear form, charging at the troll with a ferocious growl.

The witch, taken aback by the sudden appearance of two more intruders, tried to flee. But Mom was quicker, summoning a set of roots that entwined around the witch’s feet, stopping her.

“No running!” Mom called out as the witch struggled against her bonds. But instead of surrendering, the witch retaliated by launching a series of energy bolts toward Mom. Each impact caused Mom to flash red, but she held her ground.

“I didn’t want to do this,” Mom said regretfully. With a swift motion, she summoned a vine whip and smacked the witch. The witch grunted, flashing red herself but surprisingly, didn’t fall.

Emboldened, Mom used her vine whip again, this time aiming at the unicorn horn the witch was still clutching. The whip coiled around it and with a strong yank, she ripped it from the witch’s grasp.

At the same time, Emily’s flame attack burned the troll out of existence, and the girls turned their full attention to the witch. The witch, however, had one more trick up her sleeve. She muttered a spell, and a portal appeared beside her. With a defiant snarl, she leapt through, disappearing from view.

The portal snapped closed behind her with an audible pop, leaving them alone in the silence of the swamp.

Mom turned to the girls, holding up the unicorn horn. “We need to take this to Titania,” she said, her voice serious. “Maybe she can use it to help the unicorns.”


Chapter 25

Jack, Dad, and Bruce ate their remaining rations. They chewed in silence as they caught their breath from the fight. “That... was tough,” Jack said.

“You can say that again.” Dad sighed.

“That was tough,” Jack said again.

Dad rolled his eyes. “I wonder what happens if we respawn here. Does it fail the quest?”

Jack shrugged. “I’m not sure. Probably not, though. When we’re in a seed, things seem to act a little differently than when we’re playing from the outside.”

Bruce leapt onto Jack’s shoulders and fell asleep after a long purr.

Dad stood with a groan. “Well, we have no weapons, no food. We should probably get out of here as fast as possible. Let’s look for that root beer.”

Jack nodded. “We could mine for iron and make some stuff.”

“I’d rather we try to get back as soon as possible. Time has a way of just flying by when we get to mining.”

Jack smirked. “True! Okay then. Let’s look around.”

With the Warden gone, they had time to set up torches and once the light was shining, they found themselves in what looked like an ancient city. Crumbling roads led to broken-down buildings, with a massive central monument that looked like it might have been a portal at some point.

“Whoa...” Jack said scanning the scene. “I hope there’s good loot here!”

Dad shook his head. “All I want is that root beer. Maybe if I give some to Mom, she can make it...” He licked his lips.

They dove into searching through the city. Jack literally jumped for joy when he saw his first chest. “Yes! Loot, here I come!” He was out of food, so he didn’t burn too much of his luck before he opened it. His eyes widened, then his shoulders slumped. “Lame!” He pulled out a diamond horse armor and some glow berries. “That’s it?”

He chomped down the glow berries, thankful for some more food, and continued searching. He was continuously disappointed when, even after burning almost all of his luck, he found no weapons. He shook the second diamond hoe he’d pulled out of a chest. “A hoe? It’s the worst tool in the game!”

“At least you found us some pants,” Dad said, tapping the enchanted iron leg pieces.

Jack wore a matching set, but the loot did not raise his spirits. “Whatever.” He threw his hands in the air, then stood there, shocked for a moment. They had just rounded a corner and the room before them was startling. “I think we found the root beer.”

There before them, coming out of the ceiling was a massive root of some tree. It was so large it could have been hollowed out and used to live in. Underneath it were rows and rows of chests. “Yes!” Dad said, running into the field of chests. He cracked one open and inside were several of the mini-kegs of root beer the dwarves treasured. He took them out and put them in his inventory. “Perfect! Let’s get back to the dwarves and complete this quest.”

“Do you think...” Jack pointed. “They’d mind if we drank some?”

Dad smiled. “Well, we are low on rations after all.” He handed Jack a keg and they both had long drinks, their food bars replenishing a bit. “Aw yeah! This should get us through to the city.”

“Finally, let’s go!” Jack headed in the direction of the mine entrance. As they walked, he spied a room he hadn’t searched yet and poked his head in. He sighed when there was nothing in there but a note lying on the ground. On a whim, he picked it up and opened it.

Gwykyn,

Make sure to grow the sculk up to the dwarven city. Once the beast has been let loose there, we will reap our reward. Do not fail us. House Xo’blodran does not take kindly to failure.

Jack frowned at the note. “Dad? I think there’s more going on here than we know.”


Chapter 26

Dad and Jack quickly regrouped outside the room, their eyes meeting with a mix of curiosity and concern. Dad took a deep breath, his brows furrowing. “You’re right, Jack. This note suggests something bigger is at play here. The dwarven city might be in danger.”

Jack nodded. “We need to bring this to the king. He needs to know about this threat.”

They navigated their way through the ancient city, then the mines, then finally out into the dwarven city. The gobbos didn’t respawn, and their returning path was clear of mobs.

Pibbldorf waited there, asleep in a chair. One guard mined the chair, knocking Pibbldorf to the ground. “Wot! Ye durned fool!” The guard pointed at Dad and Jack.

“Yer back!” Pibbldorf shouted, pulling himself to his feet. “O’ course yer back. Did ye finish?”

In answer, Dad pulled out a keg of the royal root beer. Pibbldorf snatched it, holding it above his head and gulping down a few glugs. “Ye did it! By the hairy beard o’ me cousin Marty!”

“There’s more, too,” Jack said. “We really need to talk to the king.”

“He’ll be wantin’ ta talk to yerself as well, and he’ll be wantin’ to throw ye a feast!” Pibbldorf took them back through the city on the main road. The road led them to the grand dwarven palace, where guards stood tall and resolute.

After a brief discussion, the guards escorted them through the ornate halls, finally reaching the regal throne room. The dwarven king, adorned in majestic armor, sat upon his throne, his gaze sharp and commanding. Dad and Jack approached, offering a respectful bow.

“Your Highness,” Dad began, his voice filled with a mix of urgency and reverence, “we have completed the quest you entrusted to us. But we also discovered something troubling. We found a note, suggesting a hidden plot against your kingdom.”

The king’s eyes narrowed as he accepted the note, reading its contents carefully. Silence enveloped the room as the king absorbed the information. The weight of the impending threat hung in the air.

Finally, the king spoke. “Thank ye fer bringing this ta my attention. The safety of our kingdom is of utmost importance. We will act on this. In the meantime, do ye have the root beer?”

“Yer darn tootin’ they do!” Pibbldorf shouted, handing a keg to the king.

The king lifted it above his head just like Pibbldorf had done, guzzling down great gulps of it. “By all the goats in the craglands, that’s good!” He turned to his secretary. “Get a feast prepared. Tonight, we drink the royal root beer!”

As night fell, the dwarven kingdom erupted into celebration. The successful completion of the quest and the recovery of the treasured root beer were cause for jubilation. The aroma of sizzling barbecue filled the air as the dwarves feasted in honor of their heroes.

Dad, Jack, and Bruce joined in the festivities, their bellies filled with delicious grilled meats and their cups brimming with the prized root beer. Laughter and cheer reverberated through the halls as the dwarves celebrated their resilience and the hope that now burned within them.

Dad ended up being the life of the party after he told a particularly bad joke that got all the dwarves laughing, and they begged for more. “Okay, okay,” Dad said holding up a hand for quiet. “What is root beer's favorite music? Pop music!”

The dwarves laughed, even though Jack was sure they didn’t get it. Dad continued. “What is a funny mountain called? Hill-arious.”

Jack had missed these moments. Dad told a lot of jokes around the house, but there was something special about it when they were told in Minecraft to a crowd of fresh meat. “What’s blue and doesn’t weigh much? Light blue.”

The grin on Jack’s face was so wide it almost hurt as Dad told more jokes. “I don’t trust stairs, they’re always up to something!”

The dwarves laughed and sloshed mugs as Dad continued. “You guys want to know how good I am at sleeping? I can do it with my eyes closed!”

“Justice is a dish best served cold. If it was served warm, it would be justwater!” The dwarves paused at that one and Dad had to explain it, which gave the king a chance to interrupt and say something.

As they savored the last bites of barbecue and the last sips of root beer, the king’s voice echoed in the air. “With our root beer restored, and our spirits lifted, we can finally go to war with the stinking elves!”

A raucous cheer erupted, and the dwarves slammed mugs together.

Dad’s face fell into a deep frown and he looked over at Jack. “What have we done?”


Chapter 27

Having left the swamp, Mom, Kate, and Emily set out back across the plains. As they reached the forest’s border, the familiar face of Amros greeted them. The elf’s eyes widened at the sight of the unicorn horn in Mom’s hand. “Did you fail in your task?” he asked.

Mom shook her head. “No. We got this horn off a witch that was curing the unicorns.”

Amros’ eyes widened. “That’s horrible. Come, tell your story to Titania.” He led them through the city toward the wooden palace, and into the throne room.

Before the ethereal Titania, the girls presented their hard-won treasure. They relayed the story of their adventure to the queen who had a sudden widening of her eyes at the mention of the witch’s description.

The queen took the unicorn horn with a solemn expression, her gaze thoughtful as she turned it over in her hands. “I can feel the magic within. Truly, this was used for nefarious purposes.” Her voice carried the weight of her concern.

Beside her, Bandrui the druid stepped forward, her gaze serious. With a nod from Titania, she took the horn, casting a complicated spell. As she chanted, the horn glowed with a soft, radiant light, illuminating the elven queen’s court with an ethereal glow. The glow faded, and she held aloft the wand. “This is the source of the curse; my magic has detected the spell. We should go at once to the plains to break it.”

At once, Titania and Bandrui journeyed back to the plains with the girls. On reaching the cursed area, they held the horn aloft and recited an incantation, a swirling energy building between the two powerful elves. As the final word echoed through the air, a sound akin to breaking glass resonated across the land. The silence that followed was heavy with anticipation.

Kate used her ability, Nature’s Call, letting out a loud squawk. All around them, creatures of the plains came to her—rabbits, sheep, and a unicorn.

Its black horn gleaming menacingly, it charged. But as it ran, something changed. The unicorn stumbled, skidding to a halt. A strange aura surrounded its horn, and it took on a multi-hued black and white tone, like a swirl ice cream cone. When it looked up, its horn had returned to its original, gleaming white. It regarded the group with calm, intelligent eyes, no hint of the madness that had plagued it before.

Overwhelmed, Bandrui thanked Mom and Kate profusely, tears of joy shimmering in her eyes. “The curse is broken! You have done a great service this day.”

Titania, too, was full of gratitude. “We owe you a great debt,” she told them, her voice warm. “With the unicorns back to normal, we have a chance to stand against the dwarves in our war.”

Mom’s heart dropped at the queen’s words. Dwarves? War? “But we didn’t do this for war,” she protested, her tone filled with disbelief.

But Titania merely smiled, a mysterious gleam in her eyes. “You have done more than you know,” she simply said.

Mom was not happy.

The End!


Book 36


Search & Rescue: Friendly Fire





Chapter 1

A forest does not know when war is afoot. The trees do not tremble or dig their roots deeper. The leaves do not curl up and hide. The creatures do not shore up their walls or gather more food. The sun does not stop its glittery shine through the foliage, and the wind continues its whistling ways.

As it was in the elven city of Lilingrad.

But its residents, they knew. And they were preparing.

The serenity had been overtaken by the energy of wartime preparations. Unicorns, typically gentle creatures of the forest, were outfitted for battle in tree-bark armor that lent them a fearsome air. In the crowded walkways, rangers sharpened arrows and fletched them by the hundreds, jaws clenched on grim faces. In the druid grove, healers gathered herbs and brewed potions, poultices and powders, hoping such remedies would not be needed even as they amassed them stack by stack.

High atop the ancient central tree, in the soaring throne room, Queen Titania gazed upon her kingdom. She did not flinch as the doors flew open behind her and Mom burst into the chamber, flanked by elven guards who looked both offended and apologetic at her dramatic entrance.

“Your Majesty, please don’t do this!” Mom begged, her voice echoing through the vaulted room. “War is horrific. You can’t learn to live in peace by killing each other.”

Titania turned, her delicate brow furrowed, but her voice held no emotion as she said, “You speak of things you do not understand, human.”

Mom frowned, taking a deep breath. She wanted to clench her fists, to shake them in the air and scream, but she knew anger and frustration wouldn’t get her anywhere. She needed to be calm, cool, and collected for this conversation. “I’ve seen wars. I’ve helped defend villages from invaders. Multiple times. I know exactly what I'm talking about. I’ve lost friends to wars.” Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “There has to be something else we can do.”

The elven queen shook her head sadly. “If only it were so simple. The dwarves have damaged our most sacred tree—the heart of the forest itself. Such an act cannot go unpunished.”

Mom threw her hands in the air. “All this because of a tree?”

Titania’s face flushed, but she stayed composed. “It is not just any tree. It is the very tree in which you stand, the seat of our power, and the mother of the forest.”

Mom grimaced. She couldn’t believe all this was over a tree—a tree in the middle of an entire forest of trees. She may not have understood their beliefs, but she did need to respect them. “Can’t you talk to the dwarves? Maybe this is all a big misunderstanding. You’d be surprised how often things can be mended by just talking it out.”

Titania's gaze was distant, looking back across her kingdom. “The time for talk has passed.”

Mom opened her mouth to object, but the guards on either side of her grabbed her arms and gently led her away.

Below, the war preparations continued. Emily, the girl they had come to rescue, helped gather medical supplies with Kate and some of the elves. “I didn’t think this mod would have war in it. I just wanted to ride some unicorns and fight some monsters.”

Kate sighed. “From what I've seen, these things are never simple. There’s always something you have to find that’s impossibly hidden, or an argument that escalates to war, or an evil, OP boss being ridiculous. At home playing Minecraft with a controller, you build and craft and explore. In Minecraft? You always have to save the day.”

Emily smiled, but it was tainted with sadness. “You guys have done so much in the game. Honestly, I’d love to hear all the stories someday.”

“Yeah,” Kate scoffed. “We should write a book.”

“A lot of books,” Emily added. “I’d read them.” She sighed heavily. “I wonder how this one’s going to end.”

Kate stopped and looked up at the girl. “Don't worry. My mom is not into war and she is not into keeping her opinions to herself. She’s probably already forced—er—convinced the queen to stop.” She hoped saying it out loud would make it true.

As if on cue, Mom returned, stomping to where Kate and Emily stood, her expression defeated with a hint of anger. “I’m so annoyed!”

“No luck with the queen?” Kate asked, though she already knew the answer.

Mom shook her head bitterly. “She refuses to listen to reason.”

“Rats,” Kate said. “What is this, our third war? Fourth? I’m starting to lose count.”

Mom grimaced. “Oh phooey. Why can’t more of these Minecraft mod things be about baking competitions or something? Why does it always have to be war and monsters?”

“See?” Kate said, pointing at Mom. Emily gave a small chuckle. “Still,” Kate continued, “I’m sure some overpowered cake boss would come and steal all the sugar from the little bakers, and they’d have to rise up against them to take back their gingerbread town.”

Mom glared, but Kate was certain she saw her lips turn up the slightest bit at the ends.

Ignoring her, Mom continued. “Maybe we can convince one of the other elves to talk some sense into that... queen. Come on, let’s find Amros.”

They left their preparations, wandering through the elven village over the walkways connecting the trees. There was no doubt the place was beautiful, too beautiful to go unnoticed, but Mom was having a hard time appreciating it with war on the horizon. It could be completely leveled by this time next week. She shuddered, trying not to picture black singed trees and smoldering ashes of destroyed homes.

They found Amros below, on the forest floor, working with a squad of fletchers making arrows. “Looking good everyone,” he told the group working on their fletching tables as he walked between them. Nearby, archers were firing at target blocks, honing their skills.

“Amros, you cannot be okay with this,” Mom said, her arms folded across her chest. “A war?”

Amros grimaced. “I obey my queen.”

“A war!” Mom threw her hands in the air. “You know, homes destroyed, people getting hurt... and poofed!”

Amros nodded. He, too, stood with his arms folded. “I do understand what a war is. I also understand it is not my place to question the queen.”

Mom scrunched up her face as red bloomed in her cheeks. “I do not agree. Without someone to question her, she could make horrible decisions that hurt people.”

“Mrs. Smith, I understand you’re upset, but it does not look good for you to imply that Titania, Queen of the Elves, is incapable of making decisions for the good of her people.”

Mom opened her mouth to argue, but Kate grabbed her elbow. “Mom... stop. You’re going to get everyone mad at us.”

Mom looked at Kate, then back at Amros, whose body language clearly showed he was not happy. She sighed. “Fine. Come on. Let’s go talk to Bandrui.”

They left Amros to his archery, heading to the druid grove. Mom was stomping so hard, Kate worried she was going to break her boots.

Bandrui was working with a group of druids, using her magic to fashion armor from the thick bark of the trees. She held up a large piece, sizing it to fit on a unicorn. “I wish we didn’t need this, but we have to do what we have to do,” she told the unicorn as she stroked its neck.

“You don’t have to, though,” Mom interrupted, standing between the druid and the unicorn.

Bandrui didn’t look particularly pleased. “Mrs. Smith, thank you for your help with the unicorns. I am deeply grateful. We all are. Please though, do not second-guess our queen. The Great Tree is sacred to us, and the dwarves cannot continue to harm it.”

“But I thought you were all about protecting life? Think of how many will be lost if you go to war.”

Bandrui grimaced, hesitating before speaking. “True... but...”

Mom pounced on her hesitation. “It’s at least worth talking about, isn’t it? Maybe you can convince the queen to let Kate and me talk to the dwarves. Maybe we can fix this without bloodshed.”

Bandrui rubbed her hand across her chin, looking at the unicorn. Then she nodded. “Yes, you are right. We should exhaust all choices before we risk lives. Come, I will speak to the queen on your behalf.”

Mom let out a huge sigh, like she’d been holding her breath, and her shoulders sagged as if a physical weight had been removed. “Finally, someone sees reason.”


Chapter 2

“So cool...” Jack watched a dwarven runesmith emboss a complicated-looking rune full of triangles and squares onto the blade of a sword. After the dwarf finished, he filled the rune with lapis lazuli, then smoothed it out.

“This next bit is the hard part,” the dwarf told Jack in his dwarven accent. “Ye got ta make sure ye don’t lose concentration or the whole blade’ll be lost.”

“I can’t wait to see what it’ll do!” Jack’s excitement bubbled within, making him want to bounce off the walls, but he held it in. Mostly.

The dwarf looked like most of the other dwarves—huge beard, rough hands, small size. Except instead of armor, he wore robes like an evoker, only red in color. He placed his hand over the rune and closed his eyes in concentration.

“Does it hurt?” Jack asked.

The dwarf’s eyes snapped open. “What?” He looked down at the blade. “Ah, nae. It doesn’t hurt.” He closed his eyes again.

“Does it take a long time?” Jack asked.

The dwarf scowled, his eyes opening once more. “What part about not havin’ yer concentration broken, don’t ye get?”

“Oops.” Jack covered his mouth with his hands. He made a zippering motion over his mouth, locking a pretend lock and throwing away a pretend key.

The dwarf rolled his eyes and focused on his task. He peeked one eye open to make sure Jack wasn’t going to talk, then closed it again, concentrating.

“Wololoooooo.... Wololooooo.”

The lapis lazuli beneath the dwarf’s hand shifted from blue to a glowing deep red. The dwarf’s eyes remained closed for several more seconds before the entire weapon flashed a bright red light that faded as quickly as it came.

“Done!” The runesmith handed the blade to Jack.

Jack snatched it up like a cat catching a mouse. “Oh man... This is so cool. I want to learn to do that!” He inspected the blade.
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“How many runes are there?” Jack asked.

The runesmith seemed to enjoy the fact that someone was interested in his work. “Ah, there be nearly as many runes as there are words. Each one holds a meaning, but knowing which rune can go where is the study of a Runesmith.” He puffed up his chest.

“Jack?” Dad’s voice came from the other side of the room. “Come on, we need to talk to King Breunog.”

“Aww man,” Jack whined, “I’m learning runesmithing!”

“Son, we’ve got bigger fish to fry right now.”

“Meow?” Bruce said from the ground by Dad’s legs.

“No. I wasn’t talking about food,” Dad told the cat. “Figurative fish. Not literal fish.”

Each time Dad said fish, Bruce’s ears twitched, and his head cocked to the other side.

“Not real fish, like the fish you would find while fishing in a lake full of fish,” Dad said, trying not to laugh as Bruce’s head snapped back and forth. “But a figurative fish, like if you had a whole bucket of fresh, tasty fish but you can only fry one fish at a time, so you have to pick the biggest fish in the bucket of fish and fry that fish first.”

Bruce’s head bobbed back and forth so quickly, his whole body nearly flopped over from the force of it. Dad finally gave in to the laughter trying to escape, the room booming with the echoes of it.

“Be nice to Bruce, Dad.” Jack scowled.

“Meow meow?” Bruce said, rubbing against Dad’s legs. “Meow purr?”

Dad collected himself, shaking his head. “Sometimes I forget you’re still just a cat,” he said, pulling a piece of leftover barbecue out of his inventory. “Here you go... have a treat.”

“Purr!” Bruce said, pouncing on the snack before Dad had even set it down, accidentally poking him in the hand with a claw. Well, maybe it wasn’t entirely an accident.

“Ya darn cat!” Dad said, yanking his hand back. Bruce ignored him.

Jack sighed, thanking the Runesmith and catching up to Dad. “Alright, let’s go talk to the king.”

“You don’t have to sound so down about it,” Dad said. “We want to stop this war.”

“Do we?” Jack asked. “I mean… fighting is fun.”

Dad stopped and turned to Jack. “Son, this isn’t a game. Real lives are at stake.”

Jack tried not to grin, but it didn’t work.

Dad groaned. “Okay, it might be a game for us, but it isn’t for them. All these people who have welcomed us and shown us kindness would be at risk of losing their lives. Losing their homes.”

Jack blushed and looked at his feet. “I know, I know. I don’t really want a war.”

“And think about how annoyed your mom would be if we showed up with an army,” Dad mumbled.

Jack chuckled. “No kidding. They just do so many cool things here and I want to learn it all.” They continued walking through the halls of the underground dwarven fortress, and Jack pointed to all the things he thought were awesome. “Runesmithing, catapults, magic root beer. The dwarves are so cool!”

Dad nodded his head. “I agree. That barbecue party was the best I've ever had. Myron would have loved it.” He sighed wistfully at the thought of his friend and pitmaster partner from Witherton. “So much good meat...”

All across the underground city, forces mobilized for war. Dad watched the chaotic preparations unfold with growing anxiety. This was spiraling out of control faster than he expected. He towed Jack along behind him as he made his way through the bustling underground city.

Jack pointed. “Dad, the throne room is that way...”

Dad nodded. “I know. I need to make a stop first.” They kept fast-walking until they reached the Great Library.

“Come on, Dad, you aren’t gonna make me do homework, are you?” Jack whined. “I promise I won’t tell Mom I didn’t read anything!”

Dad rolled his eyes. “Jack, please. I asked Sindri to look at that note we found. Maybe it could help us stop this war.”

Jack sighed dramatically, but followed along. He perked up a bit when they entered the grand library, gazing at the soaring shelves stuffed with leather-bound tomes and ancient scrolls. Still not as cool as rune-marked weapons, though.

They found Sindri hunched over his desk, scribbling furiously into a large book, getting ink all over his hands. He looked up in surprise as they approached. “Ah, you're back! I've been studying that peculiar note you found, and things are worse than we realized...” Sindri lowered his voice. “The name signed at the bottom—House Xo'blodran—that is one of the secret names used by the Dokkalfar!”

Jack wasn't sure who that was. He raised an eyebrow at Dad, who shrugged.

Sindri continued gravely, his voice a husky whisper. “The Dokkalfar are a reclusive race of dark elves, rarely seen, but immensely dangerous. If they are working in the caves near us, we’re all in great danger!”

Jack felt a wide grin spread across his face. Manipulators and dark plots always meant serious adventure.

“It’s shling shling time...” he whispered.


Chapter 3

Mom and the Bandrui approached Queen Titania once more, hoping beyond hope to make her see reason regarding the impending war.

“Your Majesty,” Mom implored, her voice ringing through the chamber, “I know you’re trying to protect the Great Tree, but this war will only lead to tragedy and loss of life. As someone sworn to protect nature, can such violence and destruction be justified? What if the war itself destroys the tree?”

Bandrui stepped forward, meeting the queen's piercing gaze face-on. “Mrs. Smith speaks wisdom, my queen. Loss of life is not our way. It goes against the very fabric of what we believe. If there is any path, any way at all this catastrophe might be avoided, we must seek it out.”

Titania sat silently upon her throne, magically shaped ages ago from the heartwood of the Great Tree itself. Her brow furrowed in contemplation, and Mom could practically see their words tumbling around her brain. The seconds stretched on, each feeling like an eternity. Finally, the queen spoke, her voice soft yet resonant. “I share your desire to avoid the horrors of war if any other recourse remains. But the dwarves' harming of the Great Tree, the mother of the forest, cannot go unanswered. Would you have me turn a blind eye?”

Sensing an opening, a chance to sway the queen's mind, Mom pressed on. “What if Kate and I go to the dwarves and negotiate? We must at least try to talk to them.”

Bandrui nodded sagely. “Sending an emissary on a mission of peace seems far more aligned with our values than mobilizing an army bent on vengeance. Please, give us this chance.”

The elven queen looked between them, the weight of lives resting on her decision. Finally, she gave a resigned sigh, her tensed shoulders sinking just a fraction. “Very well. Go to the dwarves, plead our case before their king. Should they agree to cease all harvesting upon the Great Tree, I shall revoke my orders to mobilize our forces. You have my word.”

Mom nearly collapsed in sheer relief and exhaustion, instead, she fell into Kate for a hug. Their plea had gotten through, at least for now. She turned to the queen and curtseyed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Then, looking at her daughter, said, “Come on, Kate!” and grabbed her arm, pulling her out of the throne room.

“Can I come?” Emily asked, running after them.

Mom grimaced. It was a reasonable request, but their mission was risky. Kate could handle herself in any kind of situation, but Emily could be a liability. She was the girl they were supposed to be rescuing, not dragging into more danger. “I think it would be better if you stayed here.”

“Aww.” Emily frowned.

“It’s okay,” Kate told the girl, “You can keep looking for any other way to stop this.”

Emily nodded. “Alright. I guess I can work with the druids some more.”

Kate gave her a hug. “We’ll be back soon.”

After their departure, Queen Titania let out a long sigh. “I pray they can somehow negotiate a peace. But having witnessed the dwarven hostility firsthand, I fear their hearts may have already hardened beyond reason.”


Chapter 4

Dad let Sindri's revelation sink in. This mysterious note changed everything. The tension couldn’t be chalked up to a mere dispute over root beer. Ominous schemes and sinister forces seemed at play, plotting from the shadows to turn dwarf against elf through deception.

“Sindri, we’ve got to go to the king,” Dad said, his voice low. “You've uncovered a vital clue—this could be the key to preventing outright war.”

Jack nodded. It took him a little longer than his dad to realize what was going on. Another group—these Dokkalfar—were purposefully making the dwarves and elves enemies. The gravity of the situation outweighed his earlier excitement at the dwarves' battle preparations. “Yeah, we gotta tell him right away!”

Together, they raced through the chaotic streets toward the soaring stronghold at the city's heart. All around them, iron-clad dwarves bellowed orders, forges rang, and war machines rumbled, ready to unleash their destructive power.

At the towering gates, dwarf guards crossed their pikes, barring entry. “Halt! What business have ye with the king?” one growled.

Dad stepped forward, catching his breath. “We have a meeting with him, and we’re running late.”

The guards scrutinized them for a tense moment before one looked at Dad, his serious expression faulting. “Hey, yer the one that sang that barbecue song, aren't ya?”

Dad chuckled. “That’s me.”

The guard leaned in. “I gotta say, you made some tasty meats.” He rubbed his belly.

“Thanks. So, uh... can we go in?”

“Oh! Yeah, go right ahead.” The guard waved him by.

“This place is so cool,” Dad muttered.

“Right?” Jack asked.

“Yeah. I’m barbecue royalty here.”

Jack groaned.

Their walk to the throne room was short, as Sindri knew the way. The dwarves were a loud bunch, and their king was one of the loudest. “Ready the catapults! Stock the quivers! Sharpen the axes! We march on the elves soon!” they heard him say before they turned a corner to see him. The aged dwarf king bristled with intensity, his braided beard quivering.

Noticing their approach, King Bruenog acknowledged them. “Aye, lads, what did ye need ta speak with me aboot? Quickly now, we've an army to mobilize!”

They advanced toward the throne and Dad produced the mysterious note, speaking loudly and clearly, ignoring introductions. “Your Highness! I don’t think the elves are the real bad guys here. This note is from some people called the Cobblpots—”

“Dokkalfar,” Sindre corrected.

“Right, the Dopplefarm—”

“Dokk-al-far!” Sindri corrected again, drawing out the syllables. “Just be callin’ them dark elves.”

Dad nodded. “Sure. The dark elves. I think they might be involved in all of this somehow.”

King Bruenog accepted the note with a furrowed brow, scrutinizing it closely, his lips pursing tighter with each pass of his eyes over the cryptic text. He knew well the secrecy and trickery the dark elves were capable of.

Looking up, he met Dad's gaze. “Aye, I'd long suspected those shadow-lurkin' tunnelsnakes might be stirrin' up trouble. But this scrap could be ancient history. It's the elves' direct actions against my people that force me to mobilize.”

Where one might see rejection, Dad saw a sliver of hope—the king had not dismissed their revelation entirely. “Your Majesty, if this is all a misunderstanding, we’ve got to avoid bloodshed. We should at least... I don’t know, do an investigation or something into these dark elves.”

The king shook his head resolutely. “Nah, without our root beer, our productivity would grind te a halt! Have you ever tried working in a mine all day knowin’ there ain’t gonna be some frothy cold sweet drink at the end of the day waitin’ fer ya?”

Seeing negotiations crumbling, Dad played his most tempting card. “I can offer you my secret family barbecue rub recipe...”

King Bruenog stroked his braided beard, clearly intrigued but not yet convinced.

Dad pressed his case further. “Allow us to at least talk with the elves before war consumes us all. Maybe we can figure this whole thing out.”

The dwarves muttered nervously, awaiting their sovereign's decision. After an agonizing moment, King Bruenog dipped his head. “Bah! Fine then, ye great maker of meats. Go talk te the stinky elves. But they must vow te stop interruptin’ our brewin’ and allow unhindered harvestin’ of the sacred roots.”

Dad could have collapsed in relief, but he didn’t have time for that. They could still stop a war.


Chapter 5

The grand gates of the dwarven city faded away as Dad, Jack, and Bruce made their way down the rugged mountain pass, retracing their steps from the dwarven city. The journey was made more treacherous by the thin veil of snow drifting from above. Gusts of frigid wind struck them as they navigated narrow ledges and sheer cliffs.

“Brr! I can't wait to get out of this snow,” Jack said, his arms pulled tightly around himself in a hug. Bruce chuffed in agreement from his shoulders, and Jack had never been more thankful for his cat-scarf. At least his ears weren’t cold.

“We're almost there. Stay sharp,” Dad reminded them. He kept one shield raised overhead, deflecting the worst of the biting icy wind.

They had nearly reached the tree line when an earth-shattering roar echoed off the peaks. Dad barely had time to brace before a hulking white shape plowed into him, sending him flying into the snow drifts.

A yeti!

“Not again!” Jack groaned, rolling away as giant fists smashed craters where he'd stood moments before.

As Jack rolled, Bruce landed in the snow.

There are two things Bruce does not like. Well, there are lots of things Bruce doesn’t like, but these two are his least favorite. One, is being woken from a good nap. Two, is getting wet.

So as Bruce flew off Jack’s shoulders, he woke from his nap and landed in the wet snow.

Uh oh. Bad news for the yeti.

The enraged cat meowled his wrath and leapt into action, a streak of black fur against the white backdrop. His magma claws were out and smoking before he even reached the beast, and they sizzled as they raked down the yeti's side, flashing it red. It bellowed, more enraged than injured. A backhand from its meaty paw sent Bruce flying into a snowbank.

“We've got no choice—take it down!” Dad yelled, slamming his shield against the yeti's leg. It stumbled, off balance.

Jack seized the opening, leaping into the air to aim for the yeti’s neck. “Night Dragon Strike!” His blades sliced through the air, unleashing a devastating flurry of attacks, scoring a critical hit.

“Night Dragon Strike?” Dad asked.

Jack laughed. “Yeah, it’s so much cooler when you yell out your attacks.”

“Shouldn’t it be Midday Yeti Strike?”

Jack rolled his eyes.

Dad ignored him and used Shield Charge to slam into the yeti. “Middle-Age Mauling!”

Jack paused mid-combat to look at his dad. “Um.”

“What?” Dad asked, looking at Jack.

“That’s a lame attack name, Dad.”

Dad put his hands on his hips. “At least it’s accurate.” A massive yeti fist crashed into him, sending him rolling through the snow. “Oooooof.”

Bruce appeared behind the yeti, his claws flashing. “Meow, MEOWMEOW!”

“Even that was a better name!” Jack yelled, launching back into the fray.

“It wasn’t that bad,” Dad muttered as he picked himself up and Shield Charged the yeti again.

Dad and Jack coordinated their assault, slowly wearing down the hulking beast. It was strong—way stronger than they were. But it wasn’t very smart, and they used that to their advantage.

They were dominating, the tide of battle in their favor, when the yeti reared up, letting loose an earth-shaking roar. Snow swirled around it in response, drawn into its gaping maw. Before their eyes, its wounds began sealing over, weaving themselves fresh and new.

“Oh come on!” Jack complained. “These things are so annoying!”

But the yeti had made a fatal mistake in its self-healing—it turned its back on Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan (Who Smells Like Poop.) Before it could finish replenishing itself, the cat pounced, magma claws shredding. Dad and Jack seized the opening, unleashing a final barrage. With a mournful howl, the creature collapsed into a cloud of smoke.

“Nice work,” Dad panted, clapping Bruce on the back.

“Purr purr,” Bruce said.

“I... guess your attack name was pretty good, too.”

Bruce’s tail swished.

They wasted no time descending the lower slopes. Gradually, the snow gave way to exposed rock and soil as they left the icy climate behind as the biome changed to plains. Dad was excited to see Mom and Kate again. Sure, it was fun hanging out with the dwarves, but Mom was his best friend, and he missed the rest of his family.

“Do you really think the elves will listen, Dad?” Jack asked, his voice tinged with doubt.

Dad sighed and shook his head uncertainly. Getting the stubborn dwarven king to relent had been challenge enough. “I don't know, Jack. But we have to try. The cost of inaction is a sure thing. Too many lives hang in the balance.”

Without warning, Jack grabbed Dad's arm. “Look!” He pointed toward two familiar figures some distance away. Impossibly, it was Mom and Kate.

Dad froze in disbelief. What were the odds? “What are they doing here?” A wide grin spread across his face and he broke into a sprint.

Like magnets drawn together, the family collided in a tangle of hugs and laughter. A chorus of amazed questions rang out. As the initial excitement settled, Jack launched into an eager account of his training and new Nightbeard powers. Kate described her Wildheart skills in vivid detail.

While the kids gushed about their classes, Dad pulled out beds he’d collected and set them up. “Let’s set our spawn points. If things go south for us, this is the middle and probably the fastest way to get back to the action if something should happen. Like Jack falling off a mountain.”

“Hey!” Jack said. “One time! That happened one time!”

Kate raised an eyebrow. “Okay fine. Maybe lots of times. Whatever!”

They all reset their spawn points and Mom cleared her throat. “We need to remember why we’re here.”

“To rescue Emily,” Dad said.

“Yes, that,” Mom agreed. “We can’t bring her back yet, though.”

“Yeah. We have a problem to solve first,” Dad said.

“No, I mean we physically can’t bring her back. The game won’t let us. I think the quest or whatever it’s called isn’t complete.”

Jack nodded. “At least we get to play in this mod longer. It’s so cool!”

“Yes, well. I thought it was pretty nice too... until the elves wanted to go to war!” Mom exclaimed with her hands on her hips.

“Mom, it's just a little war,” Jack said with a nonchalant wave of his hand. Kate shot him a look that said she clearly didn't agree.

Mom crossed her arms. “Jack!” She gave him ‘The Look.’

“Ugh.” Dad put his face in his hands.

“Sorry,” Jack mumbled, scuffing his shoe.

Dad crossed his arms and sighed. “The dwarves want war as well.” He recounted their failed efforts to deter the dwarven king, then Mom brought them up to speed on their talks with Queen Titania. As they compared notes, their faces fell. The hope that had bloomed within them at miraculously finding their family at the right time and right place deflated.

The elven queen and the dwarven king demanded exact opposite ultimatums.

The queen required all harvesting to stop immediately.

The king demanded unobstructed harvesting rights.

Dad sighed aloud as the gravity of their situation sank in. “What can we do?”

“It must be a part of the mod,” Jack said. “The quests change based on how you solve them.”

“Well, I don’t like it!” Mom crossed her arms, her lips pushed out in a frown like a toddler pouting. “Why is there always so much violence?”

Dad stepped forward. “If we put our heads together, we'll find an answer. I think someone else is pulling the strings here, trying to pit elf against dwarf.”

Mom's eyes widened at the revelation. “Maybe you're right! When we were trying to save the unicorns, we ran into a witch. She was really creepy and something seemed off about her.”

Dad closed his eyes in frustration. He agreed with Mom that a war was a horrible outcome for these quests. Memories of the wars in Witherton played in his mind. He didn’t want to see friends hurt.

He clenched his fist. It wasn’t right. Their life would not suffer from this. Whatever happened, they could go back home to their safe house in their safe city. They would play and eat and sleep regardless of what took place in this seed. It didn’t seem fair. The kids would get back to school and he would get back to the barbecue restaur— His eyes lit up as an idea took shape. “That’s it! Let's throw a big barbecue feast out here in neutral territory and force these kingdoms to get along!”

Mom shook her head and chuckled. Trust Dad to propose a cookout at a time like this. But on further thought, she had to admit it just might work. Happy stomachs had a way of smoothing tensions between even the fiercest rivals.

“Okay,” Dad said, “So if some other group is trying to get the dwarves and elves into a war... how do we find—” He was cut off as the ground rumbled in a powerful earthquake. Grass blocks exploded and a hole in the ground erupted outward with many different-colored slimes.


Chapter 6

“One slime, two slime, red slime, blue slime,” Jack said in a sing-song voice, pointing. There were more slimes than that. Six slimes of various colors erupted out of the hole in the ground and bounced ominously toward the family. Red, blue, green, yellow, white, and brown.

Kate’s eyes widened. “That's a lot of slimes!”

“Do you think they’re friendly?” Mom asked.

“Maybe you should ask them,” Jack said.

“Jack Murphy Smith!” Dad shouted. But he didn’t have time to discipline the boy. The slimes were nearly there. “Get ready, here they come!”

The first slime to reach them was blue. It bounced, leaving spots of snow on the ground wherever it touched. Kate tried to dodge, but it collided into her, and she gasped as ice blossomed from every point of contact, locking her limbs in place.

“It froze me!” she yelled, teeth chattering. She struggled to break free of the icy prison.

From her immobilized vantage point, Kate saw the other threat—the red slime trailing flames in its wake.

“Dad, the red one burns!” she called out.

Thinking fast, Dad raised his shield overhead. “Brace yourselves!” The instant before the red slime struck, he activated his Shieldmaster class skill Zone of Protection.

Zone of Protection - The Shieldmaster raises their shields, creating a bubble around them that reduces damage taken by any within it. Damage reduction 50%. 10-second cooldown.

A shimmering bubble materialized around them, and the red slime bounced off Dad’s shield. That gave Jack the chance to shatter Kate's icy bonds with several quick strikes of his blade. Freed from her frozen restraints—and perhaps the first and only time she was thankful for her brother’s blade coming in her direction—Kate shifted fluidly into a wolf using her Beastform skill.

Beastform I - The Wildheart can change into the shape of any beast. 30-second cooldown.

She charged the red slime, slashing it with her claws, and chomping with her teeth, flashing it red.

Seeing Kate take the offensive, Jack activated the skill Hide in Plain Sight, blending seamlessly into the surroundings.

Hide in Plain Sight I - Upon entering stealth mode, the Nightbeard may blend into their surroundings like a chameleon. Movement speed is halved, but the Nightbeard is effectively invisible. Lasts until cancelled or until the Nightbeard lands an attack against a foe. 1-minute cooldown.

Invisible, he maneuvered through the chaos, preparing his swords. The blue slime was his target—since it could freeze people, it would cause the most chaos on the battlefield. He stalked over to it, and leapt in the air behind it, activating another skill, Shadowstrike.

Shadowstrike - The Nightbeard strikes an enemy from the shadows, scoring a critical hit. If the enemy does not see the Nightbeard, this attack inflicts blindness for 5 seconds. 10-second cooldown.

His blades struck home, a critical star floating up from the injured slime, and it poofed, leaving two medium-sized slimes behind.

“Aw man,” Jack groaned, “I was hoping these slimes didn’t split.” He noticed his blindness debuff, at least, seemed to affect both of the smaller slimes, as they bounced around blind, slamming into each other and some of the other slimes.

“There are so many of them!” Mom chewed her lip as she activated her Druid skill, Roots, directly on the group of slimes.

Roots I - The druid summons grasping roots out of the ground. Any living thing caught within the roots moves at half speed. 4x4 area, 10-second cooldown.

Grasping roots burst from the soil, slowing the bouncing blobs’ advance.

Kate shifted back to human form, readying her crossbow as the slime army pressed forward. Even with Mom's roots slowing them, the oozing tide seemed endless. For each one they destroyed, two smaller slimes appeared.

A brute of a brown slime barreled through the grasping roots toward Kate. She braced herself, waiting until the last second before nimbly rolling out of the way. The slime slammed into the ground where she had stood, coating the earth in thick, sticky mud. It leapt at her again and she again tried to throw her body to the side, but found her feet stuck firmly in the mud. It slammed into her, coating her in mud and flashing her red.

“Kate!” Mom shouted, then activated another Druid skill, Vine Whip.

Vine Whip I - The druid calls a vine out of the ground that can be used in combat to deal damage or trip enemies. Special attack—Wrap around an opponent to trip them, or grab an appendage or carried item. 20-second cooldown.

Vines burst from the soil at her command, coiling around the brown slime. The more it struggled, the tighter the vines constricted, flashing it red. With a final pull, the vines crushed the blob, bursting it into two smaller brown slimes.

“I hate slimes!” Kate yelled in frustration, narrowly avoiding the medium-brown slime’s mud ball. She let out a shout that resonated throughout the plains.

Nature’s Call I - The Wildheart lets out a loud call that brings a local animal to their aid. 10-minute cooldown.

She shifted her form again, this time to a polar bear, and slashed and smashed at the brown blobs, crushing them, and leaving 4 tiny brown slimes bouncing around, throwing mud.

A loud whinny could be heard across the plains as a unicorn answered Kate’s call, charging in, its horn flashing in the sunlight. The horn slammed into the white slime, instantly popping it, and thankfully leaving only a single medium-sized slime in its wake. That slime bounced high in the air and landed on the green slime, a swirl of colors dancing about. The green slime moved faster now, bouncing at high-speed and projecting blobs of green slimeballs like a rapid-fire machine gun. The balls of slime did no damage, but whenever someone took a hit, they were pushed a block away, and inflicted with poison.

The enhanced green slime unleashed a barrage of poison projectiles, its aim steadily improving. Kate yelped as the venomous globs exploded against her fur, flashes of green confirming the poison debuff.

Seeing Kate's predicament, Jack activated Defensive Mirage.

Defensive Mirage - If the Nightbeard is struck, they are pulled backwards 1 block, turn invisible for 3 seconds, and a perfect mirage copy of them stands in the space they previously occupied. This mirage can take a single hit before poofing. Cooldown 10-seconds.

As globs pelted him, he was yanked back and replaced by an illusion copy. The real Jack leapt at the green slime, his swords flashing and scoring several quick hits.

Together, Jack and Kate coordinated distractions, working to draw the rapid-firing slime's focus while avoiding hits. But the green machine stayed locked onto Kate, raining down poison mercilessly.

Kate roared in bear form as more globs exploded against her. She was in real trouble if she didn't find a way to break the slime's focus.

Dad charged into the line of fire, shields raised. “Over here, slimy!” he yelled, taunting the green blob. It finally turned its attention to this new threat, pelting Dad instead. Even with his shields’ protection, the force of the impact pushed Dad back.

Bruce, meanwhile, was bouncing between the smaller slimes, his claws working like tiny burning chainsaws as he used his Slash of Fury skill.

Slash of Fury I - The Bladed Fury slashes out with its weapon, dealing damage to all enemies in front of them in a 3-square line, up to 3 squares away. Cooldown-10 seconds.

The attack struck, poofing all the tiny slimes, and damaging others caught in it. “Meow hiss!” Bruce yelled, pleased with the attack.

Three more slimes emerged from below, these glowing red-hot. Lava bubbled in their wake as they rolled toward Kate, heating the air.

“Duck!” Jack shouted. Kate hit the dirt just as searing-hot projectiles shot over her, singeing the tips of her polar bear fur. The fire slimes were relentless, forcing Kate to bob and weave, unable to close the gap to attack.

From her spot, Mom spied a new threat—a witch! Her transparent form hovered at the edge of the sinkhole, arms weaving sinister designs as she prepared a spell.

“Stop her!” Mom shouted, pointing at the witch.

Abandoning his position, Dad charged the witch, shields raised to bash. But mud balls pelted his back, their impacts slowing his momentum. The witch only cackled, her spell rapidly nearing completion.

Kate's eyes widened as she, too, noticed their enemy. “Jack, the witch!” she cried.

Jack hesitated, torn. Should he help Dad or stop the witch? The decision was made for him as the ground beneath their group instantly changed from grass blocks to pitch-black. Jack screamed as they tumbled into a void, the witch’s laughter echoing around them.


Chapter 7

Darkness enveloped them as they tumbled. They fell for so long in pitch-black they almost had time to stop being nervous. Almost. Just when it seemed they would fall forever, a faint green light came into view and solid ground rushed up in a painful greeting.

Jack groaned. Why hadn’t they poofed from such a great fall? Blinking against the gloom, he took stock of their unfamiliar surroundings. They were in a massive cavern, the bedrock floor smooth and cold beneath his palms. Strange emerald vines snaked across the walls, dotted with tiny glowing berries, bathing the cave in an eerie green glow.

“Is everyone okay?” Dad asked, helping Mom to her feet. A chorus of affirmations followed, but the relief was short-lived.

Green glow glinted off Kate’s wide eyes as ominous forms emerged from the shadows. In the blink of an eye, they were fully encircled.

The family stood back-to-back-to-back-to-back, Bruce winding between their legs, but not leaving the protection of their circle. They didn’t take their eyes off the surrounding creatures.

The beings resembled elves, all tall, lithe bodies with pointy ears, but their skin was bone white and translucent, their eyes burning crimson. And they did not look friendly.

“Who are you? Where are we?” Dad demanded. But the pale creatures remained silent, tightening their circle.

After too many beats of silence, chill laughter echoed through the cavern, sending a prickle down Jack’s spine. A ghostly woman approached, walking into the dull green light from out of the darkness, flanked by two hulking bodyguards. Her pallid complexion and red eyes marked her as one of the strange elves, but her attire distinguished her further. An intricate robe hugged her skeletal frame, hand-stitched with pictures of tiny slimes in all the colors they had just fought.

The group of elves parted, and the woman halted before them, regarding the family with an icy stare. When she spoke, her voice was sharp yet melodic. “I am Gwykyn, high priestess of the Dokkalfar. And you are meddling in our plans.”

Mom and Dad exchanged uneasy glances. The pieces were coming together—this had to be the shadowy group that had orchestrated the conflict between the elves and dwarves.

Gwykyn clasped her hands, circling the family like a bird of prey. “For generations, we have been exiled, driven underground by those who fear our power. But no more! The time has come for the Dokkalfar to retake our rightful place as overlords of this world.”

Her proclamation was met with silence. Clearing his throat awkwardly, Jack said, “Uh, I don't think anyone up there even remembers you guys exist.”

Gwykyn's pale cheeks flushed with rage.

Dad facepalmed. “Jaaaaack...”

Jack shrugged “What? It’s true! At least with the dwarves, anyway. They never said anything about them.” He gestured at the Dokkalfar.

“Neither did the elves,” Kate said.

Dad blew out a breath. It didn’t seem right to give a parenting lecture during their… predicament. But it seemed worse not to. “Just because these guys are forgotten and never thought about or mentioned doesn’t mean they aren’t important.”

Gwykyn advanced on Dad, red eyes smoldering. “You know nothing of our struggles! We once ruled these lands, before the elves and their pathetic forest claimed it. They drove us below ground, erased us from history itself!”

As she grew increasingly agitated, her voice rose and echoed through the cavern. “But soon, all shall know and fear the Dokkalfar once again! No more will we lurk as forgotten exiles—the surface world will be ours!” Gwykyn took a breath, steadying herself. Turning back to the family with an icy gaze and a chilling voice, she said, “You will not interfere with our plans.”

She stared at them for far longer than socially acceptable before nodding to her guards, who seized the family in their vise-like grips. “Throw them in the dungeon. They can rot for all I care.”

Jack struggled futilely as they were dragged down a winding stone tunnel. The guards shoved them roughly into a makeshift cell that was no more than a cramped recess carved into bedrock. Heavy iron bars sealed them in like an animal's cage.

Jack gripped the bars with both hands, shaking them violently, but it was useless. They didn't budge.

This was bad.


Chapter 8

“Well look at that. Another fine mess we've gotten into,” Dad muttered, lowering himself with a sigh onto the cold floor.

Mom squeezed his hand. “At least we're together.” She looked around their dingy confines, nose wrinkling at the stale air and grimy conditions. This was no place for a family. Gazing through the bars, she asked softly, “Is anybody hungry?”

“Hungry?” Dad asked. “How can you think about food at a time like this?”

“I’m hungry.” Jack shrugged.

“Meow purr?” Bruce asked.

Mom smiled at Dad. “A time like this?” Mom smiled at Dad. “This is nothing. I have no doubt we’ll get out of this situation good as new.”

“Is that why you're so cheery?” Kate asked.

Mom shook her head while she used her outsider power to summon food... and lots of it. She put out biscuits and fried chicken and watermelon and corn on the cob, and last, a cherry crisp. “No, I'm cheery because now we have undeniable proof there is some bad guy starting the fight between the dwarves and elves. Now we can stop the war.” With a cheerful shrug, she picked up a big slice of watermelon and took a bite.

Jack wasted no time grabbing a drumstick and tossing it to Bruce, who happily chomped on it. Then he snatched one for himself and took a bite. “That’s a good—”

“Jack,” Mom said, “Chew then talk.”

Jack rolled his eyes. Mom gave him ‘The Look.’ Jack finished chewing, swallowing his bite with dramatic flair. “It’s a good thing we have proof, we just need to get back up to the surface. Where even are we, anyway?”

Kate pointed down as she took some cherry crisp. “This is bedrock, so we have to be at the bottom of the seed.”

Dad stood up, dusting off his pants, a smile gracing his face. “I guess they didn’t know we’re respawners. So, what’s the plan? Mine back up to the top?”

“Oof,” Jack said. “That'll take forever.”

Before anyone could say anything else, Kate shifted into a small bird, squeezing easily between the widely spaced bars before returning to human form with a grin. “Ha! They can't cage a Wildheart.”

Jack brightened at this revelation. “That’s so cool!” Their one advantage—the enemy had no comprehension of their powers. “Can you sneak back and swipe the keys?”

Kate nodded. “I'll be right back!” She shifted again into a raven, gliding silently down the gloomy corridor. Minutes stretched on as they awaited her return, ears straining for any sound of alarm.

Dad tensed as heavy footsteps began echoing toward them. “Hide!” he hissed. Kate—still a raven—fluttered through the bars into a dark corner just as two Dokkalfar guards strode into view on patrol.

Jack held his breath, willing Kate to stay hidden as one of the guards peered into their cell. “I told you they were still here, Drivv’t. You worry too much.”

The other guard threw up a hand. “You don’t worry enough, Liriyl. You know what would happen if the Slime Priestess found them missing. We’d be turned into slimes!”

“Well, they’re here. Let’s go. I don't want to miss dinn—HEY! Where’d you prisoners get all that food?” Drivv’t yelled at the Smiths, suddenly noticing the picnic in front of them.

“From home, of course,” Mom said.

“Well, give it here! You aren’t supposed to be eating yet.”

The other guard, Liriyl, was looking in the cell, silently counting. “Weren't there supposed to be five of them?”

“Not my food!” Mom shouted, getting both guards' attention. “I worked so hard on all of this. Please don’t take our food!”

Dad raised an eyebrow at her. She was obviously overreacting. But then, the guards didn’t know her, so they bought it.

“Give it here!” Drivv’t snarled.

“Yeah!” Liriyl joined in. “Prisoners eat gruel, not whatever...” She sniffed the air. “Whatever that delicious-smelling stuff you have is.”

Mom made a big dramatic sigh but gathered all the food. “Fine, here you go.” She handed it to the guards, who seemed to be drooling already.

Bruce hissed as they took the food from the cell, but they either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Kate, hidden in the shadows of a corner, quickly turned back to her normal form, crouching down to look as if she’d been hiding the whole time. While in stealth mode she sat down and tried to make herself look as miserable as possible.

Once the guards had all the food, Liriyl—munching on some of the cherry crisp—shook her head as if remembering something. She peered intently into the cell, counting. “One... two... okay, there’s five of you. You there. Girl! Get out here where we can see you.”

Kate got off the ground and shambled into the light. “What do you want?”

Liriyl narrowed her eyes at her. “Don’t you take that tone with me. What were you doing in that corner?”

Kate frowned. “Crying.”

Liriyl smirked. “Hah. What a weakling. Go on then, go back to your pity party.”

With that, the two guards sauntered off, laughing about the bounty of food they’d gotten. Once the sound of their footsteps had completely faded, Kate blew out a deep breath, pulling a set of keys from her inventory, dangling them in the air, the sound of freedom jingling in her family’s ears.

Jack grinned from ear to ear. “I knew you could do it! You’re awesome!” Jack held out a hand for a fist bump.

“Aww,” Mom cooed, putting a hand over her heart and looking fondly at her children.

Jack made a grimace. “I mean... uh...”

“Jack! It’s okay to compliment your sister.” Mom stomped a foot.

“Yeah, Jack.” Kate made a face.

Jack stuck his tongue out.

And just like that, the moment was ruined.

Dad snatched the keys out of Kate’s hand, shoved a few in the lock until one finally made it click, and ever so slowly pushed the creaky door to their cell open, wincing every time it made a sound.

“Let's get out of here before anyone notices,” he whispered.


Chapter 9

Creeping through winding tunnels, the family discovered the underground lair was not a prison, but a small Dokkalfar outpost. Jack marveled at the ominous architecture—obsidian walls veined with purple crying obsidian, accented with chiseled stone and polished deepslate. Glowing purple stained glass was set in every window. Slime idols leered around every corner, paying homage to their vile goddess.

But curiously, they encountered no inhabitants. “Where is everyone?” Kate whispered. Their footsteps echoed down the empty corridors.

Dad's eyes narrowed in thought. “There could be clues about what the Dokkalfar are planning here. If this place is abandoned, we should use the opportunity to find some hard evidence.”

Forming a plan, they returned to their cell, the door still swinging open. “I'll sneak around in stealth mode,” Jack suggested, excitement creeping into his voice. “With my Nightbeard powers, they'll never know I'm gone.”

Mom bit her lip. “But won't they notice someone missing?”

“Not to worry.” Jack focused, summoning a duplicate Jack. His clone would fool any cursory glances into the cell. With his decoy in place, Jack activated Hide in Plain Sight, fading seamlessly into the darkness. Moving silently as smoke, he prowled through the outpost unseen.

The eerie emptiness lingered, setting Jack further on edge. He clung to the shadows, alert for any sign of movement. But the Dokkalfar quarters, kitchens, and guard barracks all stood abandoned.

Voices drifting from ahead snapped Jack's focus to the present. He froze, blending perfectly into the obsidian wall. Two Dokkalfar guards came into view, locked in hushed conversation. Jack slowed his breathing, straining to make out their words.

“I can’t believe this will all be over tomorrow,” one muttered.

The other nodded. “Finally, we will have our revenge against the dwarves and elves. They will regret exiling us underground.”

Jack's heart hammered against his ribs loud enough he worried the guards would hear. The Dokkalfar had an army leaving to attack both kingdoms at once! He had to find concrete evidence to convince the warring factions of the true threat.

Slipping past the guards unnoticed, Jack quickened his search. There had to be records of the Dokkalfar's surface invasion plans somewhere.

At last, he stumbled upon what appeared to be an office with a desk covered in books. He quickly rifled through them to find anything of importance, when he came across a note.

Gwykyn,

House Xo’blodran has invested significant resources in your invasion of the surface world. It had better provide fruit or you should not bother returning. We have become accustomed to our world of darkness; it is a foolish endeavor to go back to the surface. However, if you can destroy the elves and dwarves, we will be hailed as champions and our legacy will be secured. Do not fail, or do not return.

Jack victory-punched the air. Maybe it wasn’t Gwykyn’s to-do list with:

☑ defeat the dwarves and elves

But it said it in enough words. Concrete proof to stop the war!

Jack slid the note into his inventory, resisting the urge to cheer in triumph. He wasn't out of danger yet. Retracing his steps, he crept back through the outpost like a shadow.

Nearing the prison block, Jack froze. The tunnel to the cell with his family loomed just ahead, but two guards had appeared, blocking the way. Ugh. The worst luck! he thought.

And just like that he had an idea.

He burned some of his hunger bar, activating his Luck ability. That very moment, one of the guards had a massive sneezing fit. Sneezing over and over, barely enough space in between for a breath, like someone was tickling his nose with a feather. The other guard stared, shaking his head as the first guard continued to sneeze over and over.

Jack used the distraction to sneak past them. It was a fascinating use of his Luck power he hadn’t seen before and made him wonder how else he could use it. He usually reserved it for combat—to make impossible dodges or score critical hits—but it felt like a whole new world had just been opened to him.

His heart still raced from sneaking right past the distracted guards—close enough Jack actually felt some of the sneezes. Gross—But the path was clear. With infinite caution, he snuck back to his family.

At the cell, Jack's clone poofed away, and the original took its place seamlessly.

“Did you find anything?” Kate whispered.

Jack’s grin gave away his answer before he produced the note containing the evidence needed to convince the kingdoms of the Dokkalfar's sinister plot.

Hope shone in Mom's eyes. They could still make it in time to stop this senseless war.

“We need to get to the surface world stat,” Dad said. “I just hope we can make the elves and dwarves see reason.”

Kate nodded. “What are we waiting for? Let's find a way out of here!”

With Jack in the lead, the family navigated the sprawling outpost, evading the few patrols and praying for some means of reaching the surface. Just when frustration threatened to overwhelm them, Kate spotted their key to freedom—a minecart track disappearing into a black tunnel, complete with several carts.

“That has to lead up to the mountains!” Kate exclaimed. They couldn’t be sure, of course, but the rail system was their best chance. Moving quickly before they were discovered, the family clambered into empty minecarts.

“Here goes nothing!” Jack said. With the screech of the wheels, the cart jerked into motion, hurtling them down the precarious tracks and away from the Dokkalfar stronghold. They careened into the lightless unknown, hoping the rails would deliver them back under open sky.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of rattling speed, the minecart began sloping upward. The air grew colder, heavy with the scent of pine. Kate gasped as the tunnel exit came into view ahead, framing a star-filled night sky. “We made it!”


Chapter 10

The rickety minecarts ground to a halt, ejecting the Smith family onto a snowdrift outside a mountain tunnel. They picked themselves up, brushing snow from their clothes.

But the exit wasn't as isolated as they'd expected.

Ahead, a fortified outpost was carved into the mountainside. Two Dokkalfar guards patrolled stone walls, crossbows in hand.

“We need to hide!” Jack whisper-shouted.

It was too late. Spotting the family, a guard shouted in alarm. “Intruders! Who are you? How did you get here?”

Jack grimaced. “Uh oh. Busted...”

“This must be some kind of scout outpost for their army,” Kate whispered. Sneaking out unnoticed would be impossible now.

One of the pale elves barked an order, leveling his crossbow at them. “Get the intruders!” Another pair of guards came rushing out the door to the fort.

“Take cover!” Dad yelled. He tackled Mom behind a minecart as arrows whizzed past, thudding into the snowdrift. So much for stealth—they'd have to fight their way clear.

Kate effortlessly shifted into a mountain lion, bounding at the charging guards in a powerful leap. The guards stumbled back in surprise, struggling to draw swords before her fangs found their mark in one of them. But an arrow from above thudded into her side, the tip glistening with poison. She roared, stumbling.

Watching his sister fall, Jack activated his Hide in Plain Sight skill, disappearing from the battlefield. Moving as fast as he could, he dashed toward the two guards attacking Kate. He activated Shadowstrike, and his sword swung in a vicious arc, scoring a critical hit.

“I’m blind!” the guard shouted, rubbing his eyes.

The other guard began chanting, sinister words ringing out. Jack yelped as illusory flames erupted across his body... but the burning debuff wasn’t applied. Instead, another debuff popped in his status bar.

Fairy Flames

Cannot hide

+10% chance to be hit

“Hey!” Jack shouted, “Not cool!” The false fire made him easier to target. He activated his Luck ability to counteract the debuff.

On the walls above, the leading spellcaster finished another incantation. “Cube of Darkness!” he yelled. With a silent pop, inky blackness erupted in a 6-block radius, surrounding Mom and Dad, blinding them both.

Blinded but undaunted, Dad activated his Shield Wall ability. A shimmering barrier materialized, protecting his wife. Mom had been in the middle of using an ability when the darkness hit, and as she finished, grasping roots burst out of the ground around the two guards on the ground. Unfortunately, because she was blinded, her targeting was off, and the vines grabbed at Jack’s feet, too.

“Oh man!” Jack shouted, “This is the worst!” He yanked at his feet to get free, but was stuck fast.

Still blind, Dad activated his taunt ability, drawing the attention of the Dokkalfar guards. “Hey! Fight me!” he bellowed. He didn’t need to be able to see to yell. The guards turned toward his voice, swords at the ready.

Seeing an opportunity, Jack activated his clone skill. An identical copy split off from him, free of the entangling roots. It drew its swords, rushing one of the stuck guards. The pale elf blocked one of the clone's attacks, but took a hit from the other, flashing red.

Above, the Dokkalfar spellcaster began chanting again. Dad Shield Charged straight up, blasting out of the cube of darkness like a rocket. Up in the air, he could finally see, and he used Shield Charge two more times, draining his hunger bar almost completely as he awkwardly flew toward the Dokkalfar on the fort. He activated his Damage Shield as he crashed into the chanting elf, knocking him back and disrupting his spell.

Frustrated, the wizard elf drew his sword. He leapt down, pale blade cutting toward Dad's head. But it glanced off Dad's shield, the Damage Shield zapping the elf with sparks.

Below, Kate had collapsed, reverting to her normal form, little Zs coming out of her mouth. The Dokkalfar nearest her was close enough to strike even with the roots grasping his legs keeping him firmly in place. He swung his sword, a cruel grin on his face, but a black and white streak crashed into his head. Bruce had pounced on the guard, his claws flashing. He activated his Rev Up skill.

Rev Up I

Each time the Bladed Fury strikes a different foe, they have a cumulative +5% increased chance of scoring a critical hit with their next attack. Passive.

Bruce pinballed between the guards, using them as springboards to launch piercing claw strikes. His fourth hit was a critical and poofed the guard Jack's clone was fighting. Bruce dove at the last guard on the ground, flames trailing behind his claws. The guard threw up his sword in a desperate attempt to block, but Bruce’s burning claws still scored a hit, flashing him red and inflicting the burning debuff. The guard flashed red from the debuff and poofed.

Bruce wasted no time launching into the air to land on the fort near Dad.

With the guards on the ground defeated, only the Dokkalfar on the fort alcove remained. But they proved dangerous, one of them unleashing a barrage of spells at Dad.

“Frostbolt!” he yelled, launching a swirling ball of ice. Dad raised his shield, blocking the worst of the blast, though icy shards still pelted his armor.

The wizard quickly followed up with another spell. “Chain Lightning!” Forking arcs of electricity shot from his hands. The lightning bolt slammed into the guard engaged with Dad, striking him, Dad, and Bruce. They yelped in pain, flashing red, but managed to weather the onslaught. The guard had taken the brunt of the attack, however, and poofed.

“You poofed your own guy!” Dad shouted, shocked.

Bruce took to the air, looking to flank their foe. But the elf anticipated this. “Wind Wall!” Gale-force winds erupted in front of Bruce, stopping his aerial charge short. He clung to a battlement with his claws to avoid being blown away.

“Take this! Arcane Missile!” Glowing darts of energy peppered Dad, his shield arm trembling from the repeated impacts. Though Dad stood strong, his shield did not. It couldn’t withstand such a devastating variety of attacks, and broke, leaving Dad defenseless.

From below, an arrow slammed into the wizard, flashing him red and making him yell. Kate kneeled there, taking aim with a crossbow, an empty antidote bottle on the ground next to her, Mom standing by her side.

“You cannot stop my power!” the wizard yelled arrogantly. Pulling a silvery wand from his robes, he aimed it toward the sky. “I call upon the Meteor Storm!”

Flaming chunks of rocks began raining down and the family scrambled to avoid the deadly impacts.

“Holy cow!” Jack yelled as he fled for cover under a minecart while Kate and Mom dashed away. Jack’s clone was caught by one of the micro-meteors, and poofed.

Above, Bruce abandoned aerial tactics for a ground assault, scampering swiftly along the walls. As the mage focused on his Meteor Storm, Bruce focused on the wand.

When Jack was a toddler, they had come home with a cat toy “fishing pole” from the pet store. It was essentially a wand with a string attached to one end and a feather on the end of the string. Oh, how Bruce loved that thing. Jack would run around the house with his tiny toddler footsteps, dangling the fishing pole behind him, and Bruce would follow, pouncing on the feather whenever he could.

Until one terrible day, when little toddler Jack, flailing the fishing pole around while Bruce danced gracefully for it, accidentally landed the feather on his little tummy. Bruce, too focused on the prize to notice his surroundings, pounced on the feather, claws out and ready for his winnings.

Toddler Jack screamed. Red dotted his soft skin. Mom yelled. Dad threw Bruce outside. And he never saw the fishing pole again.

This wand didn’t have a string or a feather, but Bruce wanted it all the same. And he would happily—and purposefully—dig his claws into the evil man holding it. With his butt in the air and tail twitching, Bruce’s eyes darted back and forth, not leaving the wand for a second. He pounced with perfect timing, leaping through the air, knocking the wizard's wand from his hand effortlessly. The wand clanged to the ground where Bruce pounced to finish it.

The remaining meteors fizzled harmlessly into smoke.

“No!” the pale elf yelled, incensed at having his ultimate move interrupted. He drew his sword in desperation, but Bruce was too swift. A final slash of the cat's magma claws poofed the defeated mage.

A stunned silence followed the din of combat. The family slowly emerged from cover, hardly believing their victory. “That was a crazy fight,” Jack said. “I didn’t even get to declare Shling Shling time!”

“I’ll say,” Dad said. “That wizard guy was something else. He broke my shield!”

Bruce jumped down to his family, where Mom petted him and scratched his chin. “You’re such a good kitty boy, my little Brucey-Wucey. Such a good boy.” She pulled a fish from her inventory and he chomped it down in one gulp.

Now that was the reaction he deserved.


Chapter 11

“Hey, we leveled up!” Jack cheered. “Sweet, a skill point!”

“Yes!” Kate high-fived Jack. “Ooh, I'm torn between upgrading Nature's Call or Beast Form...” She briefly shape-shifted into a wolf, demonstrating her current transform powers.

“This mod is so awesome!” Kate squealed, shifting back. She turned to Jack eagerly. “What do you think you'll choose?”

Jack could barely contain his excitement. “I'm leaning toward upgrading Hide in Plain Sight. Being able to move unseen forever would be so epic.” He vanished, then reappeared behind Kate. “Stealth for the win!”

Kate's eyes lit up. “That would be super useful for you. For me, faster shape-shifting would be the best.” She made a gesture as if looking at a watch, which she wasn’t wearing. “It takes so long to change forms again.”

As they gushed over potential combos, Mom interjected pointedly. “Ahem!”

The kids looked over. “Don't you think we have more pressing matters than skill choices right now?” Mom asked, eyebrows raised.

Jack and Kate glanced at each other sheepishly. “Oh, right. Stopping the war. Priorities...” Jack said.

They quickly made their selections—Hide in Plain Sight II for Jack, and Beast Form II for Kate. When Mom wasn't looking, they exchanged another round of high-fives.

Dad was examining a spyglass retrieved from one of the fallen guards. “Check this out. We should be able to scout the situation from up there.” He pointed to an observation platform atop the highest section of the fort walls.

They climbed the fort, emerging onto the exposed lookout point. Dad lifted the spyglass to his eye, scanning slowly across the sprawling plains beyond. He froze. “There!” he shouted, focusing on ranks of armored figures marching in the distance. “The dwarven army's on the move already.”

Mom grimaced. “I’m glad we convinced Queen Titania to wait. This is a disaster.”

Dad lowered the spyglass and shook his head bitterly. Kate took the spyglass from Dad's hands and put it to her eye. After a moment of scanning, she pointed at the horizon. “Mom, I don't think the elves waited either. Look!”

She passed the spyglass to Mom, who raised it with trembling hands. Squinting through the lens, she could make out the elven army mobilizing, sunlight glinting off their armor. Both sides were on the warpath.

“Rats and phooey!” Mom stomped her foot, lowering the spyglass. Their efforts at diplomacy had utterly failed. The two armies were on a deadly collision course across the plains.

“Hey, that’s my line!” Dad told her.

Kate leaned over the fort's crenelated walls, eyes narrowed in thought. “What do we do now? If they meet in open battle, there'll be no stopping the war.”

“We've got to intercept them before they reach each other,” Dad said. His mind raced, desperately reviewing their options before an idea struck. “Bruce! Come here, cat!”

“Meow?” Bruce said from his spot on the ground.

Dad pulled out the note they’d found in the Dokkalfar mines. “Take this to King Bruenog. If he reads it, he’ll know for sure something’s up. Maybe it can buy us some time.”

“Meow meow?” Bruce asked.

Dad looked at him. “Do you understand?”

“Meow!” Bruce said but made no move to pick up the note.

“Hold on Dad, I've got this.” Kate had a gleam in her eye. “My class lets me talk to animals.” She closed her eyes for a moment in concentration, activating the ability. “Bruce, please bring this note to the dwarven king.” She pointed to the note in Dad’s hand.

“Meow,” Bruce said.

Kate scrunched up her face in confusion.

“What is it?” Jack asked. “What’d he say?”

Kate had an angry look on her face. “He said... meow.”

“What?”

“Yeah. Just... meow. I don’t get it. Is the ability broken or something?” She activated Call of Nature, and a mountain goat came bouncing across the mountaintop from out of nowhere, traipsing up the stairs to where they stood.

It bleated.

“Hi there!” Kate answered.

It bleated again.

“Oh yes, I don’t actually need anything right now. I was just testing if I could understand you.”

It cocked its head and bleated.

“No no, it’s nothing wrong with you. I really appreciate you!” She gave the goat a hug. “You can go back to your family, sorry for interrupting your meal.” The goat jumped off the balcony and back to where it came from.

Kate stood with her hands on her hips. “Well, the ability still works.” She turned to Bruce. “Now then. Will you do what we asked? Please?”

Bruce licked a paw, then put his paw down and looked at her. “Meow purr, purr meow. Meow meow meow.” He snatched the note out of Dad’s hand and leapt off the balcony, spreading his elytra wings and soaring off toward the dwarves.

Kate stomped her foot and yelled after him. “Ya darn cat!”

“What’d he say to you, honey?” Mom asked.

Kate turned back to her family, her mouth pressed firmly together. “He literally said ‘Meow purr, purr meow. Meow meow meow.’ What is wrong with that cat?” She threw her hands in the air.


Chapter 12

The mountain air whistled past Jack's ears as the family hiked their way down a steep slope. Frozen shards crunched underfoot and more than once, a precarious patch of ice nearly sent them tumbling. Ahead, the path leveled out into a snowfield nestled between soaring peaks.

“I can’t wait to get out of the snow,” Dad huffed, breaths fogging. Reaching the bottom safely would be a relief.

Their hopes were dashed by a roar. A lumbering shape burst through a snowdrift dead ahead.

“Another yeti?” Jack barely had time to draw his blades before it was upon them, massive fists pounding craters in the snow. “I know I like fighting, but I’m getting sick of these guys!” Jack groaned.

“Let's make this quick,” Dad yelled, raising his shield. He preferred to use two at once, but since one was broken, he would have to make do.

Kate smoothly shape-shifted into a polar bear, blurring across the snowfield and knocking their foe over with a powerful body slam. Jack popped back into visibility, appearing behind it in a blur to deliver a devastating barrage of strikes.

The yeti futilely swiped at thin air, blinded by Jack's assault. Seizing the opening, Dad bashed it with his shield, forcing it back. Like a well-oiled machine, without hardly breaking a sweat, they collapsed the yeti into a puff of smoke beneath their coordinated assault.

“Nice job, guys,” Dad said, clapping them on the back. Kate roared. That had been almost too easy. Their celebration was cut short by another roar, this one loud enough to shake loose snow from the peaks above. But it wasn't from another yeti—it couldn’t be. The roar was too loud, too booming.

The family turned to find a towering shape looming out of the blizzard—a yeti it was, indeed. Only easily three times the size of any they had faced. A tiny golden crown was perched comically atop its furry head.

“It's the yeti king!” Jack yelled. “So cool!”

“Jack Murphy Smith!” Mom snapped. “A giant monster trying to eat us is not cool.”

“It’s SHLING SHLING time!” he shouted in response, then faded from view.

Mom crossed her arms. “Really now.” She harrumphed.

Wasting no time, the abominable monarch summoned smaller yetis to its side. Had they been watching this on the nature channel, they would have all oohed and ahhed at the cute little fluffy family. But they weren’t watching it on the nature channel, and the yetis weren’t fluffy and cute. Instead, they dodged out of the way as the yeti family charged, fists swinging.

Kate dove sideways, the punch just missing her.

“Focus on the smaller ones, I've got the king!” Dad yelled, bracing his shield and intercepting the yeti king head-on. Its massive strikes jarred Dad's bones, but he held firm, buying the others time.

Kate shifted between hawk, tiger, and cheetah forms as often as her skill would allow. She kept the lesser yetis off balance with her blinding speed and savage strikes. One moment she was a striped blur, slashing a yeti with her feline claws. The next, an airborne hawk, ripping with her long talons, zipping to a different foe before shifting again into a powerful ape to slam her fists into an opponent. The yetis swung futilely, unable to anticipate what animal would attack next. Kate's upgraded shapeshifting was too rapid, hitting from all angles before they figured out what was going on.

Nearby, Jack repeatedly vanished into stealth, only to ambush moments later from the yetis' blind spots, his swords striking too rapidly to counter. Just as the beasts turned to face one attack, Jack would fade away, reappearing behind them or on their flanks for a barrage of perfectly aimed strikes.

Between Kate's ever-shifting animal forms and Jack's hit-and-run tactics, the lesser yetis were confused, off-balance, and unable to pin down their agile attackers.

“Oh stop making me hurt you!” Mom shouted in dismay, sending grasping roots to slow the chaotic horde. That left them wide open for attacks, and they were cut down in moments.

Dad grunted with the effort of tanking the yeti king’s attacks, but seemed to hold his own. Jack and Kate were both smiling with victory as they turned to the yeti king, when it roared again, and more yetis came out of the snowy mountains. An entire horde of them this time.

Kate shifted back to call out, “Mom, Dad! You need to upgrade your skills!” The situation was desperate enough to warrant the few seconds it would take.

Mom bit her lip. “All this video game stuff is so confusing!” But seeing the swarm of enemies, she steeled herself. “Here it goes!” Closing her eyes in concentration, she activated Roots II.

Grasping roots erupted over a wide area, snaring yetis in place, surrounding the yeti king and Dad. “Yes!” she cheered.

Each massive icy strike was met with lightning-like retribution, Dad's upgraded Damage Shield II zapping each yeti for triple return damage. The king yeti weathered the electrical onslaught, but its littler friends flashed red beneath the powered-up shield's relentless assault.

One by one the lesser yetis poofed into smoke around Dad as he blocked their focused barrage and they paid for their attacks. Bolts of electricity arced from Dad to yeti, wreaking havoc on the group. Jack and Kate dove into the fray, claws and swords scoring hits. Soon enough the lesser yetis were poofed, leaving only the yeti king on the battlefield once again.

Panting from effort, Dad stood steadfast before the towering monarch. Though he was battered, his Damage Shield continued crackling, ready to meet further assaults. The smaller yetis had fallen easily to his amplified damage. Now the real fight could begin.

“Nice job, honey!” Mom cheered. The tide of battle had certainly turned thanks to Dad's clutch skill choice. Together, the family faced the king with renewed hope.

“Thanks, dear,” Dad said with a wink.

The yeti king fought brutally, its powerful limbs pounding craters with each missed swing. Even alone against the family, it was a frightening sight to behold.

But Kate shifted into a falcon, attacking the monarch's eyes with beak and talons. The king bellowed in rage, swiping at the airborne annoyance. This left an opening for Jack to come in with Shadowstep, his twin blades striking too rapidly for the king to counter.

As Jack and Kate coordinated their hit-and-run tactics, Mom moved in tandem with Dad. She sent her vine whip to coil around the yeti king's legs mid-step, tripping and slowing it further.

Dad was a bastion of defense, using his armored bulk and remaining shield to absorb the beast's piledriver blows. “Over here, fur ball!” he taunted, keeping its focus locked his way. It roared in his face, hot, sticky air blowing Dad’s hair back. “You should really try brushing your teeth,” Dad yelled. “Your breath is rancid!”

Together, the family operated methodically, each playing to their strengths, stepping in when others stepped out, timing their actions and reactions perfectly with one another. Kate's falcon form continued dive-bombing while Jack blinked around the battlefield, blades carving away. Mom's vines entangled any time the king broke away to focus on the others.

And Dad was the tank, soaking up crushing yeti fists with shield and armor. While battered, his resolve shone bright, buying precious time for the team to execute their coordinated assault. Step by step, strike by strike, the yeti king was pushed back under the onslaught.

“We’ve got this!” Jack shouted.

With a final massive swing, the king shattered Dad's shield, the force launching him backwards... off the mountain.

“Dad no!” Kate shouted! The yeti king moved to crush the girl, his fist streaking through the air. But a Vine Whip slammed into the massive creature, finally poofing it just as its fist was about to land.

Jack and Kate rushed to the cliff's edge, peering over. Far below, Dad's items spun gently amidst the mountain mists. But there was no sign of Dad himself.

“Oh man, he poofed!” Jack groaned. Poor Dad had to get launched off a cliff by the yeti king's final blow. At least they knew he'd respawn somewhere safe, but it was still annoying to have him separated.

“I know it's not permanent, but I hate when he poofs,” Kate said, shaking her head. “Especially before we can even celebrate beating a tough boss!”

Mom sighed. “I do wish that man wouldn't get poofed so often.” Though disappointed, they all understood poofing was just part of life here and were truly grateful for the ability. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be celebrating that defeat at all.

The family made their way carefully down the treacherous mountain slopes, retrieving Dad's dropped gear along the way. As they descended, Jack and Kate recounted the epic boss fight.

“Mom, you were so awesome back there!” Jack said enthusiastically. “When you snared all those yetis in your huge root traps, it totally turned the battle in our favor!”

Kate agreed. “Yeah, and that Damage Shield upgrade? Dad was just zapping away yetis left and right!”

“Oh, well, I'm just glad I could help,” Mom said, blushing a little at the praise. “I don't really like all this fighting, but if I have to, I’ll do it to protect you guys.”

The mountain leveled out at last into forested foothills. Kate shape-shifted into a sturdy camel, gesturing for Jack and Mom to climb aboard. “Let's move faster—we need to catch up to Dad and this war is still on the brink of breaking out!”

Jack and Mom settled onto Kate's back. It was… strange to say the least, but she was happy she could help. She took off, galloping across the plains where they hoped to intercept the armies.

As they rode, Jack gushed about the battle, unable to contain his enthusiasm. “When you kept dive-bombing as that falcon, I thought the yeti king was gonna blow a gasket!”

Kate laughed—a terrifying sound when she was in camel form.


Chapter 13

With a whoosh and pop, Dad respawned on the plains, blinking against the sudden sunlight. Getting launched off a mountain was disorienting, but thankfully respawning worked like a charm. “I feel like Jack,” he muttered as he recalled some of their family’s very first days in Minecraft, when Jack had fallen off a mountain. “I guess I can’t make fun of him about that anymore.”

He looked toward the mountains and saw the dwarven army off in the distance, heading straight toward him as if he was a bullseye. Turning around, he saw the elven army, an equal distance away and also coming right at him.

“Hmm. What should I do?” He pondered the question and finally shrugged, heading off toward the elves. “Bruce’ll bring word to the dwarves, I’ll talk to the elves. I guess getting knocked off a mountain was kind of a good thing. It sure saved me a lot of time, anyway.”

He put one foot in front of the other, striding toward the forces. He lost track of time as he plodded along, step after step. The plains were wide open and empty, minus the marching armies far off in the distance, so he wasn’t paying much attention. Which is why he nearly jumped when a unicorn-mounted elf, with his horn leveled menacingly at Dad's chest, yelled at him.

“Halt! What business do you have approaching our army?” The elf's stern gaze bored into him.

Dad raised his hands peacefully. “It's okay, I come in friendship. I’m Mr. Smith, my wife, and daughter, Kate, have spent some time with you elves.”

At this, the elf's eyes widened in surprise, then crinkled in a smile. “You are the husband of Mrs. Smith?”

“Mr. Smith himself.” Dad breathed a sigh of relief. “You met her?”

The elf laughed. “Of course! I am Amros, a friend of Mrs. Smith and Kate from their time in our kingdom. Any family of them is a friend of mine.” He clasped Dad's hand warmly.

“Amros! My wife told me all about you. I’m grateful for a friendly face.”

Amro’s smile faded. “They are not with you? I hoped to see them again.”

Dad explained how they got separated after the yeti battle. Amros was shocked, “You… were poofed and came back? How? What strange class do you have?”

Dad grimaced. He’d forgotten they didn’t know about respawners in this seed. “Uh… it’s not really a class. It’s… like a power me and my family have. It isn’t important, but it will help with your situation.”

Amros gave him a side-eye. “Not important that you basically can’t be killed?”

Dad grimaced again. “Look… it’s a whole thing. We really don’t have time to get into it. Just know I got separated from my family—”

“By getting poofed,” Amros said.

Dad sighed. “Yes.”

“But it’s not important.”

“It really isn’t.”

Amros looked at him again, then shrugged. “Keep your secrets, friend. As long as you are here to help, I won’t pry.”

“Thanks,” Dad said. “Anyway, I'm trying to reconnect with them, but in the meantime, I need to speak with Queen Titania. It’s urgent. Do you think you could get me a meeting?”

“Of course, friend! Come. We shall go to her at once.” Amros pulled Dad onto the back of his unicorn and guided them into the heart of the elven camp. Eyes followed them curiously through the sea of tents and campfires.

At the center of the encampment stood a vibrant pavilion tent, its colorful silken walls fluttering in the breeze. Inside, Titania conferred with her commanders around a carved wooden table, planning military maneuvers on a map etched with glowing runes.

The interior was furnished for functionality as well as comfort. Plush bedrolls and furniture surrounded the strategy table, while racks of gleaming weapons and armor stood ready along the walls. A selection of shields hung from pegs on one rack, ready to equip soldiers at a moment's notice.

Titania looked up sharply as Amros approached with Dad.

“Your Majesty, this is Mr. Smith, husband of Mrs. Smith and father of Kate,” Amros introduced. “He brings urgent tidings about the rising tensions between our people and the dwarves.”

Recognition flashed across Titania's face. “Oh! What a strange twist of fate to meet you here. Your wife pleaded passionately for peace. I assume you bring more evidence to support her cause?”

Dad described their narrow escape from the Dokkalfar tunnels and the ancient conspiracy uncovered beneath the mountains. “I’m worried it may be a trap,” Dad finished. “That the Dokkalfar want to get you all out in the open where they can launch their own attack.” Titania listened intently, her delicate brow furrowed.

“If your words are true, it seems we may have been led to this war under false pretenses.” She mused. “I shall send an emissary to King Bruenog. Hopefully together we can unmask this hidden enemy and protect ourselves.”

Dad nodded. “If war can be started by lies, it can be stopped by the truth.”

Titania met Dad's gaze, her eyes now holding warmth. “You and your family have done much to protect both our kingdoms. You shall be welcome friends should these tensions be resolved.”

Dad smiled in relief. “I know my wife will be thrilled to hear there won't be a war.”

Amros clapped him on the back. “I shall aid you in finding them swiftly, my friend. Even separated, your family's courage brings hope across this land.”

The queen turned to her advisors. “Halt the advance! We cannot risk an ambush. Prepare to return home!”

Dad’s eyes widened, not expecting this fast of a response. “Wait a minute!”

Titania looked at him with her head cocked, “What is it?”

“Maybe we shouldn’t halt the advance. I mean, you have this ancient enemy that is infiltrating your society and causing you to go to war right? Well, if we know they are getting ready to spring a trap... maybe we should let them?”

Titania thought about that for a moment. “What good would that do?”

Dad shrugged. “I’m just thinking... these Dokkalfar guys have been planning this for a while. They don’t know you know, and you can use that to your advantage. If you let them spring their trap but know it’s coming—it’d be like a reverse trap, where you’re trapping them. Play them at their own game. Then maybe you could put them down for a long time. Get rid of their influence in your kingdoms.”

Amros nodded his head at the suggestion, “My queen, this is a good idea.”

Titania bit her lip. “It would still jeopardize lives... but perhaps it would be worth it, to rid us of the Dokkalfar altogether.” She nodded.

Titania turned to a trusted advisor, prepared to issue orders sending messengers to the dwarves. But before she could speak, the advisor let out an anguished “No!”

His illusion melted away, replaced by pallid Dokkalfar features contorted in anger. “You will not stop this war!” he cried, lunging at Titania with a conjured dagger.

Chaos erupted in the royal pavilion as the queen's guards rushed to intercept the assassin. But with preternatural speed, the infiltrator dodged their grasp, his blade slashing in a desperate arc toward Titania.

Dad didn't hesitate, ripping a shield off the rack behind him and stepping into the dagger's path with it raised. The weapon glanced off the sturdy metal, jarring his arm but protecting the queen.

“Seize him!” Titania commanded, recovering from her shock. But the pale elf had more tricks up his sleeve.

“You are too late!” the spy cackled. “Elf and dwarf alike will be destroyed!” Dark tendrils erupted from his hands, lashing toward Dad like viper strikes.

Acting on instinct, Dad brought up his shield. The inky magic splashed across it, sizzling on contact but protecting him from harm. The assassin pressed his attack, eldritch magic and dagger strikes assaulting the shield repeatedly.

While Dad weathered the assault, Titania gathered her concentration. Ancient elven words of power echoed through the pavilion as she prepared a spell.

Sensing imminent danger, the Dokkalfar spy wheeled, hurling a writhing cube of darkness toward the queen. But mid-flight, a competing cube of light destroyed it, cast by one of the queen’s druids.

Titania's spell finished and grasping roots burst out of the ground, ensnaring the spy completely. He howled in rage, struggling against the woody bonds to no avail. The roots thickened, reinforced by Titania's magic until the pale elf resembled a writhing tree.

Panting, Dad lowered his shield. “That was too close.”

“Interrogate him at once,” Titania commanded grimly. “If other Dokkalfar have infiltrated our ranks, they must be rooted out.” She gestured, and elven guards approached the captive.

She turned to Dad, eyes reflecting the day’s struggles. “You have saved my life this day. A debt that cannot easily be repaid.”

Dad shook his head. “My family and I, we’ve seen what war does. I’m just glad I could help stop this war before it began.”


Chapter 14

Kate's camel feet kicked up puffs of dust as she loped across the sweeping plains. Perched atop her hump, Jack peered eagerly at the horizon for any sign of the dwarven army, while Mom clung tightly to him, jostled by the rolling gait.

They’d put block after block between them and the harrowing yeti battle on the snowy peaks. They had to be close to intercepting the dwarven forces.

Like a pirate looking for treasure, Jack had his hand flat above his eyes. “I think I see something!” he shouted, pointing ahead. Mom peeked around him. It was hard to make out, between the distance and the bumpy camel ride, but sure enough, along the horizon, a mass of tents and banners had just come into view, tucked against the skirts of the soaring Misty Mountains. The dwarven camp sprawled across a wide swath of grassland.

“Oh thank goodness. I hope Bruce got there in time!” Mom said, her voice edged with relief. She couldn't wait to dismount and stretch her aching legs after the bouncy ride. But more than that, she wanted to stop this march toward unnecessary bloodshed before it was too late.

As the trio approached the outskirts of the bustling encampment, a burly dwarf stepped forth to challenge them, bushy brows furrowed in suspicion. “Halt right there! State yer business!” He brandished a wicked-looking battle-axe, barring their path.

Jack wasted no time responding from Kate's back. He put his hands up in front of him. “It's okay, we're friends of the king! We met him in the city.” He hoped mentioning their connection to the king would grant them swift access to the king's pavilion.

At this, the guard's eyes widened in recognition. He gave a satisfied nod, lowering his axe. “Ah, ye be that Jack kid, the new Nightbeard? Why didn't ye say so?” He waved them past the perimeter checkpoints toward the heart of the sprawling camp.

They remained mounted on Camel Kate, but she had slowed to a walk and probably looked around a little too much for a regular old camel. Her boxy head swung back and forth on her too-long neck, taking in the sights. All around them, forces prepared for the looming battle—sharpening axes, fletching arrows, feeding beasts of burden. The air hummed with tense energy and grim purpose.

As they wove between the cover of supply tents and cookfires, Kate seamlessly shifted back to human form, and they made their way toward the large royal tent pavilion in the center.

Its satin flaps were thrust open by another guard just as they approached. “Your Majesty, the lad's family ye met in the city has arrived,” he announced with a bow. Inside, King Bruenog looked up from the detailed battle maps he had been scrutinizing, eyes widening in surprise.

Perched comfortably on the royal throne as if it belonged to him, a familiar black cat with a distinctive white scar-like stripe on his face glanced their way. Bruce must have claimed the cushy seat for himself after delivering the critical note. Jack rolled his eyes, muttering “show-off” under his breath at the naughty kitty.

“Well met, friends! Yer furry messenger brought us timely news indeed,” King Bruenog said, before stepping forth to grasp their hands warmly in greeting. He nodded toward Bruce, who looked to be practicing various royal postures. “It seems me an' the elves may have been deceived inta aggression by these dark forces.”

Mom released a huge breath of relief. “Then you got the note about the Dokkalfar's schemes?” she asked. When the king nodded, she pressed on. “So you’ll stop it, then?”

The dwarf king sighed, his brow furrowing. “Aye, lass, I hear ye clearly. But undoing these chaotic preparations and turning our army around won't be swift or simple.” He cast his gaze around at the bustling camp. “Me people are on a war footing now.”

As the king spoke, Jack noticed a hooded dwarf slipping away from the royal pavilion. Something about the way he moved put Jack's senses on high alert. He couldn’t quite put a finger on it, but he didn’t move like a normal dwarf. His instincts screamed something bad was afoot. Making an excuse about needing air, Jack snuck out after the suspicious fellow.

He tailed the furtive dwarf through the camp, using Hide in Plain Sight and ducking stealthily between tents and wagons. Alarm bells rang in Jack’s head when he spied the dwarf kneel and begin rapidly digging beneath the royal pavilion, placing some sort of bundle in the hole. Jack's pulse quickened—this had to be sabotage! He rushed the dwarf, but it was too late.

The dwarf yelped in surprise, but the damage was done. He’d activated a TNT block.

Jack didn’t have time to think. He barely had time to act. Focusing his will, he drained his hunger bar and whipped out blocks of cobblestone to encase the buried explosive. It would shield the king from the worst of the blast, but there was no way to fully silence such a detonation. This was about to get loud.

As Jack dropped another block, a deafening roar engulfed him. Searing heat and light so bright everything went white…

…And Jack respawned on the open plains, a plume of smoke rising from the dwarven encampment in the distance. “Rats and phooey!” he yelled in frustration, kicking a stone. He sighed, wondering what to do next.

With a lazy shrug he started off toward the elves.


Chapter 15

Jack crouched behind the vibrantly colored tents, peering through a gap in the silken fabric at the ordered rows of sheltered elves within. He had reached the elven encampment. Somewhere in this elegant maze, his dad was likely chatting up the queen about barbecue.

“It’d be fun to sneak in and surprise him,” Jack whispered to himself, a grin spreading across his face. Why bother announcing himself at the front entrance when he could stealthily infiltrate the camp for some real fun?

Activating his upgraded Hide in Plain Sight skill, Jack faded into transparency and his form blended seamlessly with the background. Nearly invisible, he crept forward into the perimeter of the elven camp, making his way around tent lines and pegs. So far so good—the elves continued their tasks without any sign of noticing the intruder in their midst. This would be easy!

They sure were busy though, rushing around yelling orders and gathering this and that. Jack kept having to dance out of the way of the elves as they ran around.

He had barely reached the third row of ornately decorated tents when an elf suddenly stepped right into his path, peering directly at Jack with eyes narrowed. “You there, show yourself at once!” the elf commanded sharply, hands raised as if to cast a spell. Two more guards approached on either side.

“Uh oh.” Jack grimaced. “Busted!” With a disappointed sigh, he deactivated his invisibility, becoming fully visible again. “Aw man, how’d you even see me?” he complained, shoulders slumping. So much for sneakily surprising his dad. These elves were clearly on high alert.

“We have placed wards for detecting invisible infiltrators,” the elf replied sternly, beckoning over a pair of guards. “With war brewing, we cannot be too vigilant. Now, restrain the intruder!”

Despite Jack's continued protests that this was all just a harmless prank, the suspicious guards firmly bound his wrists and ankles in living vines. Unable to struggle free, Jack found himself hauled through the camp straight toward the largest and most majestic tent at the center—obviously the queen’s.

The guards practically shoved Jack onto the ground before Titania. “Your Majesty, we apprehended this Dokkalfar youth skulking about the perimeter using stealth magic,” one guard reported officiously. “He clearly hoped to slip past our defenses!”

At the ruckus, Dad came into the royal tent. As soon as he caught sight of Jack's predicament, he facepalmed in exasperation. “Jack... what’d you do this time?”

Still tightly bound on the ground, Jack looked up at his dad somewhat sheepishly. “Surprise!” He let out a nervous chuckle. “I just wanted to surprise you and have a little fun sneaking through camp,” he explained with an awkward, lopsided grin. “I didn't think they'd be on THIS high of alert or mistake me for the enemy.” He let out a breath. “Probably not one of my brightest ideas.”

Queen Titania raised one thin, elegant eyebrow at Dad in an unspoken request for explanation. Dad quickly clarified. “Don't worry, he's not a threat. This is just my overly enthusiastic son, Jack. He’s not dangerous.”

“Yes, I am. I’m a ninja! And a Nightbeard,” Jack protested.

Dad sighed. “Jack, you’re not helping.”

Titania laughed in genuine amusement. “In such tense times, we cannot be too cautious, but your family is welcome.” With an apologetic smile, she freed Jack from the binding vines with a wave of her hand. “My apologies for the misunderstanding, young one. But do take care not to sneak around—we are all a bit on edge at present.”

Jack stood up sheepishly, brushing himself off. “Yeah, sorry about that. I was just joking around, but I get it.” He shot his dad a look.

Just then, Bandrui bustled past the tent flap. Jack noticed the druid wore a grave expression. “Your Majesty, the interrogation under truth spell has borne alarming fruits. The depths of the Dokkalfar's infiltration surpass what any suspected.”

Jack listened, dumbfounded, as Bandrui described in detail the web of deception that had been slowly woven over generations. The Dokkalfar had used elaborate illusions and disguises to place their own agents in positions of influence within both elven and dwarven society.

The imposters posing as trusted advisors had manipulated the kingdoms toward aggression against each other through fake accusations and sinister rumors. Bandrui told of the dwarves' precious Royal Root Beer being stolen to create bitterness, and of the Dokkalfar's poisoning of the Great Tree to make it appear sickened by dwarven harvesting. Fury etched Titania’s face deeper with each charge.

“So, you’re telling me, the dwarves’ harvesting isn’t what is damaging the Great Tree? The Dokkalfar are initially poisoning it to make it look like the dwarves are causing the problem?”

“That is exactly what I am saying,” Bandrui said.

Jack shook his head, trying to process. He couldn't believe how well the Dokkalfar had pitted dwarf against elf through their campaign of whispers and lies. It was alarming how close they’d come to succeeding. Some might even say they had.

Queen Titania's delicate features hardened. “This deception ends now,” she declared, voice ringing. “Go, back to the kingdom and root out the remaining spies.”

Bandrui nodded. “Of course, my queen.”

“Wait. We’ll probably need her help here against the Dokkalfar,” Dad interjected.

“What are you talking about?” Jack asked.

Dad gave him a dark grin. “We’re going to reverse-uno those dark elves.”


Chapter 16

The deafening blast roared through the dwarven encampment, knocking Mom and Kate flat onto their backs in a daze. Ears ringing, spots dancing before their eyes, they shakily pushed themselves upright and looked around in alarm for the explosion's origin.

There, spinning gently amidst a smoldering crater, was a familiar set of items—Jack's gear. Mom's heart seized in her chest. Jack had poofed.

“What was he doing playing with bombs?” Mom said, to herself or someone else, she didn’t know.

“He wouldn’t, Mom. Not now. Not at a time like this,” Kate argued. “I know he’s goofy and makes dumb choices, but he wouldn’t risk other people like that.” Kate nodded toward the bulk of the damage.

“You’re right, dear,” Mom said, worry creasing her face. The corners of her mouth tugged up in a smile when she said, “I wonder if he sacrificed himself to absorb the brunt of the explosion. My Jackie-boy is a hero! Oh, I hope he’s okay.”

She rushed over to collect his belongings with trembling hands. All that remained of her brave son were the scattered tools and weapons he had held moments before.

Kate stood motionless, the color draining from her face. “Oh Jack...” she murmured under her breath, even as her logical mind reassured her that her brother would have simply respawned somewhere safely. Still, it never felt right, and she doubted it ever would. And she hated when any of them poofed away before their mission was done.

All around, chaos erupted as dwarves shouted in confusion, scrambling to contain the damage and snuff out small fires from the detonation. King Bruenog burst forth from his royal tent, face thunderous as he surveyed the smoldering scene.

“Find the cowardly gobbo who dared attack yer king!” the aged dwarf ruler bellowed, spittle catching on his bristling beard. He raised his glowing rune axe high, rallying the soldiers. At once, disciplined teams of armored dwarves began combing through the encampment, interrogating all they encountered to identify suspects.

In the panic, Mom and Kate approached King Bruenog and relayed exactly what had transpired, or at least what they assumed—how Jack must have detected the TNT and protected the king somehow.

King Bruenog stroked his beard thoughtfully as he listened. “By my beard, that brave lad's a certified hero!” he declared in his booming voice. “Thanks to 'is quick action and sacrifice, our quest to broker peace continues.”

Yet even as he spoke these words, the aged king could not help but shake his head in dismay that such hatred by the Dokkalfar had taken root even within his own great kingdom.

Everyone’s eyes went wide when a horn blast rang out from the perimeter—the perpetrator had been spotted fleeing the camp! King Bruenog sprang into action, bellowing a wordless battle cry as he led the charge, his forces swiftly converging to cut off any escape by the assassin.

But as the dwarf soldiers closed in, swords drawn to apprehend the fugitive, a chilling transformation took place. The stocky, bearded figure they encircled twisted and contorted, skin fading to an eerie pallid Dokkalfar hue before their eyes.

“Fools! You cannot stop us!” the spy hissed in his true form, crimson eyes ablaze. With a snap of his spindly fingers, a whole detachment of skeletal warriors rose from the earth, summoned weapons rasping ominously from within their sheaths as they assumed battle formation.

The dwarves cried out in shock and dismay—a necromancer in their midst! But the stout warriors kept their discipline, tightening the circle around the spy and his undead minions, clinging to their weapons.

Kate and Mom finally caught up, ready to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with their allies. “Take down those skeletons first!” Kate yelled, fluidly shapeshifting into a snarling tiger and pouncing upon the bony foes, attacking them with fangs and claws before they could overwhelm the dwarves with numbers.

Meanwhile, Mom backed up the dwarven foot soldiers by blanketing the undead forces with Grasping Roots, effectively immobilizing the sinister skeletons so the dwarven warriors could move in to shatter them with axe and hammer.

But the hidden Dokkalfar agent had one last vile, desperate trick up his sleeve—forbidden demonic magic. Eyes aglow, the spy began muttering an ominous incantation in a guttural tongue, the air around him crackling with sinister energy.

Before their shocked eyes, the pallid elf transformed, his body warping and swelling as he took on the shape of a hulking, four-armed… demon! It reared up and roared at the sky, before summoning yet another round of skeletal reinforcements from beneath the devastated earth.

“Destroy them all!” the spy-turned-netherbeast commanded in a rumbling, unnatural growl. At his call, the skeletons charged.

The dwarves battled fiercely, rallying under King Bruenog's bellowed commands. Mom helped turn the tide by ferociously chucking potions of healing, each bottle crashing and healing a dwarf, or harming a skeleton.

One by one, the undead collapsed into dust beneath the determined assault of axe and spell. Even the looming Dokkalfar-demon was gradually weakened by the coordinated attacks, until finally, it gave one last anguished howl before collapsing back into the form of the master Dokkalfar spy, and finally poofing.

A ragged cheer went up from the surviving dwarves, but the hard-fought victory had come at great cost—several noble dwarven soldiers had poofed while loyally upholding their king against the odds.

As Kate shapeshifted back into her human form, a falcon carrying a scroll in its talons landed gracefully nearby amidst a flutter of wings. Before their eyes, it smoothly transformed into an elf wearing robes—a druid messenger! “I bring urgent news from Queen Titania,” he reported dutifully with a respectful bow of his head.

King Bruenog quickly accepted the proffered scroll and unrolled it, scanning the contents intently, his bushy brows rising higher as he read. By the time he had finished, a broad grin had split his grizzled face from ear to ear.

“Te arms, lads!” the dwarf king bellowed with renewed vigor. “The Smiths have devised a plan te get rid o’ these deceitful Dokkalfar snakes fer good!”


Chapter 17

Morning mist clung to the sweeping plains as columns of armored elves and dwarves advanced from opposite directions. To any spying eyes, their posture would appear taut with hostility, weapons glinting ominously in the soft dawn light.

But in truth, the ruse was already underway, even if only King Breunog and Queen Titania, and the Smiths, of course, knew it.

At the center of the biome, the forces halted, tightening ranks. They stood a dozen blocks apart, dwarven shields glinting and elven unicorns whinnying. A small party broke off from each host, striding forth warily. Queen Titania and a handful of elven rangers, along with Bandrui, King Bruenog with Sindri the scholar, and several dwarven battle masters. The Smiths walked with them, joining the parlay on their respective sides.

To outside observers, this gathering had all the hallmarks of a parlay between bitter rivals. But hidden beneath that facade lurked a sneaky cooperation aimed squarely at deceiving their common foe.

Once assembled, Dad outlined his plan to the leaders. “We'll feign battle, luring the Dokkalfar into ambush,” he summarized.

King Bruenog slapped his knee, chuckling heartily. “Ach, it'll be just like the old war games of me youth!” He turned serious again. “And once them shadow-lurkin' deceivers take the bait, our combined forces will descend upon them with fury!”

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with lurking in shadows,” Jack grumbled.

Queen Titania clasped Dad's hand warmly. “Your clever scheme is most appreciated. We shall finally put an end to the Dokkalfar's evil plotting, and get back to living in peace.” Her voice rang with grim resolve.

Mom beamed. “I’m so glad we can all be friends now, and especially that we don’t have to fight.”

Jack leaned over, a naughty twinkle in his eyes. “Don't worry Mom, we're still gonna bash a bunch of monsters. Just not each other.”

Mom sighed, shaking her head. Kate rolled her eyes at Jack. “Don’t yuck her yum, Jack.”

“Why does that sound so gross?” Jack asked.

As Bruenog and Titania delved into tactical discussions, Kate nudged Dad. “I think Mom and I should go back with the elves. Our classes would look suspicious with the dwarves.”

Dad nodded. “Good thinking.” He turned to King Bruenog with a grin. “Those Dokkalfar won't know what hit them once our forces combine strengths.” The trap was set. “If we’re going to do this though, we need to kick it off with a bang. I think we should attack each other and run off.”

King Bruenog let out a hearty laugh and called his men to tell them the plan. When everyone was let in on the situation, the dwarven king let out a ferocious shout. “Ye pointy-eared liar! We dwarves will never trust yerself or yer kind!” He pulled out a huge battle axe and took a powerful—and slow—overhead chop at Queen Titania.

A wall of brambles appeared in front of her, Bandrui’s hand glowing from the spell.

And just like that, the fight was on. Each side traded blows, shooting arrows and casting spells. An elf screamed, falling to the ground, then a dwarf. But the allied casualties were merely an illusion, a play, pretend. Though chaotic, the exchange was carefully calculated, with attacks intentionally missing their marks, cries of pain feigned, and injuries simulated. The results were quite believable, but no true harm was done.

With a final fierce clash of blades, the two sides broke apart, each scrambling back to their assembled forces across the field. To any spying scout, the failed parlay seemed to have devolved into bitter violence, the last spark to ignite open war.

Panting, the elven contingent regrouped behind their lines. Queen Titania immediately dispersed her rangers. “Inform the rest of the plan. For the Great Tree!”

The rangers dispersed as the queen continued onward to brief her officers. Bandrui leaned in as they walked. “Do you believe the dwarves will uphold this ruse, my queen?”

Titania considered a moment before nodding firmly. “King Bruenog may bluster, but he is an honorable dwarf. When the Dokkalfar reveal themselves, dwarven axes will fall upon our true foe.” Of this, she remained confident.

Meanwhile, King Bruenog and his party stomped loudly back toward the dwarven army, putting on a theatrical show of disgust. “Bah! Never trust an elf’s word, even when carved in stone!” he bellowed. Sindri sent out written orders to the dwarven captains.

Catching on, his troops cheered angrily, banging weapons against shields. Pibbldorf, the Warfury, couldn't hide a manic grin. “Ach! I can’t wait ta bust some dark elf heads!”

The trap was set. Both Bruenog and Titania had seeded the deception amongst their forces. Now, to spring it at just the right moment.

Arrayed for battle, the dwarven artillery and elven spellcasters waited with fingers on the trigger. Horns rang out from both armies signaling the grudging advance against their ‘foes.’


Chapter 18

“Charge!” King Bruenog screamed, his massive axe held high.

“Forward!” Queen Titania shouted, her longsword pointed toward the dwarven lines.

The two armies rushed at each other across the open plain in a bellowing cry of fury and determination, the thunder of their steps shaking the earth.

Yet just before the moment of impact, subtle movements adjusted the trajectory of their weapons, footsteps slowing a hair. When the front lines collided, blades swung and spears thrust with theatrical exaggeration, clanging loudly against shields and armor, but barely glancing off in pulls intended to look vicious yet inflict no real damage.

Grunts and cries rang out as soldiers allowed themselves to be pushed back dramatically or collapsed in feigned death. Dirt kicked up from precisely aimed volleys of arrows and spells that whooshed loudly overhead to land harmlessly short.

From afar, a vicious and bitter battle between foes had begun. But Dad could see the spark of playfulness hidden just beneath the grimacing faces of the dwarven and elven soldiers as they acted out an elaborately choreographed dance of combat.

The ‘battle’ raged, steel crashing in mock fury. But soon the real fight would begin in earnest, and not a soul in this rehearsed fray would hesitate in that moment. Until then, the show went on.

As if on cue, creepy war horns echoed from hidden tunnels in the plains, blocks exploding into dust as cohorts of dark elves poured forth from strategically dug tunnels on the plains.

The Dokkalfar had taken the bait.

With screeching battle cries, they charged into the fray, pale skin and crimson eyes glowing with malicious delight. Flanking them, staggered waves of reanimated undead, skeletal husks drawn from deep caverns to serve as expendable troops.

Eldritch magic crackled at the Dokkalfar mages' fingertips as they emerged, thirsty to crush their ancient elven and dwarven enemies. Massive rune circles glowed atop the ground as necromancers strained to summon more and more undead.

On and on the gruesome reinforcements emerged, amassing into a force that matched even the combined elf and dwarf armies. Yet the Smiths and their allies did not falter at the nightmare unfolding. Resolve hardened in their chests; weapons gripped tighter in anticipation.

This ended today, no matter how desperate the fight. Surging with courage, they steeled themselves to meet the dark wave crashing toward them. The elven and dwarven forces pivoted as one, weapons raised against the ambushers. The Dokkalfar pulled up short, realizing their grave error too late. They had become the hunted.

With a deafening roar, King Bruenog led the counter-charge, his broad axe cleaving through two skeletons in one mighty swing. The allied armies collided with the Dokkalfar in a cataclysmic frenzy.

Spells sizzled and metal clashed in a cacophony of chaos. This fight was real, this battle in earnest. And the pleased looks on the elves’ and dwarves’ faces couldn’t be missed among the confusion on the Dokkalfars’.

Kate swiftly shape-shifted into an airborne owl, diving and distracting their casters so spells went awry.

Jack blinked in and out between pockets of combat, shouting, “It’s SHLING SHLING time!” He, too, targeted the enemy mages, recognizing their importance in the battle. Striking in a whirlwind flurry wherever a mage could be found. Together, their coordinated harassment threw the mages into chaos.

Across the field, Bruenog organized ranks of dwarves into impenetrable units. As waves of skeletal warriors descended upon them, the shield walls held fast. Bones shattered against sturdy dwarven steel.

Dad Shield Charged into the thick of it, his shields blasting through ranks of skeletons like bowling pins, poofing them and sending others flying.

A black and white blur shot past Jack and Kate, pinballing through the chaos too quickly to track. Bruce—a cat on a mission. His magma claws made short work of any undead or Dokkalfar unfortunate enough to stray into his path.

Bruce ricocheted off one enemy into the next, his Rev Up passive skill ramping up the crit chance with every new foe struck. Before long he was triggering flaming critical hits with nearly every slash, an unstoppable pinball of destruction.

“Get 'em, Bruce!” Jack cheered as the cat poofed five skeletal warriors in the blink of an eye. Even the Dokkalfar mages couldn't track his assault enough to target spells.

Not far from Bruce's rampage, a contingent of elven unicorns charged forth, ivory horns lowering to skewer the undead ranks. The stampede smashed through the enemy line effortlessly, leaving only scattered gear and shattered bones behind.

Mom surveyed the battlefield from a small tower she had jump-stacked, pockets of combat raging in all directions. Reaching into her inventory, she tossed out splash potions of instant healing and buffs like candy at a parade.

Allied soldiers cheered as their wounds mended and strength surged from the buffs, while the undead sizzled as the potions burned their cursed bodies. Mom also threw out Roots, to hold fast the hordes, locking them in place.

In the heart of the fray, King Bruenog and Queen Titania fought side by side, their enchanted weapons cleaving through the Dokkalfar’s lines. Back-to-back, the two leaders were a whirlwind, thrilled their risky gambit was paying off.

Jack continued blinking in and out of the shadows, distracting and blinding enemy casters with perfectly timed strikes before vanishing again. Each coordinated hit threw their spells into disarray, buying the allies precious time.

Together with Kate's aerial diving, Bruce's relentless critical barrage, and Mom's wide area potion support, the allies slowly gained the upper hand through teamwork and determination. The Dokkalfar had gambled everything on this assault, and now teetered at the brink of defeat.

“My plans will not be deterred!” shouted a voice Dad recognized as Gwykyn, the Dokkalfar leader. There was a rumble and a powerful arcane explosion, a nova of energy blasting out from the back of the Dokkalfar army, flattening its own ranks, poofing everyone in a small circle around the epicenter, skeleton, Dokkalfar, elf or dwarf alike.

From the center of it all, a whirlwind of energy coalesced, spinning around like a tornado of doom. In the middle, Gwykyn transformed, just as her spy in the dwarven camp had done, but this time it was no puny form like the spy had taken. Gwykyn grew massive, as tall as an ancient oak tree, turning deep red, with flames licking off her body like an inferno that could consume an entire village. The ground quaked beneath her, fissures opening wide to spew molten lava, as if the very earth itself recoiled in fear from her newfound might.

Her once slender form now bore great wings that spanned the battlefield, leathery and dark, outlined against the sky like an approaching storm. They flapped heavily, sending gusts of hot wind and embers that ignited anything in their path. Her eyes burned like two orbs of molten gold, piercing the hearts of those who dared meet her gaze.

Spines and ridges grew along Gwykyn's back, shimmering with heat and sending off sparks. Her fingers extended into razor-sharp claws, dripping with molten magma, making her every swipe a death sentence. The air around her became stifling, filled with the scent of sulfur and ash.

Roaring with a sound that could shatter mountains, Gwykyn spread her vast wings, her arms opening wide, a barbed sword forming in each hand. “You have cost me everything! Even though taking this form will be the last thing I do in this life, I will take you with me.”


Chapter 19

A cloud of dread descended over the allied forces at the sight of Gwykyn's monstrous new form rising before them. But beneath the fear stirred courage—they had come too far to falter now.

The weight of the moment bore down on the entire field, with both sides sensing the crux of battle upon them. Each warrior, druid, and archer gauged the monstrous form of Gwykyn and her towering might.

Mom stepped forward, radiating with a calming presence. “Prepare yourselves!” she shouted. “All your strengths, all your talents—this is the moment we use them!”

“Go Mom!” Jack said.

Dad looked at his wife. “Whoa, nice little speech. I thought all this war and battle stuff bothered you?”

Mom snorted. “Look at that thing! It’s obviously a bad guy.”

Weapons ready, Bruenog, Titania and the Smiths strode forth together to meet the towering demon, undaunted by the waves of heat washing over them.

This ended today, no matter the cost.

Bruenog turned to Titania with a grin. “Once more into the fray, eh lass?”

The elven queen gave a fierce smile. “We shall face this threat united.”

“Me friends,” King Bruenog shouted, “Today, we become legends!”

With a guttural roar, Gwykyn reared back before spewing scorching flames across the battlefield. “Burn, fools!”

Mom countered with Splash Potions of Fire Resistance, protecting her allies.

Seizing the opening, Jack used his Luck ability and dashed under the flames, driving his swords into Gwykyn's back where molten armor plates joined. She screeched in pain, her tail whipping around to smash Jack away.

But Kate dove in as a falcon, raking Gwykyn across the head with razor-sharp talons. Enraged, the demon took flight, blasting jets of flame.

From below, Dad organized soldiers into formations, using his abilities to cover them in a damage-reducing dome, while Bruenog and Titania relentlessly hacked at Gwykyn's legs each time she swooped low.

Titania called out to motivate her warriors. “For our people! Hold fast!” Their coordinated strikes individually seemed impotent, but together they gradually weakened the demon.

Seeing them weather her assault, Gwykyn changed tactics. “You cannot comprehend my power!” Hovering above the battlefield, she drove her swords into the earth. Jagged fissures erupted as she channeled her infernal power into the ground itself.

Soldiers scrambled away from the growing cracks, but several were swallowed into the abyssal depths, including some of Gwykyn’s own Dokkalfar. Jack barely escaped, having to use his Luck power to leap out of the way. He summoned a clone, and the clone dashed at the demon, swords slashing.

Gwykyn chanted, and towering flames burst forth from the fissures, rolling scorching heat across the battlefield. Many of the troops ignited, burning debuffs starting up.

But Gwykyn's spell left her drained, and opportunity beckoned.

Bruenog pointed his axe. “Now lads, attack with all yer fury!” The armies surged against her, refreshed by the druids raining restoration magic down.

Titania called upon her druids, the sky darkened with storm clouds, a powerful rain descending and dousing the burning debuffs. Blasts of lightning assailed Gwykyn from above as she struggled to block or evade the armies. 
 

As the sky grew dark from Titania's summoned storm, Bruenog roared a rallying cry. “Together, we stand unbroken! No fire can burn our spirits!” The dwarven ranks echoed his sentiment, banging their shields in unison.

Jack climbed up the demon’s back, draining his hunger-bar at once to land a perfectly aimed Shadowstrike. A critical star floated up and Gwykyn roared, rubbing at her blinded eyes.

“Ow! Hot hot hot!” Jack cried as he leapt off the demon.

Blinded and battered, Gwykyn lashed out wildly with claws and flame. But the allied armies gave no ground, pushing forward, healing spells and potions flying. Seeing victory at hand, Bruenog cleaved one of Gwykyn's legs while Titania chopped at the other. With a roar of fury followed closely by a cry of pain, the monstrous demon collapsed, the impact shaking the plains.
 

Kate once more took falcon form, diving straight at Gwykyn's face. As she plunged through the air like a falcon-bullet, wind whipping around her feathered wings, a gleam shone in her beady bird eyes. With all the power of physics and inertia behind her, at the last moment, she shifted to a ravager, smashing into Gwykyn like a wrecking ball.

A cloud of dust bigger than the armies billowed above the battlefield.

Gwykyn lay still.

A cheer rose from the army, only to be squashed like a bug beneath a shoe.

It wasn’t over yet. The giant beast huffed, and in desperation, Gwykyn beat her ruined wings, desperate to take flight once more. But a black and white blur shot up her spine—Bruce! Climbing relentlessly despite the searing heat, he buried his claws behind the dragon's head for a vicious critical hit.

The very winds of fate howled as Dad launched himself through the air, shield first. Energy crackled around him, his eyes burning with a fiery determination that dared Gwykyn to withstand his attack.

His shield—a new one given to him by King Bruenog himself—was an embodiment of centuries of artistry and power. It glinted with runes that began to pulsate, each emanating a light magical significance. His Damage Shield enveloped him, casting an iridescent aura that cut through the thick battlefield smoke.

With a deafening boom, Dad's speed became a blur, his trajectory perfect. And then, with all the force of a cataclysmic meteor, his Shield Charge connected with Gwykyn's head. Time seemed to elongate, every microsecond stretching as the collision resonated with a force that echoed through dimensions.

Gwykyn's eyes, filled with cloudy fog, blinked furiously. Just as the haze faded and her eyes cleared, they widened in a momentary flash of realization and fear. Before she could muster a cry, an implosion of energy swallowed her, reducing her to a cloud of smoke.

The aftershock of the impact sent ripples across the battlefield, extinguishing fires, and blowing smoke away.

The crowd was silent.

As the dust settled, where once a massive demon stood, now lay only a scarred canvas of charred earth and hardened lava.


Chapter 20

A stunned silence reigned on the ravaged plain in the wake of Gwykyn's defeat. The allied armies could scarcely believe their eyes—the towering demon was gone. The threat they banded together to defeat died with her.

King Bruenog laughed heartily. “By my beard, we did it, lads!” He swept Dad into a crushing hug.

Nearby, Titania allowed herself a fierce smile. “We are triumphant this day!”

As the realization sunk in, thunderous cheers resounded across the battlefield. Soldiers who fought side by side embraced, laughing and shouting in dizzying relief. Against all odds, they had emerged victorious. Now the true celebrations could begin!

But first, the grim task of tending the wounded and honoring the fallen. Elven healers and dwarven clerics moved through the troops, mending injuries, and blessing resting places for those who had made the ultimate sacrifice.

Titania turned solemn as she honored the fallen. “May you find peace eternal, friends.”

Mom squeezed Titania's hand sympathetically. “A beautiful ceremony. Their bravery won't be forgotten.”

Thanks to the Smiths' interventions, casualties were lighter than anyone could have hoped. Still, processions were made in honor of the fallen. No matter their race, tears flowed freely for courageous lives cut short. Both King Bruenog and Queen Titania recognized the need to celebrate their victory and called upon the Smiths to throw the most epic barbecue party ever.

“It's barbecue time!” Dad's voice boomed out. “Let's celebrate these heroes!” Bruenog laughed heartily as dwarves began eagerly firing up roasting pits, the plains soon aromatic with savory meat.

Nearby, Mom knelt down, closing her eyes in deep concentration. She pressed her palms flat against the blood-soaked earth, channeling restorative druidic magic into the ravaged soil beneath. At first, nothing happened. Then tiny green shoots began emerging in a rippling wave, rapidly sprouting and unfurling.

Within moments, a vibrant garden sprang up before the awed eyes, ripe with mounds of plump vegetables, bushes laden with juicy berries, and trees hanging heavy with fruit.

“A legendary feast requires side dishes, too!” Mom declared proudly as she rose, gesturing at the verdant bounty she had manifested through mystical means.

Queen Titania glided forward, inspecting the produce while trailing fingertips lightly over the leaves. “Simply marvelous,” she breathed, clearly impressed by Mom’s display. Selecting a ripe pomegranate, she split it open, and smiled at the glistening ruby seeds within.

Joyous festivities erupted across the plains. Dwarven and elven soldiers drank root beer, clashing together mugs, sloshing full of the frosted drink, and feasted together, bonds of brotherhood forming. Spits, cauldrons, and cookfires appeared, laden with mouthwatering fare from both cultures. Juicy slabs of meat and root vegetables mingled with woodland delicacies and elven breads at loaded banquet tables.

Mead and root beer flowed freely. Bruenog raised his mug high. “To our stalwart allies!” Raucous cheers responded.

Kate was playing donkletonk—a dwarven game involving root beer bottles and steel discs—when she looked over and noticed Queen Titania and King Bruenog standing alone at a table. The dwarven king whispered something in the elven queen’s ear and she threw her head back, laughing like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. The queen placed a playful hand on his shoulder and his face lit up with the brightest smile. Wonder what’s going on there, Kate thought with a smile of her own.

Full bellies and easy camaraderie soon gave way to spirited music. Lute and fiddle paired with drum and horn in impromptu jam sessions as soldiers linked arms and kicked up their heels. Any remaining tensions melted away beneath the starry night sky. Even ‘The Terror of the Skies’ in the form of an elytra-flying Bruce made an appearance, zipping around, snatching delicious meat out of people’s hands.

As the celebrations wore on, talk turned to more serious matters—establishing permanent alliances and trade relationships between the two unified kingdoms. Queen Titania and King Bruenog warmly praised the Smith family's indispensable role in forging peace and saving both realms from ruin.

“Heh, don't go carving our statues just yet,” Dad laughed.

At long last, the Smiths took their leave amidst heartfelt embraces and well-wishes, extra provisions and gifts heaped on them by new friends reluctant to say goodbye. But their work here was accomplished—a war prevented and two groups of people now allies.

As the sun bore down on the massive party, the family quickly whipped up a shelter, filling it with beds for each of them as well as Emily. “I don’t have any open quests,” Mom said with a smile, “So we should be able to leave.”

Emily stifled a sniffle. “I want to go home, but this place was so much fun. Well, minus all the war and stuff. I wonder if I'll ever get to come back.”

Jack grinned. He was smart enough not to say anything, but he agreed with the girl. He would definitely find a way to get back to this seed.

They laid down on their beds, realizing at once how tired they were.

“Preventing wars is hard work,” Dad said through a long yawn.

“But worthy work,” Mom added.

The two parents grabbed hands, and everyone activated their beds. The world went black, and just as suddenly, flashed back to reality, back to the Smith’s home.

Mom blew out a sigh of relief. “Goodness, that was an adventure. Since we’re back, I’m assuming we completed the quest? I’m so glad to be home.” She kissed Dad on the cheek.

Lying next to her, Dad nodded. “I think—”

He was cut off by the sound of something ripping a hole in their house.


The End!
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