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Chapter 1

“Well, this isn’t very exciting,” Elijah said. 

Kate rolled her eyes. “We’ve been traveling for like a day. What did you think would happen?” 

The villager shrugged. “I don’t know...it just seemed so exciting when I heard stories from you respawners or the Screaming Wolves, or from the wandering traders or—” 

“I get it.” Kate held up a hand to stop him from going on and on and on. “Don’t worry; there will probably be some kind of excitement at some point. Besides, I thought villagers didn’t like excitement?” 

“Hmph,” Elijah crossed his arms. “When we were helpless, we didn’t like excitement. Now that we can build and craft and fight…” A grin creeped up on his face. “A little excitement is nice.”

“He’s not wrong.” Delilah yawned. “This is pretty boring.” 

Kate threw her hands up in the air. “Oh brother! Not you too?”

Delilah gestured around them. “Well, I mean...all we’re doing is walking.” 

Kate sighed. “That’s kind of how you travel from place to place, you know? Unless you want to tame and ride a horse, but that would require a lot of saddles.” 

Delilah frowned, “No thanks. You’re the animal girl. Those things kind of stink.” 

Kate stopped walking, her mouth dropping open. “What? They do not!” 

Delilah smirked and snorted out a little laugh. “I’m just messing with you.” 

“Well, you got me for a moment,” Kate said as they continued walking. “Back home, we didn’t have to walk or ride horses. We had cars.”

“What’s a car?” Delilah asked.

“It’s like a tiny house on wheels. With seats in it. They go super fast.”

Delilah scrunched up her face. “What’s a wheel? What pulled it?”

“A wheel is…like a circle thing? And nothing pulls it.” Kate shrugged. “You put gas in it, and it drives by itself.”

“Gas?” Delilah blanched. “Like the green stuff that leaks out of Bruce?”

A laugh erupted from Kate. “No…no. Not even close. Though it stinks, too. It’s liquid and goes into the engine, which makes little sparks and…” She caught Delilah’s confused face out of the corner of her eye. “You know what? Never mind.”

Delilah and Elijah looked at each other and shrugged.

“Things are probably about to get more exciting soon.” Kate gestured at the setting sun. “If we keep going through the night, mobs will be a problem.” 

“We can handle them.” Elijah puffed out his chest and raised a pick in the air. The villagers around him didn’t look so sure, but they were still determined. 

Delilah nodded. “Speed is important in this mission. We should keep going. Besides, these evokers need some combat experience.” 

“You too, right?” Kate asked. 

Delilah nodded. “Me too.” 

They kept walking, moving into a mountainous region full of crags and goats dotting the landscape. Kate bit her lower lip. “I think we’re getting close to where we fought the weird mob deep in a cave. I hope we don’t run into it while we’re hunting diamonds.” 

“Yeah, that thing sounded tough,” Delilah said.

“And creepy,” Elijah added.

“Not exciting?” Kate winked and gently pushed him with her elbow. His eyes went wide, and he shook his head.

Delilah giggled. “I don’t think we’d stand a chance against it. Even with this many evokers.” 

“Well, I just hope we don’t get anywhere near it,” Elijah said with a shudder. 

Night descended upon them, and the group steadily got more nervous. “Okay evokers,” Delilah said. “Let’s keep some vexes out. We don’t want anything nasty sneaking up on us.”


Chapter 2

Night was fully upon the group as they made their way slowly, plodding towards the cave systems. One of the evoker’s vexes flew off and all their heads whipped around to watch. A zombie had spawned and was charging toward them. 

“Get it!” Delilah shouted. 

Four vexes flew at the zombie, swords in attack position. Four chomping sets of teeth erupted from the ground and the zombie exploded in a poofing cloud. The vexes flew back to their evokers, buzzing around in agitation. 

“Wow,” Kate said. “That was, uh…that was quite a powerful response.” 

Delilah blushed. “Okay, maybe we didn’t all need to attack at the same time.” 

“Yeah, that zombie didn’t even get to groan at us before it poofed!” Elijah chuckled.

Kate smirked. “Maybe you should have one person attack at a time when there are mobs? That way you can rotate through the group and everyone will keep their spells ready in case more mobs pop out.” 

Delilah chuckled nervously. “That’s a good idea. We were all just a little trigger happy I think.” She turned and gave orders to the evokers-in-training, making sure they understood a better attack rotation. 

A skeleton attacked next, spawning right next to them in the darkness.

“YIKES!” Elijah shouted, his voice a few octaves higher than normal, before jumping back out of the way as it turned to fire an arrow. Teeth erupted under the skeleton, and a vex swooped in to attack. One of the evokers was concentrating, raising his arms in the air as he cast his magic. 

Kate held her hand up, keeping the villagers back from the fight, her crossbow out and ready for anything else that might come out of the night. Delilah coached the evoker through the fight, when a different vex took off, shooting over Kate’s head. She turned to follow it, her vision landing on another zombie making its way toward them.

“Behind us!” she yelled. 

Kate had a hard time not immediately launching into action—sending Perry or Fang off to attack or firing her crossbow—but she knew how important it was that the evokers get some combat experience. It was also good for the villagers to learn to trust their defenders, although she noticed Elijah had pulled out a sword, biting his lip nervously. 

There was no cause for concern though, as Delilah decisively sent another evoker to take out the incoming zombie. Kate nodded, happy to see how well the evokers were working together. With their enemies taken care of, they continued walking through the night. They were attacked several more times, and each time the evokers handled it flawlessly, none of the enemies even causing a heart's worth of damage. 

The villagers were even in good spirits, their initial nervousness about nighttime relieved as they realized the good hands they were in. Eventually, day broke, and as the sun crested the sky, Elijah pointed. “Look! Caves!” 

Sure enough, there were various entrances into the earth dotted around the landscape. They had made it to their destination.

“Alright everyone, let’s get to work,” Kate said, eager to mine diamonds.


Chapter 3

“Work, darn you!” Ethan shouted at the redstone contraption. Jack laughed and Ethan gave him a dark look. 

Jack raised his hands. “I wasn’t laughing at you, I promise. I was just remembering what it was like trying to get my own redstone contraptions to work. Sometimes it’s pretty tough.” 

Ethan sighed. “Yeah. It doesn’t help that we’re in the middle of a race...against certain doom.” 

Jack rolled his eyes. “The doom is not certain. Don’t forget, you have me here.” He flexed. 

“Aren’t you only here because you respawned?” 

Jack stopped flexing, frowning at Graham and Alex as they laughed. He sighed. “Okay yes. But my parents are here, too. And all of our soldiers and defenses and stuff.” 

“And if we could get this thing to work!” Ethan shouted. 

Jack shook his head. “What’s the plan for this thing, anyway?” He gestured at the prototype flying machine.

“The possibilities are endless!” Graham shouted, excitement escaping his voice. 

Alex nodded. “We can go exploring safely. We can travel faster without worrying about water or hills or mobs.” 

Ethan nodded. “But for what’s coming up, I was thinking we could drop stuff on the enemy army. Water, lava, uh...other things.” 

Jack snapped his fingers. “Oh, that’s perfect!”

“It is?” Ethan asked. 

Jack nodded. “Oh yeah. We can use TNT and firework rockets!” 

The three villagers looked at each other, their eyes wide. “That’s genius!” 

Graham grinned. “We just need to get this thing working right.” 

“I’ll get started making TNT,” Jack said. 

“I’ll make firework rockets,” Alex said. “This is going to be awesome!” 

They got to work, crafting like their lives depended on it. Because it very well might.

Hours later, Jack was startled by a shout. “We did it!” Ethan punched his fist into the air. 

Jack ran back. Graham was standing on top of a redstone contraption made of honey blocks, redstone and pistons. His eyes bugged out when the machine started slowly moving across the air, like a square, floating caterpillar. 

“YES!” Jack shout-punched the air. “Those pillagers won’t stand a chance!”

“Now we just need to do some testing on the perfect height for rockets and TNT,” Alex said. 

“And figure out how to turn,” Ethan added.


Chapter 4

“Judah, you guys are doing a great job,” Dad said as he patrolled the wall with the guards. Nearly two dozen villagers had stayed in the village to help protect it from Ortho. Judah had been working relentlessly with them, training them in swords and bows. 

With those villagers, plus the pillagers who had joined with the village, their standing defense force was looking smart and well trained.

Judah smiled at Dad. “Thanks.” He blew out a breath. “I hope it's enough. I know we’ll have an advantage, having the walls and other defenses, but if the army is really as big as Jack says—I don’t know if anything we could do would be enough.” 

Dad sighed. “Yeah, I just hope it’s not the Alamo all over again.” 

“What’s that?” Judah asked, cocking his head. 

“The alamo was a fort that was defended to the last man by a small group of people who had no other choice. The invading army was huge and eventually won.” 

Judah frowned. “That’s pretty dark. Your world seems dangerous.” 

Dad waved his hand. “It happened a long time ago. Our world isn’t like that anymore.” He grimaced. “Well, not everywhere. But people are people, you know? There are always going to be people who want more, no matter the cost. Just like there are always people who covet freedom and goodness, no matter the cost.” 

Judah nodded. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Sounds a lot like here, really. Makes me think back to my time in the mansion.” 

“Yep, that’s a good point. So many of you wanted free of the madman who was controlling you, but just didn’t know how. And here you are now, having learned how to get along with other people and live in a village.”

“A village we will defend,” Judah said, tightening his grip on his sword.

Dad put his hand on Judah’s shoulder. “Risking yourself to protect others. As long as there are always people willing to do the right thing, peace will prevail. You’re a good man, Judah.”

They looked out over the walls, finding peace in the sight before them of the beautiful landscape. Dad finally sighed. “Keep working with the troops. I’ll go check to see how the new ninja trainees are doing. It’d be helpful to have another ninja squad.” Judah nodded and Dad descended the steps. 

He walked through the village, shaking his head at the emptiness of it all. Most of the houses had been abandoned for the temporary village in the nether. Even the animals were evacuated, and now the nether village was almost as big and bustling as the kingdom village had once been. And hopefully, would be again.

Rara had moved her entire library and treasury, many of the workers had moved their job blocks and even the monument to Hudson had been moved, leaving the kingdom village as sterile and lonely of ghost town that it had been before. Except for the massive mural along the wall that Carmen had made. 

His eyes turned to it, and he blew out another breath. It didn’t do anyone any good to have dark thoughts about things like the Alamo. The mural encapsulated how much goodness could be achieved if people worked together. With a force of will, Dad changed his focus to that, not allowing himself to dwell on the upcoming potential for loss. It wasn’t easy, but staying positive was what everyone needed. 

He turned his head to the side. “Maybe I should think of a speech or...” He snapped his fingers. “I know! I’ll do a comedy routine! That’ll get everyone in a good mood.” He walked off, humming a tune with a little extra pep in his step.

He arrived at the ninja training center to find the ninja trainees running through the parkour course, firing arrows, dodging arrows, and swinging swords. While he watched, several of them fell off the course, landing in the water below. He sighed.

“I know, I know. They’re rough, but they have potential,” Tarrell said to Dad as he walked up. 

“Think they’ll be ready by the time Ortho shows up?” Dad asked. 

Tarrell grimaced. “I…I’m not sure.” 

Dad nodded and shoved out a sigh. “Alright then. I’m going to have you guys all go through the portal.”

Tarrell frowned. “But—”

Dad cut him off, holding up his hand. “Look, I know what you're going to say. You all want to defend our homes.” Tarrell nodded and Dad continued. “These guys just aren’t ready and I don’t feel comfortable sending in under-trained combatants. It’s a death sentence.”

“That’s not fair,” Tarrell spat out. “This is our home, too.” 

“Right. But you know what?” Dad gestured all around at the village. “This isn’t your home. You know what is? The people. The people who live here. The villagers and illagers that have come together to make something great. I need you to go through the portal, not just because it’s safer there, but because we need a last line of defense. We need people in there who will fight for our community in case the invaders get through.” 

Tarrell blew out a breath but nodded. “I guess that makes sense. We can continue training in there, anyway. Maybe go fight some actual enemies with the blazes.” 

Dad steeled his face. “Good man.”


Chapter 5

Mom stomped her foot. “This is so frustrating!” 

“I know, right?” Birgitta said with a huff.

Mom dusted her hands off. “Okay, so growing anything here takes forever because we can’t use water.” She looked around at their attempted garden on the nether island, behind the castle. She originally wanted to dive in and get her hands dirty growing all kinds of everything, but without water, it was a huge annoyance. 

“Except mushrooms,” Birgitta said. 

Mom stuck her tongue out. “Except mushrooms. And don’t get me wrong, I love mushrooms. But variety is the spice of life and only eating those would get old pretty quick.” 

Birgitta smirked. “The piglins don’t seem to mind.” 

Mom chuckled. “Sure, but they don’t really know any better. They never have any of the delicious things we grow in the overworld.” 

“Yeah, but even that's nothing compared to what you have in your word. What were those tasty hairy rock things?” 

Mom laughed. “Coconuts!” 

“Yeah, those! Amazing things. So tasty and filled with a drink. A to-go meal, all in one.” 

“Well, I guess we might as well make a farm and stuff will just take a lot longer to grow. We’ll have to use fortune enchanted farming equipment.” Mom pulled out a hoe and tilled the dirt blocks they’d placed. She couldn’t till much in the giant garden she made since the dirt would dry out fast before they planted seeds. 

Beppo trundled by, wandering around the island. They’d brought the golem in as a defender for the nether village, and the piglins made fast friends with it. They’d never seen a golem, but when they realized how silly Beppo was, they ended up playing lots of games together. 

Mom and Birgitta sang and talked while they worked, making sure to plant everything they could. Mom gasped suddenly when she looked over the garden. “Look!” She pointed.

“What is it?” Birgitta asked. 

Mom ran over to the jungle logs she had stacked, with big cocoa pods growing on it. “Cocoa grows like normal! Even if wheat grows slowly, you don’t need much for cookies.” 

Birgitta smiled. “Everybody loves cookies.”  

Mom nodded. “Cookies make everything better.” She let out a worried sigh then, biting her bottom lip. 

Birgitta frowned. “Are you worried about the attack?” 

Mom nodded. “I just wish things could be peaceful. Why does this Ortho guy have to do this? Why can’t there just be peace?” 

“There will be. We simply need to get through this storm.” 

“I know,” Mom said. “I just hate all the violence. Look at how amazing our community has gotten. We have villagers and illagers, piglins and brutes, all living and thriving happily together, making this wonderful place where everyone belongs. And this so-called pillager king—who is just a big bully—wants to wreck it. A real king would work for good, not...well, whatever it is he’s doing.” 

“That’s what Rara is doing. We’ll get through this and make that peaceful kingdom to last for generations.” 

Mom sighed. “I know. I believe in all of you, in all of us. It just makes me so mad and sad.” 

Birgitta hugged her. “But it's that heart of yours that has helped bring so many of us together.”


Chapter 6

“Found another one!” a miner shouted, and Kate smirked. They’d been right that cave diving was the way to go for finding diamonds. They already had over thirty of them, and it’d only been a few days. Granted, they were in an area filled with tons of caves, and the miners all had pickaxes with the fortune enchantment. 

Even though they were finding diamonds much faster than strip mining, it was still frustratingly slow. Kate worried they’d have to quit and get back to the village soon, with whatever stock they had. At least they hadn’t run into that weird monster. It was also nice that some caverns had lush caves in them, offering them comfortable places to rest and play with axolotls. 

“Great job!” Kate shouted. “Mine it up and let's keep searching!” She couldn’t even count how many times she’d said some variation of that. Even beyond the diamonds, the cave systems had given up all kinds of amazing resources: iron, redstone, lapis. It was proving to be a very profitable run. 

The first day had been a little hectic, with everyone running deep into the cave, planting torches to light it up and hunting around for shiny ore. They had been attacked by skeletons and bats and zombies, but the evoker brigade was more than able to handle them all. In fact, they’d become so adept at fighting mobs that Kate had divided everyone into five groups, assigning an evoker to each of them to cover the cave system faster. 

The most important rule was to keep the torches coming, so the teams were broken up into a miner, an evoker and a light-bearer. It worked really well, and they kept good track of the areas they’d explored. It also helped that the miners were so used to being in mines by now that they were natural cave explorers. 

“Whoa!” Elijah shouted and Kate followed the sound of his voice to where he was. 

“Oh man, that’s awesome!” She clapped and did a little dance when she saw what he had found. “It’s a geode! We need some of the amethyst.” 

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Elijah said, oohing and awing the gem. “It sure is spiffy.” 

Kate nodded. “Wait until you go inside. It's so sparkly. In fact, this might be a good time to take a break, get everyone some snacks, and let them have a chance to see this. They’re pretty rare.” 

Elijah ignored her, not because he was rude, but because he had held up a torch and had his whole head inside the geode. “So...sparkly...” 

Kate chuckled. “I’m going to round everyone up.” 

She took off down the caves, shouting for the teams. “Break time! Come see what Elijah found!” 

She gathered the teams up, having to go into the deepest part to find Delilah and her team. With the whole group following her into the depths, she called out, “Delilah! Come on, you have to come see this!” 

A scream from deeper in the cave sent a chill down her spine. Was it the monster? She spun to the group. “Go, get to the geode and Elijah.” She pointed to an evoker. “Go with them and keep them safe. The rest of you evokers, come with me.”

She took off deeper into the caverns, her heart racing in her chest, hoping she wouldn’t find disaster ahead.


Chapter 7

The screaming continued, and it urged Kate to run faster, using her power to buff Perry as she moved.

“Go help!” she shouted, and Perry flew down the cavern like a streaking arrow. The light-bearer and miner Delilah had taken with her came dashing towards her, screaming their heads off. Kate pointed to one of the evokers. “Quick! Get them back to the others!” 

She turned a corner and gasped. The passageway opened into a truly massive cavern the size of a basketball court, only some of it lit up by torches. Delilah was inside, ducking between stalagmites as a thick swarm of red-eyed bats the size of villagers flew around the place, their screeches so loud and piercing Kate had to cover her ears. 

Delilah was on the far side of the cavern, with the swarming bats between her hiding spot and Kate.

“Oh no,” Kate whispered. She spun to the evokers. “Get some vexes out, quick!” 

The pair of evokers wasted no time and summoned vexes to fly into combat with the bats. One bat screeched at the new coming enemy and purple circles of energy flew out of its mouth, hitting the vex and blasting it away. 

“Crossbows!” Kate shouted, taking aim and firing, her arrow flying true and piercing through one bat into another, flashing them both red. The evokers copied her, firing into the swarm of bats. 

Kate tried to count how many there were but couldn’t keep track as they were flying around so fast. “Delilah! Build some cover!” 

Delilah looked over, her face a mask of concentration. She nodded and threw out a barrier of cobblestone. Her relief was short lived as a bat flew at the barrier, screeching out another sonic attack that shattered one of the cobblestone blocks. 

Kate's eyes went wide. She needed to save her friend but didn’t know how to get to her without becoming an easy target. Shooting blindly into the swarm of bats caused barely any damage at all, and mostly just annoyed the creatures. She got an idea. “Perry! Come back!” 

The parrot swooped to a landing on her shoulder as she pulled a firework arrow from her inventory and took careful aim into the swarm of bats. With a booming explosion of light and sound, the rocket exploded, and the bats went crazy. Their eyes must not have been used to such bright light, and they flailed around, crashing into the walls. The light also exposed several glittering light blue diamonds in the cavern. 

“Quick! Delilah! Come on!” Kate shouted, gesturing at the trapped evoker. 

Delilah hopped out of her concealment and ran towards Kate. A stumbling bat crashed to the ground in front of her and Delilah didn’t hesitate a moment before sending out a set of mystical teeth to chomp into it. The teeth snapped shut on the bat, flashing it red at the same time Kate shot it, causing it to poof and clearing the way for Delilah. 

“Whew,” Delilah said. “That was a close one. This cavern is so big and we saw a bunch of diamonds poking out, but those bats attacked and I thought for sure we’d lose someone. I distracted them with magic and vexes while the others ran. Did they make it out?” 

Kate hugged the girl. “Good work. They should be safe.” 

Delilah brushed off her hands and took a deep breath. “Great idea with the firework rocket. Let’s poof these bats so we can get at the diamonds.” 

Kate grinned. “Here we go!” 

The evokers and Kate stood behind a small wall they built out of cobblestone, firing into the mass of bats. Every time one would blast away a block, one of the fighters would rebuild it, keeping them safe as they fired arrows and summoned vexes. 

“This isn’t working very well,” Kate shouted over the screeches of the bats. Even though they were mostly safe behind their barrier, they weren’t doing much damage to the bats, having poofed only one more. 

“Do you have any more firework rockets?” Delilah asked. 

Kate nodded. “A few. Should I use them?” 

Delilah nodded and turned to her evokers. “Get your teeth spells ready. If a bat hits the ground, don’t waste time.” They nodded, and Kate launched another firework rocket. It exploded in a shower of light and sound, once again causing the bats to fly around erratically. One crashed into the ground and the evokers launched a triple-teeth attack, poofing it away. 

“Nice!” Kate shouted. A bark from Fang got her attention, and she spun to see a bat flying right at her. She barely had time to cover her face before the bat crashed directly into her. At the last moment, Fang leapt up, grabbing the bat with his mouth, flashing it red. The creature pulled up, but Fang held on with his teeth, going up and up and up. “Fang!” Kate shouted. 

The evokers took their time, lining up shots on the stunned bats, poofing them through powerful teeth attacks when they were on the ground, or arrows as they flew. There were only a couple left, one of them being ridden by a fierce wolf. Kate laughed. “If Bruce could see this, he’d be so annoyed. Fang is the new Terror of the Skies!”

With a powerful chomp, Fang poofed the bat he rode on, then yelped as he fell through the air. Kate ran with her arms extended and caught the wolf with a grunt and fell to the ground under the weight of him, just as the evokers poofed the last bat.

Kate groaned. Fang whined and licked her face. “Who's a good boy?” she asked him and rubbed his head as she stood up.

Now that they could finally take a moment to breathe, they placed torches throughout the cavern, the circles of light overlapping until there were no dark areas.

“This was a great find, even if we had to fight a bunch of mutant bats,” Kate said, gesturing to the seven shiny diamond spots throughout the cavern.


Chapter 8

“Ugh! This is so annoying and frustrating and just...UGH!” Jack threw his arms up. 

“Stick with it, son. I know you can figure it out,” Dad shouted up to him. 

Jack sighed and got back to work on the flying machine. Through testing with dispensers, they figured out dropping TNT was going to be much more difficult than they originally planned. Jack thought it would be as simple as putting a dispenser on the flying machine with a redstone lever and filling it with TNT.

But of course, it wasn’t.

Several respawns later, he figured out how annoyingly difficult it was. The problem was keeping the machine flying without breaking the line of redstone or the lever. This would be his last attempt before he gave up. He might have been super-duper annoyed, but he was the best person for the job because he understood redstone better than Dad, and could respawn, unlike the villagers. 

Not that it made it any less annoying.

He flipped the redstone lever and the flying machine took off, the lever exploded, the redstone dropped and the TNT that came out of the dispenser sat on the honey block moving through the sky.

“Yikes!” Jack yelped and leapt off the flying machine before he could be sent for respawn again. 

He plopped out a slime block just before he hit the ground, bouncing off it to save himself from fall damage, and sighed when the TNT exploded, turning the flying machine into dust.

“I give up!” he shouted, stomping the dirt. 

“It’s okay.” Dad patted his son’s shoulder. “It was a good idea, but maybe we should just stick to archers and firework rockets. That will cause all kinds of chaos.” 

Jack sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I really wanted this to work, though. How cool would it have been to bomb them?”

Dad bit his lip. He felt like Jack was right, that bombing the enemy would be the safest and best way to save the village but didn’t think it was teaching a good lesson. It was a tough spot to be in as a parent. He put his arm around Jack and led him back into the village where Ethan and Alex waited. 

“No luck, huh?” Ethan asked. 

Jack shrugged. “Nope.” 

“That’s okay.” Alex grinned. “We have another idea.” 

Jack perked up. “Oh yeah? What?”

Alex pointed to the sky and circled his finger around the village. “We strategically place blocks in the air, all set up with dispensers. Then you parkour around them, put in some TNT, activate the lever and BOOM!” 

Jack’s eyes lit up. “That's a great idea! If we make them floating blocks instead of a skyway, then you’d have to be an awesome ninja to parkour to them all.” 

Ethan and Alex nodded. “That’s what we were thinking.”

Jack high-fived them. “You guys are crazy smart.” 

Ethan and Alex puffed up their chests. “We are pretty awesome, aren't we?” 

Dad rolled his eyes. “Well, I guess we better get started on that project.”

“Incoming!” came a shout from the wall, and the four of them spun to see the guards at the wall scrambling.

“Invaders ahead!” Another shout. 

Dad sighed. “I guess we won’t be doing that after all.”


Chapter 9

“We’re all gonna die!” Ethan shouted. Dad and Jack looked at him, confused.

“Isn’t that Elijah’s line?” Jack asked. 

Ethan shrugged. “What? Just because we fight all the time doesn’t mean I don’t miss my brother. Besides, someone had to say it.” 

Dad blew out a breath. “Come on, let’s go see what we’ve got coming.”

They rushed up the stairs onto the wall. All of them but Jack froze at the sight.

“Wow,” Dad finally whispered. 

Jack nodded. “Yeah. So much worse than animals.” He scanned the oncoming horde. They were still at the horizon and moving slowly, but encroaching like a line of fog on the coastline. Inevitable.

“Come on, come on...Where are you?” Jack mumbled.

“What are you look—” Dad started to ask but Jack jumped, pointing. 

“There! Get ready to open the door!” Jack shouted. 

Dad turned to look, and his eyes went wide when he saw it. The ninjas were running back, far ahead of the oncoming army, Bruce leading them as he soared through the air with his stolen elytra.

“It’s the ninjas!” Dad shouted to the gate guards. 

They ran back down the stairs to greet the ninjas, slamming the door open and ushering them inside. Tiana, Reggie, Imani, Hakeem, and Aliyah dashed through the door, breathing hard. Bruce had settled in on Tiana’s head, getting a free ride into the village.

“You made it!” Jack shouted, relief clear on his face. “I was worried.” 

“I told you they’d be okay,” Dad said, a huge grin on his face. 

Reggie plopped down on the ground, gulping in huge gasps of breath. “We almost didn’t.” 

Tiana leaned against the wall and nodded. “After you got poofed, it was pretty scary there for a bit. We’ve basically been running ever since. There were so many of them, and we couldn’t easily escape. They kept firing arrows and chasing us wherever we went. We even tried building a tunnel and hiding in it until it was safe, but they used a ravager to sniff us out and mined their way to us!” 

Hakeem frowned. “That wasn’t even the worst part. There we were, trapped in our tunnel avoiding the massive army, when Bruce farted.” 

The ninjas groaned at once. “It was so terrible,” Tiana grumbled, petting the stinky furball atop her head. 

“Meow meow,” Bruce said, licking his paw. He jumped off Imani, then rubbed up against Jack's legs. Jack picked him up and cuddled him. 

“It was terrible, but at least it sent the pillagers away,” Reggie said. 

“We mined our way out and thought we’d gotten away unnoticed, but a creeper caught up to us and exploded,” Aliyah said. 

“I almost died!” Hakeem wiped his brow. 

“Then the explosion caught the attention of their scouts and they sent ravagers and vexes after us,” Reggie continued. “We had to run as fast as we could to get back here. Thank goodness we had all the food and potions; we used every last bit.” 

“Well, you’re safe now,” Dad said. 

“No,” Reggie shook his head. “No one is safe with an army that big after them. We’re just in less danger for the moment is all.”


Chapter 10

“Come on,” Jack said, “Let’s get you a little rest and some food.” 

“Meow!” Bruce said, drooling. Jack rolled his eyes.

“You too, Bruce, I’m sure you could use something to eat. You look like you’re wasting away,” Jack said, deadpan. 

“Meow meow,” Bruce said and hopped on Jack's shoulders. They left toward the castle, and Dad blew out a breath, looking over at the wall. 

He turned to Alex and Ethan. “Ortho is practically here now. If you want to go through the portal, now’s the time to do it.” 

Ethen frowned. “No way. You taught us to defend ourselves, and that’s what we’re going to do.” He pulled out his crossbow and Dad flinched, remembering how bad a shot Ethan was. The villager smirked. “Don’t worry, I've been practicing.” 

They went back up the stairs and watched as the army slowly approached, like a herd of turtles. “This is...nerve-wracking,” Judah said. 

“Yeah,” Dad scoffed nervously. “Watching an enemy advance like this while not being able to do anything...I feel helpless.” 

“Should we get the flying machines ready?” Alex asked. 

Dad shook his head. “No, let’s save those. Maybe it won't come to a fight. Maybe we can talk to him and make him go away.” 

“Don’t you need that beacon thing he has?” Judah asked. 

Dad sighed. “I did say maybe.” 

Slowly but surely, like the ocean tide coming in, the army approached. They watched as the village walls were surrounded, but the army wisely stayed out of range of arrows.

Judah pointed. “Look! There’s Ortho.” 

Dad moved his gaze to where he pointed and sure enough, a team of ravagers made their way to the front lines, a pillager with a crown on his head riding the lead one.

“What’s he doing?” Dad asked as Ortho watched a group of pillagers assembling something. 

It became all too clear when a pyramid of iron blocks was erected, and Ortho dismounted from his ravager. He walked up to the pyramid and set down a final block. Instantly, a powerful beam of green energy shot into the sky and Ortho turned to the wall, looking straight at Dad.


Chapter 11

Dad’s shock at watching Ortho and his army build a pyramid for the beacon was overshadowed almost instantly as he watched the pillager king jump-stack a tower as tall as the kingdom wall, then crouch-place a skyway closer to them. Dad’s eyes were wide as saucers as he watched Ortho using all the abilities he thought only he and his people knew. 

“Puny villagers!” Ortho shouted. “The time of your end has come! Soon the world will be free of you, and only illagers will remain!”

Dad stood tall. “What do you want, Ortho? We have nothing for you here.” 

Ortho sneered as he looked at Dad. “You respawners. You’ve caused me so much trouble. My quest is to eradicate the world of villagers. And you stand in my way, saving them.” 

“That’s genocide, Ortho, you can’t be serious! What have the villagers ever done to you? They just want to live in peace.” 

Ortho spit off the edge of his platform. “Villagers are soft! Weak creatures that can’t handle it in the real world of mobs. All they do is take, take, take. They’re all selfish, every one of them. They never share their food or their homes with us pillagers! Leaving us out in the cold to suffer while they grow everything they could need in their safe little villages.” 

Dad’s eyebrows shot up. “Have you SEEN this place?” He gestured at the mural on the wall. “This entire village is about coexisting. About villagers and illagers helping each other and living happily together.” 

Judah spoke up. “Yeah! What he says is true! Look at us—I’m an illager and I live here and will never leave.” 

“You are a TRAITOR!” Ortho spat. His face got so red and wrinkled up he looked like a naked mole rat.

“Ooookay...so maybe you're just crazy?” Dad asked. 

“I’ll show you crazy!” Ortho shouted and he cast his hand at Dad. Dad ducked under the crenellation of the wall, recognizing the movement as the same one Ortho had used to curse him before. The rest of the defenders copied him, hiding behind the protection of the wall. 

Ortho laughed, a horrible sounding nasally thing. Dad poked his head up from behind the wall. “So that’s what you want then?” he asked. “The destruction of all villagers? That’s really your ultimate goal?” 

“Of course,” Ortho said, as if it made all the sense in the world. “Although...” He let the word pour out of his mouth like honey. 

“Although…?” Dad asked. 

“I suppose I could be persuaded to stop my attack on your...village.” He spat the word out of his mouth like it tasted gross and scanned the walls as if it was the furthest thing from a village. 

Dad crossed his arms. “I knew there was something you wanted. All this ‘destroy all the villagers’ talk was covering for something. What do you really want, Ortho?” 

Ortho smirked, his eyes twinkling in amusement. “Oh, it’s nothing you need, I promise. I just want the beacon from the castle.” 

Dad frowned. “Beacon? What beacon?” 

“DON’T YOU PLAY WITH ME, RESPAWNER!” Ortho screamed, spittle flying out of his mouth like an angry crocodile that missed lunch. “I know you know what the beacon is. Hand it over if you want this pitiful monument to weakness,” he gestured at the village, “to stay standing.” 

Dad took a step back at the outburst. “You may know that I know what the beacon is, but what you don’t know is that I know that you know what the beacon is, and I’ll do everything I can to keep it out of your grimy hands.” Dad played that back in his mind to see if he got it right—it was a lot of I know-you knows.

“Fine then!” Ortho shouted. “Have it your way. The beacon will be mine with or without a field of slain villagers at my feet. Everyone here will suffer out of your obstinance!” 

It was Dad’s turn to smirk. “Oh what, and you were seriously going to just let everyone go if you got your way? You’re insane, and I’m going to stop you right here and right NOW!” He equipped a tower shield and leapt off the edge of the wall straight at Ortho. He activated a shield bash and rocketed across the space, his tower shield leading the way.


Chapter 12

“Oh, I hope everyone is okay.” Mom paced back and forth in the nether castle's crafting room, biting at her nails. Mom hated biting her nails, but she just couldn’t help it at a time like this.

She was supposed to be making more potions and enchanting things, but she was just too worried. Not an hour went by when she didn’t want to dive through the portal and see what was going on. Why hadn’t Minecraft added cell phones? A quick “we’re okay” text from Dad would have gone a long way to soothing her worry.

“Mrs. Smith!” Rara shouted from the hallway. 

Mom dashed out of the room. “What is it?” 

“Jack’s come through the portal, with the ninjas.” 

Mom’s eyes got big, and she rushed to the throne room to see her boy. “Oh Jack!” she shouted, squeezing him in a massive hug. 

“Mom! Can’t! Breathe!” Jack said, squirming out of the hug. She let him go and he pulled back. “Sheesh Mom, you just saw me like, yesterday.” 

Mom put her hands on her hips. “That’s how a mother’s love works. I’m always excited to see you, and I always worry about you.” Jack rolled his eyes and Mom snatched him up in a bear hug again. 

“Ack! Okay, okay!” 

Mom smirked, pulling back. “What's going on out there?” 

Jack sighed. “Well, as you can see,” he gestured towards the ninjas, “the ninjas are back.” 

“Meow purr!” Bruce said as he leapt onto Mom's head. 

“Oh, and Bruce,” Jack said. 

“Purr purr,” Bruce said, lying down nicely on Mom's head. 

Mom sighed but let the cat stay. He annoyed her, sure, but he was still family. “Are you all hungry? You have to tell me what happened! I’ll get snacks,” she told the ninjas. 

They nodded their heads politely. “Yes, Mrs. Smith, we’re starving.” Imani’s stomach growled as if on command to prove the point. 

“Oh good! Come this way and I’ll get you all settled in with some food.” She turned and headed to the banquet room, where Rara met them. She set out plate after plate of good, restorative Minecraft food, and a bunch of plates of earth food, too. Bruce drooled, and Mom yelled at him, sweeping the cat off her head and growling at the wet spot in her hair. “Bruce, ya darn cat!” 

The ninjas and Bruce chowed down but Jack ate nothing. Mom cocked her head at him. “What’s wrong, Jack? Didn’t you see I brought out pancakes?” 

“Is something bad happening out there?” Rara asked, biting her lower lip nervously. 

Jack nodded. “The army’s almost here. Honestly, I should get back. Dad probably needs me. You too, Bruce.” 

“Meow grrrr,” Bruce said as he guarded a plate of cooked beef, nibbling away at its contents. 

Jack held up his hands. “Alright, alright, you can eat first. Sheesh.” 

“Purr,” Bruce said and took another bite. 

“Jack…” Rara hesitated. “How bad is it?” 

Jack sighed. “It’s pretty bad—about as bad as we expected. But with Dad and I out there—”

“Meow!” 

“And Bruce,” Jack rolled his eyes, “I don’t think we have to worry.” 

Bruce finally finished chomping down his plate of food, burped, and jumped on Jack’s shoulders. The ninjas ate faster, but Jack held up his hands. “No, you guys…you need rest. Eat, take a few minutes. It’s not like Ortho is going to get through the walls right away. When you’re done, come back out. It’s going to be a long day and you’ll need all the energy you can get.”


Chapter 13

Ortho sneered as Dad rocketed towards him. Faster than Dad thought was possible for a pillager, the pillager king whipped out his axe and held it out in front of him like a shield. Dad slammed into the axe, and instead of poofing Ortho like he hoped he would, all he did was knock the pillager back and off the edge of the platform. 

“Fool!” Ortho had time to shout at Dad, then launched a curse at him as he sailed to the ground. Dad jumped back, avoiding Ortho’s curse, and watched as the pillager king threw out a spiderweb, landing in it and sinking to the ground easily.

Ortho looked up and shook his axe at Dad. “Your days of peace are over!” he shouted and stomped back to his army. 

Dad was shocked Ortho could block his shield bash attack and blew out a breath like an angry stallion. He shield-charged back across the gap onto the wall where he touched down gracefully. “Well, that didn’t work,” he mumbled. 

“He’s tough,” Judah said, the look of surprise frozen on his face. 

Dad nodded. “Ring the bells and gather troops; this war is about to start.” 

Judah ran off, shouting to gather everyone together. Horns blasted outside the village walls, and the pillager army shuddered as if it was a single creature. They pulled out axes and crossbows and stalked slowly towards the village walls. 

The bells rang in the village, the iron golems going into high alert and running to the gate. The rest of the defenders ran up, assembling for orders. Jack arrived, with his side-kick Bruce on his shoulders, and climbed the stairs to the wall where Dad was waiting. 

Dad stood there, in front of the village defenders, the brave souls who stayed to defend what they had worked for, and to protect their loved ones who escaped through the portal. Dad pulled out his second tower shield and held them both in front of him, symbols of his power as a respawner. 

“My fellow citizens!” he shouted, calming the crowd and quieting them. “We are on the precipice between disaster and salvation. Before us is the biggest army of pillagers this world has ever seen, and we are here to push them back. This is our home, these are our people, and we will not let them take that from us!”

The defenders cheered, though some fear poked through the determined looks on their faces.

“The pillager king Ortho has declared all villagers should be wiped out,” Dad continued. “He is a madman and must be stopped. He claims villagers and illagers can’t get along, that they can’t work past their differences towards a better future for everyone. But we are here to show him the better future is already here!”

The crowd beneath him cheered again and Dad grimaced at what he had to say next. 

“It won’t be easy, and we might not all come out of this. But we will stand and fight with such strength of character, and such resolve, that Ortho's own army will wonder if they are on the right side of history. We are strong! We are united!”

He opened his mouth to say more, when an arrow came streaking through the air, and slammed directly into his butt, sending him jumping and almost off the edge.

“We—OW! Not again!” 

That's when the chaos finally erupted.


Chapter 14

Kate whistled gleefully. They’d cleared out the cavern of giant mutant, red-eyed bats, and no other dangerous mobs had appeared since. Well, real dangerous, not normal dangerous. But any of the normal mobs the evokers and her crossbow were more than enough to handle. 

The only problem was, finding diamonds was getting more difficult. Altogether they had almost sixty—a huge amount really—more than she ever imagined gathering in Minecraft before. But it still wasn’t the number they needed. They pretty much tapped the cave system dry, having run through each and every nook and cranny. 

She was still happy, though. Sure, it wasn’t enough, but it was enough to get her family a good start. Maybe if she and Mom didn’t have a full netherite set, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal since they stayed back from the close combat anyway. She shrugged. 

“Okay guys, I think it’s time to call it and go back to the village,” she announced to her group of miners who were happily munching away on some snacks Mom had packed them. 

“Awwww,” Elijah said, “we got so many diamonds! We could get more, look at how good we’re working together as a team. The first villager mining crew to leave a village in who knows how long.” The villagers and evokers all puffed up a little at that, knowing they were making history. 

“True,” Kate said, “but we’re having to go deeper and deeper and I don’t want to risk running into that monster again.” 

“Psh.” Elijah waved a hand. “Have you seen how awesome these evokers have gotten? They could take on anything!” 

Delilah stood straighter. “He has a point. Our teamwork has gotten fantastic. In fact, I think all these junior evokers have graduated to full-on evoker status now.” There was a cheer that went up from the crowd as the evokers looked at each other, huge grins erupting on their faces. 

Kate smiled. “Congratulations! I’d say let's celebrate, but we finished all the treats my mom packed for us. That was another reason I was thinking it’d be a good time to head back.” 

There was a collective gasp followed by a sad silence as the group stared at the last treats in their hands, if they had any.

“Well why didn’t you say so?” Elijah shouted, jumping up and gathering things. “Come on everyone! Let’s get packing!”


Chapter 15

Arrows poured down like rain off the walls of the kingdom village. The archers let out a never-ending thrum of fire, raining down on the heads of the pillager army. Ortho remained on his iron pyramid, gesturing to a line of pillagers. One by one they walked up to the beacon, and he did something, causing their eyes to change and glow green. 

Beside the pyramid, a team of pillagers was working on another one, many times larger. Dad frowned as he saw it. “What the heck is he doing down there?” 

“Uh oh,” Jack said. 

“What is it?” 

“He’s building a bigger pyramid. Probably to put the beacon on.” 

Dad raised an eyebrow. “Why is that ‘uh oh’?” 

Jack blew out a breath. “The beacons do more than just give cool powers. When you have them on a pyramid, they give off a buff. Like, the last time I fought them, all the enemies near the beacon were faster. The bigger the pyramid, the farther out the buff reaches.” 

“Ugh,” Dad grimaced. “That’s not good. 

Judah laughed. “Hah! It’s okay. Look at them, they can't even get close. Our archers are taking them out so fast.” 

They watched, and sure enough, the archers were poofing pillagers left and right with powerful, directed shots of their arrows. The invading army surged forward and retreated occasionally to avoid arrows, but many of them flashed red anyway.

Dad had to admit, he was feeling pretty confident. The number of defenders they had on the walls, all with crossbows and many with enchanted crossbows, were doing a great job of defending. 

“Still,” he said as he watched Ortho buffing his troops one after another, “it’s too early and Ortho is too powerful.” As if his words were the catalyst, a horn sounded in the enemy lines, and the pillagers put their crossbows away.

“What?” Dad asked, eyes darting around. “What’s happening?”

They watched as the pillager army crafted pillars of dirt three blocks high, then placed blocks above their heads, forming a barrier between them and the arrows from the defender’s bows.

Jack frowned. “Oh. That’s not good. That’s not good at all.”


Chapter 16

“I’m going to talk to them,” Dad said. 

“What? Are you crazy? It’s literally an army! You already know Ortho doesn’t want to have anything to do with you.” Jack flung his hands in the air. 

“Yeah, but I’m not going to talk to Ortho. I’m going to talk to his army. Maybe I can sway some of them.” 

“But—” 

Dad held up his hand. “Look, what's the harm in trying? The worst they can do is send me to respawn.” With that he leapt off the wall, tossing out a spiderweb to land on top of the barrier the army had constructed. 

He may be foolhardy, but he wasn’t stupid, so he quickly jump-stacked a few blocks to get out of the way of anyone that might want to hit him with a sword and he shouted down to the group. “Stop this! You don’t have to fight for Ortho! Do you even know what you’re fighting for? We can live together peacefully. We want to live together peacefully.” 

The area around him quieted and some pillagers poked their heads out from the barriers. Dad wasn’t taking any chances and had his shields out, one behind him and one in front of him to turtle up. “It’s true. Illagers and villagers already live together here, in peace.” 

A pillager looked up at Dad, an angry look on his face. “And what? You’d just invite us in to live with the traitors and the villagers?” 

Dad shrugged. “You could live here. If you laid down your weapons and swore to be peaceful.” 

There was a laugh from under the cover of the barrier. “No way! You respawners and villagers are the worst. No villager would ever help an illager without being forced.” 

Dad frowned. “I assure you that is not the case.” 

“Well too bad. We want nothing to do with your horrible village, except to burn it down!” There was a chorus of cheers from beneath the barrier. 

“Is that really the truth? You want to live a life of anger and violence? Haven’t you ever tried anything else?” Dad asked. 

“Like what? 

Dad smirked. “Well, maybe like humor.” 

The silence under the barrier felt different. “What?” came a confused response. 

“Yeah,” Dad said, “I mean what's the worst that could happen if you went around happy and laughing? Like a skeleton!” 

“Wait...what?” The pillager popped out from the barrier to look at Dad. Several others did as well, faces twisted up in confusion. 

“Sure,” Dad said, “they never let anything get under their skin.” He smiled widely, watching their reactions. There was a long pause when the pillagers looked at each other with questioning looks on their faces. Then one of their mouths opened wide in a laugh. 

“Under their skin!” The pillager smacked his knee and laughed, the laughter spreading among the others. 

“It’s true,” Dad said, “be like the skeletons, not like the trees.” 

“The trees?” a pillager stopped laughing to ask. 

Dad nodded his head. “Yeah, they can be kinda shady.” 

“Bwaha!” The first pillager to laugh laughed again and a small ripple of chuckles went through the crowd. 

“You don’t want to be like an egg either,” Dad continued, enjoying this crowd. “They can’t tell jokes because they’d crack each other up.” 

There was more laughter, and more pillagers came out from their barrier to listen.

“Come to think of it, you don’t want to be like stairs either,” Dad said. 

“What? Stairs?”

Dad smirked. “Yeah, they’re always up to something!” 

The crowd laughed and some of them even took down their barrier so they could hear better. “Tell us another one!” someone shouted. 

Dad put his shield down and grinned, this was a hot crowd. “What do you call someone with no body and no nose?” 

“What?” 

“Nobody knows!” Dad slapped his knee at that one, laughing at himself. He didn’t even wait for a request before launching into another. “What did the one helmet say to the other?” 

“Helmets can’t talk,” a pillager said, and the others around him rolled their eyes and shushed him. 

Dad could barely hold it together as he finished. “The helmet said, ‘Stay here, I’m going on ahead!’” 

The laughter was unabashed now, and Dad was beginning to wonder if he had a career in making pillagers laugh. Visions of traveling to pillager outposts to tell jokes and make them less angry flashed through his mind. “I have a joke about chemistry, but I don’t think it will get a reaction,” he said, letting the jokes come out now. 

That joke fell flat, though, as none of them knew what chemistry even was. Dad opened his mouth to tell another one when a shout erupted from behind the line. “What are you fools doing! He’s the enemy!” A vindicator with a massive axe had jumped on top of the barrier and charged Dad. 

“Whoops!” Dad yelled. “Time for me to go! But listen—if you want to live in peace and hear awesome jokes and laugh with friends instead of poofing them, reconsider this fight.” He activated his shield charge, flying into the air, then again, launching himself back onto the wall. 

Jack just looked at Dad, shaking his head. “Really, Dad?” 

“What?” Dad said. “I had to try. And by the end, they were just like a row of corn.” 

“What?” Jack asked, just as confused as the pillagers had been. 

Dad grinned. “Yep, all ears.”


Chapter 17

“So what are we going to do now that they have a barrier to stop our arrows?” Judah asked. 

“Well, it’s not like they can get through our walls, so we don’t have to worry too much,” Jack said. 

Dad sighed. “We should always be worried in a war. I don’t know what to do. I’m not like a military general or anything. Really what we need to do is poof Ortho. If he goes, this whole thing will probably end. All too often it’s a bunch of normal guys following a whack-a-doo and without their crazy leader, they can lead regular lives.” 

“What about the golems?” Judah asked. “We could send them out, and that might cause some chaos.” 

Dad nodded. “Not a bad idea.”

“Send out the golems!” Judah shouted down the wall. The guards stationed at the bottom saluted and lined the golems up by the doors out. They flipped the levers, opening the iron doors, and the golems went crazy when they saw the attackers, launching themselves into combat.

The golems ran to the front of the barriers and swung their powerful arms at the pillagers underneath, flashing them red and poofing them. This caused a pile of pillagers to spill out the other end of the barrier and the archers on the wall shot at them. The pillagers panicked; none of them fighting smart and Dad blew out a breath in relief. 

“You know, this isn't too bad. If they keep making mistakes, we might just—” His words were cut off by a scream from down below. Everyone spun to see they had vastly underestimated the pillagers. While Ortho was putting on a show with his beacon and pillagers erecting a barrier, more pillagers had dug a tunnel, directly into the village. 

The pillagers popped out and fired at the guards stationed below, flashing some of them red before Judah could yell at them to run. He directed the archers on the wall to spin around and fire into the village at the invaders. 

Jack’s eyes went wide. “No, that’s not good.” Panic flooded his brain before he could clear it. “I have an idea.” He jumped off the wall, using another spiderweb to stop his fall. “NINJA KITTY BOMB!” He shouted in mid-air as he threw Bruce. 

“Meow!” Bruce yelled, his elytra wings popping out, along with his claws. He swooped into battle, harrying the enemy as they tried to escape the tunnels in force. While the archers and the Terror of the Skies kept them busy, Jack resorted to his tried-and-true tactic.

He dumped a bucket of lava right into the tunnel. 

There were screams of pillagers yelling to get back from inside the tunnel and Jack blew out a breath turning to give his dad a thumbs up. His hand didn’t make it though as his jaw dropped.

The pillagers outside had built the barrier for more than one reason: to stop arrows, sure. But also to give them a platform to build stairs to the top of the wall.


Chapter 18

An arrow slammed into Dad’s rear end, and he screamed and turned. Pillagers were filing onto the tops of the walls.

“No!” Dad shield-slammed the closest pillager, sending him flying off the wall to poof on the ground below. 

But that was just one pillager and now there were multiple sets of stairs they had crafted to get to the top of the wall, with dozens of pillagers on each.

“Attack!” Judah shouted. “Swords and shields!” 

The defenders put away their crossbows, pulling out swords and shields and copied Dad, slamming their shields into pillagers and sending them flying. Whenever one would get through though, Judah or Dad would rush down the wall to engage in combat. Golden apples were being munched through at a tremendous rate. 

“Meow!” Bruce shouted as he spun through the air, swooping down at another place where pillagers had broken through with a tunnel. 

“I’m on it!” Jack shouted and drained his entire hunger bar, summoning a clone and using his luck power to make it as powerful as possible. 

“Double slash!” the clone shouted as it appeared, right above the hole in the ground where the pillagers were pouring out. It slashed down with its two netherite swords, critically hitting a pillager and poofing it. 

Jack moved to help but took an arrow to his shoulder. “Ow!” He looked behind him and saw another hole filling the town with pillagers. “How are there so many?” It was looking bleak when a streaking form in black crashed into a pillager while Jack watched, and he smiled, fist-punching the air. “Yeah! Go ninjas!” 

Reggie and the other ninjas had made it back and wasted no time leaping into action. Jack spun around, jumping into the air and draining some hunger bar to catch an arrow that had been headed straight for him. He tossed the arrow to the ground and bounced off the head of the pillager that had shot it, knocking him to the ground as well. 

The melee inside the walls was getting intense, but between the ninjas and Jack and Bruce, the defenders were winning in the deadly game of whack-a-mole. Or whack-a-pillager. The defenders had taken to copying Jack and although they didn’t carry around buckets of lava like the crazy boy, they did get buckets of water and used it to pour water down into the holes with similar effect.

The inner yard of the village looked like a soggy burning mess, but they had things under control. The top of the wall on the other hand, was an impossible situation. The pillagers had built enough stairs to the top that they couldn’t easily be sent back down anymore.

And then the green-eyed pillagers showed up.


Chapter 19

Four green-eyed pillagers arrived, climbing over the walls and into the melee. At first Dad didn’t notice them. It wasn’t until he watched a defender fall that he saw what was happening. Their defenses had broken as a pillager was attacked, but instead of poofing away and giving the defenders some breathing room, he poofed into a zombie at full health and took down a defender. 

“No!” Dad yelled, shield-charging the zombie. He slammed into it and it poofed, but instead of poofing away, it poofed into a skeleton, its bony arms raking against Dad’s legs and flashing him red. Dad took another hit before he was able to send the skeleton off the edge.

“Send out the flying machines!” Dad screamed. 

Several defenders in the back nodded and pulled out the blocks necessary, assembling the machines and leaping onto them, their crossbows already armed with firework rockets. The machines made their slow way across the landscape, moving in a straight line down the wall of the village, while their riders fired over and over into the attacking horde, sending them flying off the stairs. 

The combat on the wall lessened a bit, giving the defenders some time to catch their breath. The green-eyed pillagers were nearly unstoppable, causing a ton of damage before they could be fought off for good. They lost several good villagers in the skirmish and Dad was not happy. They collected themselves, eating golden apples and changing out broken shields. 

“Those flying machines are amazing,” Judah told Dad. “We might have lost just then if it weren't for them.” 

Dad nodded. “True. But this is too much. One down villager is too many. I need to stop this insanity.” 

The pillagers below were firing at the flying machines, trying to hit the riders, but missed more often than not. The riders shot down firework rockets and eat enough healing items that they were never in any danger. The only problem was the flying machines would eventually run out of enemies. The riders had spiderwebs so they could jump off, but that was incredibly dangerous in an active war zone. 

Still, it bought the defenders on the wall the time they needed to regroup. Unfortunately, that time was also used well by Ortho, whose minions finally completed their giant pyramid. With a sneer, Ortho climbed to the top and placed down the beacon, green energy shooting into the sky. The pillagers around the village sped up like they’d each had four double shots of espresso and Dad gasped. “No, this isn’t going to work. He’s too strong.” 

Judah turned to answer, but a speedy green-eyed pillager leapt over the wall, his axe flying. Judah's eyes went wide, and he barely got his shield up in time to block the attack. “What are we going to do?” 

A horn sounded, and the rest of the pillager army, except for Ortho and a squad of green-eyed pillagers protecting the pyramid, moved on the village walls.


Chapter 20

“No, no, no. There are too many, it’s too much! Sound the retreat!” Dad shouted. 

Judah made a hand signal and bells rang in the village. Jack and the ninjas looked up and watched as the walls were swarmed by pillagers moving much faster than a normal person. The defenders were running down the stairs to escape.

“Go!” Jack yelled at the ninjas. “Protect our people, get them to safety!” 

The ninjas didn’t hesitate, leaping to follow the order and leaving Jack and Bruce alone to stop the tunneling pillagers. Jack stroked his pet cat's head. “Bruce, buddy, I need you to go help Dad. I’m going to do something crazy.” 

Bruce looked at him, his ears raised and his tail twitching. “Purr?” 

“I know, it’s a crazy time. We’ll get through it, though, okay?” Bruce put his head forward and Jack lowered his, bumping heads like a fist bump and Jack smiled. “Go help Dad now.” He threw the cat, who extended his wings and soared up to the wall. 

Jack blew out a breath and put a sword away. “Okay guys, time to play.” 

The brief moment he’d spent with his beloved cat had given the pillagers time to surround him. They grinned maliciously as they moved in closer. Jack also grinned. As quick as he could he summoned a clone, dropped a TNT behind it, and with a smack on the TNT, jump-stacked stone blocks.

The pillagers dove in to attack the clone, not noticing the TNT until it was too late. All except for one pillager, who also began jump-stacking a pillar of dirt blocks. 

With a loud blast, the TNT went off, carving a hole in the ground and leaving nothing behind but floating crossbows and axes. “Neat trick,” the pillager who was jump-stacking told Jack, “but I’m an elite soldier. It’s going to take a lot more than that to get me.” 

The pillager—a vindicator with a vicious looking axe—started placing dirt blocks, building a sky bridge toward Jack. Jack's eyes went wide. “Whoa, you are good!” He built his own sky bridge, crouch-walking on it to avoid the pillager. 

“Good? I’m the best!” the pillager sneered. 

The two of them raced through the sky like TRON light bikes, leaving a trail of bridges behind them. Jack had to pause to replace his stack, and the vindicator caught up to him, leaping from his bridge to Jack’s, his axe flashing. 

As the vindicator flew, Jack jumped also, doing a flip and landing on the vindicator’s path. “I mean, you may be the best for a pillager, but you’re no ninja.” He pointed with his sword behind the vindicator, who spun around to look. 

“What?” was the only thing he had time to say before the TNT Jack had sneakily laid down and activated exploded, poofing the poor vindicator. 

Jack smirked, took out a spider web, and prepared another block of TNT. “Rara is going to be so mad at me for destroying the village,” he mumbled as he leapt off the sky bridge.


Chapter 21

Explosions rocked the village, but all Dad could focus on was Ortho, sitting there on his beacon looking smug. He ground his teeth. If that pillager king was taken down, maybe the rest would just run away and they could finally have some peace.

The wall rocked as pillagers down below mined chunks out of it. 

The lava surprised the first few, but a smart vindicator gave an order, and the pillagers began placing blocks to stem the flow. Lava walls weren't a great defense against other people that could craft. Soon the walls were like Swiss cheese, allowing pillagers in with virtually no restriction. Explosions continued to rock the village as Jack was doing something back there. 

Dad took a step closer to the edge of the wall and Bruce landed next to him. “Meow?” 

Dad stopped and looked down at the cat. “Hey Bruce, you here to help?” 

“Meow purr hiss,” Bruce said, his tail twitching. 

Dad looked over his shoulder into the village. Jack was running around like a crazy person, setting off TNT everywhere, leaving massive craters in the ground. Each of the craters led down to a tunnel though, so Dad supposed Jack knew what he was doing. 

Another glance showed him the defenders being led by the ninjas toward the castle. Hopefully they’d be popping through the portal quickly.

“Jack! Remember to break the portal!” Dad shouted down to the boy. He wasn’t worried though, Jack knew the plan. 

The army was swarming in, and already they were torching the village. Doing what pillagers were known for doing: pillaging. Dad sighed; they could be so much more. Why couldn’t they see that?

“Brucey boy, we were really outclassed this time, weren’t we?” 

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said. 

“Why don’t you hop on.” He patted his shoulder. “I’m going to bring this fight to Ortho and end this whole stupid war.” 

“Meow purr,” Bruce said, and leapt onto Dad’s shoulders. 

“Here we go, hold on tight.” Dad prepared to launch himself off the edge. Bruce’s claws dug into his shoulder. “Ow! Not that tight!” The claws retracted a little. Dad took a step off the edge, his shield in front of him and launched through the air with a shield charge. “Go pop that beacon while I distract them all!” he shouted, and as he activated another shield charge, he threw Bruce as hard as he could. 

The cat went rocketing through the air at speeds that were astounding. “Meeeeeoooooow!” he howled in joy. 

Dad carefully aimed his shield charges in order to land at the pyramid. With a final activation he slammed into one of the guards, sending him flying and flashing him red.

“Ortho!” he shouted, “come and get me!” He activated his taunt ability and the guards spun to attack him, their focus on him alone. 

Ortho laughed. His eyes flashed with the red power of the nether beacon but he didn’t immediately move to attack Dad. Two of the pillagers guarding the beacon were evokers, their spell attacks chomping at Dad. He jumped out of the way, swapping out one of his shields for a sword. 

Dad shield charged the closest evoker, catching him by surprise and hitting him hard. The evoker crashed to the ground and Dad leapt out of the way of another teeth spell, which hit the downed evoker, poofing him. 

Dad turned to look at the last evoker, a dark look in his gaze. The evoker shuddered in fear but raised his hands and summoned a vex. Dad shot into the air, poofing the vex with a shield bash and fell through the sky scoring a critical hit against the evoker, but he remained standing.

Two vindicators with glowing green eyes came forward, axes flashing in the sun and Dad ducked, raising his shield over his head to block the attacks. 

He rolled out of the way, chomping down a golden apple at the same time. He quickly pulled out his second shield, holding one in each hand and shield charged again, hitting both vindicators and sending them careening off the pyramid. Unfortunately, a teeth spell hit him dead on, tearing away some hearts. Dad growled, and shield-charged the evoker, finally poofing him with a solid hit. 

The vindicators were standing up, their eyes flashing angrily, and Dad heard a slow clapping behind him. He turned to find Ortho there, sneering contemptuously. Ortho took a step down the pyramid and Bruce, quit as a ninja, landed on the beacon. 

“You fool,” Ortho said a mixture of anger and pleasure playing in his creepy eyes. “You played right into my clutches.”

Dad glanced behind him, and the green-eyed vindicators were simply standing there, axes out. Behind them, however, came another squad of green-eyed pillagers. “You didn’t think I simply wanted the beacon, did you? Do you know what I can do with a respawner? I can make a Totem of Undying that never stops working. I can have the power of a respawner! With that and the power of the beacons, I’ll become more than a king. I’ll be the most powerful being in the universe!” 

Dad’s eyes shot up. He tried to play it cool as he watched Bruce mining away on the beacon. “You really have gone mad,” he told Ortho, shaking his head slowly. “And with that power you want to do, what? Destroy all the villagers? You could do so much more, so much good.” 

Ortho threw back his head and laughed. “Good? What better good is there than what's good for my own kind?” He raised his axe high into the air, and with lightning speed, turned and slammed it onto Bruce, critical stars flying from the attack. 

Bruce was taken totally off-guard. He had been so focused on what he was doing. With another brutal slam of his axe and a startled “Meow!” Bruce poofed, leaving behind his gear, and the elytra. 

“No! Bruce!” Dad yelled. 

Ortho smirked, turning to Dad. “Now it’s your turn.” 

“Never!” Dad shouted, shield-charging Ortho. Ortho dodged it, moving to the side and smacking Dad in the leg with his axe. The pillagers converged on Dad, when Ortho held his hands up. “Not yet! I want him to know how weak he is compared to me.” Ortho’s lip curled up like a rabid dog and quick as a snake, Ortho charged Dad, slamming his axe into him and taking his hearts. 

Dad raised his shield, blocking as many attacks as he could. They came so fast, he never got a chance to strike back. With another vicious slam of an overhead chop, Ortho sent Dad to his knees and destroyed his shield.

Ortho laughed and waved to his minions. “Take him alive.” 

Dad, stunned by the power of the pillager king, frowned. “I may not be able to beat you, but I can still prevent you from getting me.” He activated his taunt ability. “Come and fight me,” he growled.

The pillagers went crazy from the ability, their axes slashing at Dad over and over, like a carwash of blades. He blocked when he could, and struck when he could, poofing one pillager, but only turning him into a zombie. The other pillagers were relentless, and Ortho screamed. “No you fools! Take him alive!”

But it was too late. Dad’s taunt enraged them past the point of following orders, and with a final axe strike, Dad poofed.


Chapter 22

“Meow?” Bruce said as he hopped in the window from outside. 

“Did you get them?” Jack asked.  

Bruce hacked and horked and spat out a netherite sword. Then another.

“Yes!” Jack shouted, fist-bumping the cat. He jumped when Dad appeared in the bed right next to him. “How did you respawn?” 

Dad sighed. “Ortho. He’s too tough. And he has too many helpers. As long as he’s buffed with the beacon, it’s even worse. What happened to you?” 

Jack sighed. “Evokers. Too many vexes and teeth. I couldn’t dodge them all.” 

“What were you doing with all that TNT?” 

Jack smirked. “I was trying to slow them down and destroy their tunnels.” 

They walked to the window of their house. Outside was mayhem. The pillagers were taking everything that wasn’t nailed down and burning everything that was. “Are they just going to raze the entire village?” Dad muttered. 

“What’s that?” Jack asked. 

“It means to destroy to the ground.” Dad sighed. “This poor village.” 

Jack nodded. “That’s what it looks like they’re doing. What are we going to do?” 

“Well, we need to destroy the portal. No matter what we can’t let Ortho even know it’s there. Then, I think I have a plan. A terrible, horrible plan.” 

“What is it?” Jack asked, his curiosity piqued. 

“I’ll tell you after we destroy the portal. Come on, it’s going to take everything we’ve got to get there.” 

Jack rolled his eyes. “It won’t be that hard. We just go through the roof then jump from rooftop to rooftop and build sky bridges where we need to. The hardest part is going to be getting there unseen.” 

Dad cocked his head. “It sounds like something you’ve done before...”

Jack smirked. “Yeah, lots of times. It’s good ninja training.” 

“Alright, lead on then. But first get me your shulker box and put your swords in it. We should keep them safe in the nether.” 

They got some replacement gear from a chest, and collected their shulker boxes, then climbed onto the roof. “Come on, Dad, it’s easy,” Jack said, leaping from the building to another one. He flipped in midair and landed in a superhero pose, standing up to flex in front of his dad. 

Dad rolled his eyes, took out his shield and shield charged across the gap. 

“Oh sure, cheat,” Jack said. 

Dad chuckled while Bruce landed on the rooftop next to him. They repeated this over and over, making it to the castle unseen. It probably helped that the pillagers were so focused on their prizes that they never even bothered to look up. 

They entered the throne room as fast as they could, and Dad popped through the portal. He didn’t want to worry anyone, so he simply set down the shulker boxes and popped back through, then dismantled the obsidian portal, removing all signs that it had ever been there.

“Alright,” Dad said, “now that we’ve assured the safety of the nether castle, it’s time. This might be really stupid idea, or it might be just what we need.” 

“Are you finally going to tell me what it is we’re doing?” Jack asked. 

Dad smirked. “No, I think I’ll leave it as a surprise. You’re going to follow me though and provide a distraction while I do what I need to do.” 

Jack looked at his dad and raised an eyebrow. “A distraction?” 

Dad nodded. “Ortho is probably still mad you poofed his mount, remember?” 

They retraced their steps, sneaking across the rooftops until they reached the building closest to the gate out toward the pyramid. “Okay,” Dad said, “Ortho really wants to capture a respawner, so get out there and fight him, and let him capture you. That should be enough of a distraction for me to finish what I’m doing.” 

“What if I defeat him?” Jack asked. “I am pretty awesome, remember?” 

Dad rolled his eyes. “Just get out there.” 

Jack smirked. “You’ll see.” He charged out, Bruce on his shoulders. “Ortho! Remember me?” 

“YOU!” Ortho shouted. “Capture him alive!” Right away a bevy of green-eyed pillagers came to attack. Jack and Bruce pinballed through them, avoiding hits and flashing enemies red. 

Dad nodded at the sight, and pulled out his pickaxe, mining his way down several blocks, just deep enough to be in dirt. With his shovel, he dug a tunnel straight towards the area where Ortho was outside. “We can make tunnels too,” he muttered as he thought about the pillagers who had mined their way into the village. 

He steadily counted the blocks he’d mined until he felt like he’d reached the right number, then mined straight up out of the ground, sticking just his head up to look around. Sure enough, he was off to the side of Ortho. Jack and Bruce were still bouncing between enemies, poofing them into zombies or skeletons. 

Ortho was shooting at Jack, scoring a hit every so often, but Jack kept eating golden apples. He was getting worn down though. With a grimace, Dad took out the items from his inventory that he needed for his plan. He had scoured the Codex of Seeds for directions on how to do this, and even though they hadn’t planned to for a while yet, Dad figured it was their only chance to defeat this army. 

He popped out of the ground and began laying down the items: four blocks of soul sand, a wither skeleton skull, then another. Before he placed the final one, he activated his taunt ability.

“Hey Ortho!” 

The fight with Jack stopped, and Jack's eyes went wide. “Dad! No!” 

Ortho spun around to see what was going on, a mask of confusion on his face. “What is this?” 

Dad placed the final wither skeleton skull.


Chapter 23

“What was that?” Mom asked. 

“What was what?” Rara asked Mom. 

Mom shuddered. “I don’t know. I just felt...something ominous.”


Chapter 24

The soul sand creation turned bright white, swirlies of magic flying off it. The power coming from it carried an ominous weight.

The creature floated in the air as if it held the land in contempt, energy rippling off it as it was brought slowly into the world. With a shatter of power, the white energy exploded, revealing the deathly black three-headed creature.

“What in the nether is that?” Ortho shouted over the sound of sand and wind. 

“A wither,” Jack said. 

Ortho looked at Jack. “Don’t be ridiculous. Withers are just stories told to disobedient children.”

“Maybe. You’re pretty disobedient.”

The pillager king scowled at the boy. “Withers. Aren’t. Real,” he spat.

The white of the creature disappeared and a black, three-headed apparition of doom was in its place. Jack pointed. “Tell it to that!” 

“Jack! Bruce! Get the beacon!” Dad shouted. 

“No!” Ortho screamed, pointing to a group of pillagers. “Stop them!” 

The pillagers moved to attack Jack, but a black flying skull crashed into them, exploding and poofing them all into zombies at once.

The wither was here, and it was angry.

Jack dashed for the pyramid. Ortho was fast though, buffed by the beacon's power. Until another exploding skull crashed into the pyramid, breaking a block and turning the beacon off. 

“No!” Ortho shouted again. He was close to Jack though and swung his axe at him. Instead of defending against the attack, Jack threw Bruce at the beacon. Bruce’s claws were long and pointy like pickaxes, and he started mining the beacon right away.

“You won’t get away with this! Pillagers! Destroy that abomination!” 

The pillagers turned their attention to the wither, firing crossbows and charging at it. But they were like stalks of wheat to the wither, easily taken out with exploding attacks one after the other.

Steam was practically coming out of Ortho’s ears, he was so angry. He raised his axe to the sky. “I will destroy you all! I will be the king of the world!” 

“You’ll be king of nothing!” Dad shouted, as he tore across the ground in a shield charge, slamming into Ortho and sending them both into the line of fire of an exploding wither skull. 

Jack gasped as he saw them both poof in a cloud of equipment. Bruce finished mining the beacon, but the wither wasn’t done yet. It continued to lob exploding wither skulls, turning the area into a wasteland that could only be matched by the nether wastes. 

“Bruce! Run!” Jack yelled. “Go find Kate!” He jumped into the air, striking the wither with his sword. The wither focused on Jack then, slamming into him and shooting exploding skulls. Bruce knew there was deeply outclassed and took advantage of the distraction to take off running. 

“Did we get him?” Dad asked, as Jack respawned. 

Jack nodded. “Yeah, we got him alright.” 

Dad closed his eyes, letting out a long, slow breath of relief. “Finally.” 

Jack nodded. “But um...now what? It’s great that Ortho is gone, but now there's a wither out there!” 

Dad shrugged and walked to the window. The wither was laying waste to the area, destroying the army like it was bubble wrap from a shipping package. The pillagers were scattering to the winds but were mostly ending up poofed. Dad opened his mouth to respond to Jack, but an exploding wither skull flew in through the window, destroying their beds and poofing them.


Chapter 25

Kate and her group were finally getting close to home. They were tired and dirty and hungry, and nothing sounded better than finally getting to sit down in the village square and have some delicious food.

“Meow?” a noise came from a tree. 

Kate stopped, the entire group stopping behind her. She cocked her head. “Hello? Is someone there?” Bruce hopped off a branch, just as dirty and disheveled looking as Kate and the others. He trotted up to her and rubbed against her legs.

“Bruce! What are you doing here?” She picked up the cat and stroked his fur. 

“Purr,” Bruce said, and bonked his head into hers. 

Kate’s eyes went wide. Bruce never did the head rubbing thing to her. Was he trying to tell her something? She put the cat on her shoulders and gestured to the group. “Come on!” 

They ran, finally getting to an area where they could see their home village. They all stopped and gasped. Before them, was not the beautiful, lovingly crafted kingdom village that they called home. It wasn’t even recognizable. All that was left was a ruin of craters and destroyed buildings, and a deep, deep hole. That, and a three-headed black creature that floated above the ruins of their village. 

Tears were shed as they stood there in stunned silence. Bruce started hacking, and Kate turned to check on him. “Bruce! Are you alright?” 

The cat hacked again, and a glowing green cube landed on the ground in front of her.


Chapter 26

“Oh man!” Jack said as he looked around. 

“Are you kidding me?” Dad threw his hands in the air. 

They had respawned back at their original respawn point in Minecraft. 
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Chapter 1

“Would you rather go camping and smell like a campfire and not get to shower for three days, or go to the beach and get sand everywhere and not get to shower for three days?” Jack asked. 

“Hmmmm,” Dad said as they walked, “what do you mean everywhere?”

Jack made a circle with his arms. “Everywhere! In your hair, in between your toes, in your butt—”

“Gross!” Dad laughed. “Definitely the campfire one. Campfire smoke reminds me of barbecue.” 

Jack snorted. “What doesn’t?”

Dad grinned at him, then his eyes got big and his mouth dropped open. “Ugh! This is the worst!” Dad shouted to the empty sky. “The absolute worst!” 

“Come on, Dad,” Jack said, “it’s not that bad. We just have to walk for a while.” 

“Walking isn’t the problem son, I’ve been enjoying our quality time together,” Dad said. 

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Then why are you so upset?” 

Dad sighed. “I just realized we have to go through the swamp again.”

“You sound like Bruce. Since when have you been afraid to get a little wet?”

Dad eyed his son. “I don’t care about the actual swamp. I care that we might run into Esmerelda…I really don’t want to see her again.” 

Jack laughed. “She isn’t that bad. She gave me a bunch of slimeballs.” 

“Yeah, but what she did to your mom was not nice.” 

Jack cocked his head. “What? Teaching her how to make potions?” 

Dad gave Jack a flat stare. “You know what I mean.” 

“The laundry thing?” Jack asked. 

“The laundry thing,” Dad confirmed. “Plus, she just gives me the hibbity jibbities.”

“You mean the heebie jeebies?”

Dad crossed his arms. “Whatever.”

They walked together quietly for a bit. They still hadn’t even made it back to their original house, but they could see the mohawk standing tall in the sky.

“Doesn’t Mom do your laundry back at home?”

Dad nodded.

“Doesn’t that make you just like the witch?”

“That’s different!” Dad said. “I’d never trick her into doing laundry.

“Uh-huh...” 

Dad huffed. “Here’s one for you: Would you rather do all of your own laundry—wash it, dry it, fold it, put it away...or be nice to your dad?” 

“Hey!” Jack yelled. “That’s not a good one at all.” 

Dad chuckled.


Chapter 2

Bruce was annoyed. He was a cat, so annoyed was one of his default emotions, but this time he was really annoyed. That flying bomb-throwing undead thing was just too powerful. Nothing they had faced yet had been that strong, and he was cat enough to know he couldn’t take it on his own. He would need help and cats hated asking for help. 

After finding Kate and leading her to a spot where she could see what was going on, Kate and her team had set up camp, building a treehouse so they could watch over the place they used to call home. Bruce didn’t want to be asked to help do—he shuddered—work, so he left to come into the remains of the Kingdom Village to fight the wither. 

He quickly learned the wither was much stronger than him. Bruce had leapt off a crumbling wall and flew into combat, his elytra wings extended and his claws out. The wither chucked a skull bomb at him, and he respawned at the bed in the treehouse. “Hiss,” he muttered to himself. 

“There you are you lazy cat,” Kate called. “Napping again while we get this place built. “Come on, kitty. Delilah could use your help—hey!” Bruce jumped out a window. “Ya darn cat!” Kate yelled after him as he sailed away back towards the ruins. 

He might not be able to fight the wither on his own, but he could still help his human, Jack. He came to a landing on the remains of the building that used to be their home in the Kingdom Village. He sniffed. His ears lay flat, and his tail twitched. He sniffed again, his whiskers bouncing. He got up and explored, quiet as a ninja. He bounced from house to house, then onto the crumbling, lava-spewing wall. 

His eyes widened when he spied what he was looking for. Out by the pyramid in the now abandoned war zone that had contained Ortho’s army, he saw two floating netherite swords. Bruce was starting to feel a little like a filthy dog with how often he retrieved his human’s swords. When that thought entered his mind, he almost didn’t go get them until he noticed some things the army had dropped when they exploded were disappearing. 

Crossbows and arrows and emeralds that littered the ground were just...poof...gone. Not actually poofing though, just disappearing. Bruce didn’t hesitate any longer and leapt into the air, spreading his wings. He streaked into the combat zone as more and more items were disappearing, their time limit having been reached. 

He homed in on the swords, hoping he was fast enough. Then something caught his attention that almost made him crash. The spot where he had first been poofed when fighting Ortho. There was his gear: enchanted iron armor, swords and tools, a ton of blocks, and...an elytra. His eyes widened at the sight of it. If his elytra was down there, how was he flying? He gave a little kitty shrug—it only made sense that he’d have permanent elytra wings now. Afterall, he was The Terror of the Skies.

His pile of things disappeared and he blinked, wondering if maybe he was just seeing things. Angling down to pick up speed, he zoomed in and swept up the netherite swords just as the wither popped out of a huge hole in the wall of the Kingdom Village, throwing exploding skull bombs everywhere. 

One came so close that Bruce’s hearts flashed from the damage. It made him so nervous about dying and losing what he came to collect that an explosion of gas shot from his rear, pushing him into the sky like a firework rocket. He zipped higher and higher, out of range of the wither and turned back around to go toward Kate. 

Maybe a little bit of work wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Chapter 3

“This is really sad.” Jack stood in the ruins of the Smith's very first house in Minecraft. The wooden roof had been burned right off, and there were chunks missing in the walls. “Who would do this?” 

Dad blew out a breath. “I think it was Ortho. Or at least because of him.” 

“Ortho? We didn’t even know he existed when we lived here.” 

Dad looked back through a hole in a wall, watching the sunset across the horizon. “I know, but remember how Auggie was forced to work for him and tell his army about anything strange he found?” 

Jack’s eyes widened at the thought. “Oh yeah. I forgot about that. I’m glad he’s a good guy now.” 

“Me too,” Dad said. “It’s important to forgive people when they’ve done wrong to you, otherwise it can eat you up inside and make you a negative Nancy.” 

“You sound like Mom.” Jack chuckled. 

“Mom’s pretty smart—that's one reason I married her. Plus, she’s a great kisser.” 

Jack covered his ears, making retching sounds. “GROSS! Dad! I don’t wanna hear about that!” 

Dad made smoochy faces at Jack, sending him running around the house screaming in pretend disgust. Dad chased after him, and they ran and played until the sun finished its descent past the horizon line and it got dark. “Okay, okay,” Dad finally said, bringing their game of tag to halt. “We need to figure out what we’re doing here. We have to get back to the Kingdom Village—should we sleep during the night or keep traveling?” 

“Well, we don’t have any gear, so with the mobs out at night, maybe we should sleep?” Jack suggested. 

“Or maybe we should mine and make some tools and weapons and maybe some armor. I feel naked without my shield or armor when—YEOW!” He jumped in the air, an arrow sticking out of his butt, the skeleton behind them lining up another shot. “This is ridiculous! I feel like there’s a butt-magnet mod installed or something.” 

Jack laughed. “Hah! That would be awesome!” He summoned a clone and sent it after the skeleton. The clone ran up to it, punching away since it didn’t have any weapons. The skeleton moved back to fire arrows, and the two ran off playing punch-arrow-tag into the night. 

Dad rubbed his sore rear. “That does it. We need some gear. I know we have to hurry back, but we don’t have any food or any way to protect ourselves. What if we ran into another red-eyed mutant?” 

Jack nodded. “We have to make tools. I’d say we need to punch some trees, but there's plenty of wood in the house. It just means breaking more stuff.” 

“Well, let’s get to work.” 

They broke what was left of the wooden furniture in the house, turning it into sticks for tools. The mine they had dug out at the beginning of their journey still had torches burning, so they had light while they worked. They crafted tools and mined through the night, coming up with enough iron to make a shield for Dad, some iron swords and a variety of other tools. Morning came, and Jack and Dad felt much more equipped to handle a road trip back to the Kingdom Village. 

There was even enough food leftover in the garden to supply them with road trip snacks.

There was a strange sense of accomplishment in the air as they readied to leave their very first Minecraft home for the second time. They’d lost count of how long they’d been in Minecraft. Long enough to meet countless friends, have crazy adventures, explore nearly every biome. It had been a journey for sure.

“Are you ready?” Dad asked. Jack nodded, and they fist bumped. “Let’s get this show on the road. ROLL OUT!”

They took their first steps on the walk toward the Kingdom Village. 

“Hey Dad?” Jack asked. 

“Yeah?” 

“Would you rather fight Bruce for the last piece of food, or get shot in the butt by an arrow again?”


Chapter 4

“Keep going!” Elijah shouted to the miners in the mineshaft. “We have to find some lava to get back to our friends and family.”

At Kate’s request, the miners built a mine right on the hill they stopped at on their way back to the Kingdom Village. A small hut was made to protect the mineshaft from mobs, while Kate and the evokers had gone foraging for food. 

Elijah directed his workforce down deep into the earth in a hunt for lava and iron. They needed buckets to get the lava and for water, and they needed lava to make obsidian. Kate came down the stairs from the outside, a frown on her face. “How’s it going Elijah?” she asked. 

Elijah shrugged. “It’s okay. We have plenty of iron for buckets now, but still haven’t come across any lava. It’s only a matter of time.” 

Kate nodded. “I know you guys are working hard. I wish I could make a big, delicious meal for you like Mom, but I don’t know about all that cooking stuff.” 

“It’s okay,” Elijah said, looking down into the mine. He was quiet for a moment. “Kate...Do you think my brother is okay?” A tear formed in his eye. 

Kate knew Elijah had been worried when he had looked upon the devastation that was what remained of the Kingdom Village, the wither flying all around like it was dancing in the ashes, and he didn’t scream that they were all going to die. She put her hand on his shoulder. “I think so. You know there was a plan to evacuate. I don’t think Mom or Dad would let it get bad without getting everyone out of there.” 

Elijah bit his lip, then took a big breath, puffing up his chest. “Yeah, you're probably right.” He pulled out his pickaxe and walked back towards the mineshaft. “I’m just going to help the guys out.” 

“Don’t worry, Kate, we’re going to get back home,” Delilah said from behind the girl. Kate turned, smiling at the evoker. 

“I know,” she said, “I just wish I knew what happened. Why did they create a wither? That wasn’t supposed to happen until we were ready to fight it.” 

“Do you think Ortho had something to do with it?” Delilah asked. 

Kate shuddered. “I hope not. If he knows how to make a wither...then this world is in a lot of trouble.” 

Delilah pulled out the food the evokers had gathered and began setting it on the table for the miners. “I’m still having a hard time believing the wither is a real thing, not just a spooky story. We really need to get back to the nether castle. It’s like seeing your nightmare in real life.” 

Kate blew out a breath. “I know, we’re working as much as we can. I’m worried too.” 

Delilah hugged the girl. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel like we weren’t doing anything.” 

Kate hugged her back. “It’s okay.” She put on a brave face. “Let’s get the miners fed and—” 

A cheer broke out from down in the mine and Kate’s eyes lit up. The two girls ran down the stairs deeper in and found the source of the cheering. They knew what it was about before they even got there, though. They could feel the heat of the river of lava the miners had found.


Chapter 6

“Eat up everyone,” Mom called to the crowd. There were no cheers, but the villagers, illagers, and piglins formed a line to go through the buffet Mom had made. She even made an entire table full of desserts, just to help with morale, but it didn’t seem to be working. Mom sighed, setting down another pumpkin pie. 

The nether village was full to bursting, what with the residents of the overworld Kingdom Village now taking residence there. The piglins didn’t mind, they seemed to enjoy having new friends around. The villagers however, were all morose, having been forced to leave, many of them for the second time, the place they called home. 

After the evacuation, Mom helped everyone get settled, and as usual, started cooking. If there was one way she knew how to take care of hurting people, it was with food. Back home, she brought dinner to people who suffered tragedy, or medical emergencies, who lost their job or moved to a new house. Her favorite was bringing meals to couples with a brand-new baby. Mom loved with food and she loved big.

As time went by, Mom got more and more worried. Eventually she popped out of the nether portal to see if she could get an update. What she found on the other side was horrifying. First off, the nether portal wasn’t in the same place anymore, having appeared on top of a crumbling building that used to be a house in the Kingdom Village. 

That building was only rubble, as was much of the village. Wreckage and debris, massive holes in the ground. Mom spun slowly around, her frown deepening as she saw the ruins of their wonderful village.

She gasped as a three-headed monstrosity saw her, and without hesitation, fired a set of exploding skulls her way. She leapt back into the portal, a blue skull exploding against it. Her hearts dropped drastically and turned black as she appeared back in the nether. 

Thankfully Birgitta had dashed off and gotten milk for Mom to drink, and the wither effect faded. She laid on the floor of the portal room, tears forming in her eyes. There was no way they could defeat that thing. They were stranded in the nether village. Her family was missing. And there was no way they could get back to her with that monster in the way. 

That had been over a day ago now, and Mom was trying her best to keep it together and put on a positive face for her friends. They kept guards stationed in the portal room, preventing anyone from going through. As worried as she was, Mom had faith her family would come back to her. It was just a matter of time. 

And getting past that horrific beast.

In the meantime, she did the best she could to keep the most important part of the village—the people—fed and functioning. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, opening them with a smile on her face. “Come on everyone! I’ll teach you some songs from my world while we eat!”


Chapter 7

“I’m really glad we finally stopped Ortho,” Jack said, looking at the ruins of the village. This was the first village the Smiths had ever come across, the one where they met the double-E’s and Charlotte and Marigold. It had been burned down to dirt. Even the pens that Kate had made for wolves were gone. Everything was reduced to ashes.

“Me too buddy,” Dad said. “He was a real turd.” 

Jack snorted out a laugh. “Yeah.” 

They passed through the village and kept walking. They walked day and night without rest, even Jack’s perpetual ability to talk or come up with would you rather? riddles coming to an end as they simply focused on putting one foot in front of the other. 

Dad was in the zone when his foot came down with a slosh instead of a thud. He stopped and took a better look around. “Oh. Rats.” 

“Huh?” Jack asked, bumping into Dad. “Oh! The swamp.” 

Dad nodded. “The swamp.” 

“We don’t have to see her, we could just go right through,” Jack suggested again. 

Dad shook his head. “We could, but maybe she would help. We did get all those things for her, after all.” 

Jack pointed to the ground. “This is new.” 

Dad looked down, and sure enough, there was what looked like a path made of dirt blocks cutting directly through the wettest part of the swamp. “I wonder if Ortho had his illagers build this? He doesn’t seem like the kinda guy who would want to traipse around through a swamp getting all nasty and wet.” 

“Well, I mean...does anyone like that?” Jack asked. “Remember we made sky bridges.” 

Dad snorted. “True. Well, we’re going to trapeze around and get all nasty and wet. Remember how much Esmerelda hates when you mess with her swamp? I'm surprised the illagers made it through without being turned into frogs.

The two of them trudged through the sloshy squishy swamp, towards their least favorite witch’s hut. They only had to deal with a few slimes on their way, but since they weren’t the slimes that re-grew, it was easy. Dad would shield charge them, while Jack would summon a clone and hack them down. 

Soon enough they saw the hut, and Dad sighed. “There it is.” 

Jack smirked. “You’re making such a big deal about this.” 

Dad cocked an eyebrow at him. “When you have a wife and family, you’ll understand. When someone takes advantage of them, it makes it really hard to think of them in a good light.” 

“Well, I’m not getting married. Romance is gross.” 

Dad barked out a laugh, a smile appearing on his face again. “Suuuuure. Didn’t Kate say her friend had a sister you liked in your class?” 

“DAD! NO!” Jack shouted. 

“Pretty sure it was...Penelope...no...What was her name? Piper?” 

“Payton?” Jack asked. 

“Oh, so you do like her!” 

“Dad!” Jack stomped his foot, squishing mud up. 

Dad just laughed. “Come on, son. Let’s go talk to the witch.”


Chapter 8

“Careful, don’t spill it on yourself!” Kate grimaced as she watched Elijah lift the lava bucket. 

“I won’t spill it, I'm careful.” Elijah had complained about feeling useless and wanting to get back to his brother, so Kate let him help pour the lava into the trough she created. She would have normally done this part herself, since she could respawn, but Elijah had insisted. “Carefuling...carefuling...” he muttered as he poured the lava. 

The slow-moving semi-liquid poured into the trough, and the lava stopped flowing, becoming a flat surface of burning doom. Kate built the trough on the top level of the mine so everyone could relax and eat while she showed them the fast way to make obsidian.

“Alright, thanks for your help, Elijah. Now step back and watch this.” 

Elijah moved to the food table, snatching a cooked beef, and nibbling away as Kate approached the pool of lava. She poured a bucket of water over the orange and yellow, and as the water spread from the source block, it changed the lava into dark, purpley-black obsidian.

“Wooo!” The miners and evokers cheered. 

Kate smirked. “It’s always fun watching that happen.” She scooped up the water block with the bucket and pulled out her diamond pickaxe. “Alright everyone! Go get more lava, and we will be done soon!” 

The atmosphere was almost happy again as the villagers made their way into the mine to fetch more lava. Kate swung her pickaxe, chopping away at the obsidian and pulling up the blocks. In a repeat performance, she made more obsidian, and soon the group left the mine to build the portal. 

“Where do you want to put it?” Delilah asked as they watched the wither flying around their poor village. 

Kate pointed to a tall tree closer to the village. “I don’t want to get any closer than that. If the wither sees us, we're done for, but we have to get as close as we can to the original portal spot. I don’t want to get into the nether only to be lost.” 

Delilah shuddered. “I’m not a big fan of that place.” 

“I like it,” Elijah said, “it’s warm.” 

“Yeah, but you can’t grow anything good in there, unless you like mushrooms.” 

It was Elijah’s turn to shudder. “Yuck. No thanks. Not even Mrs. Smith can make those things taste good.” 

They walked together, everyone with weapons out and ready, just in case. When they got to the tree Kate pointed out, they built the portal.

“Alright everyone,” Kate said, “let’s go see our family!” 

She activated the flint and steel, and the portal lit up, purple glowing light emanating from the center.


Chapter 9

“Intruders!” Bruiser shouted, his sword coming down to swing at the form in the portal. 

“Bruiser! Wait!” Kate shouted before the sword landed. 

“Kate?” Bruiser said, cocking his head. “It’s you!” 

Rara came running around the corner into the portal run. “Bruiser, what is—KATE!” She rushed down the ramp, grabbing the girl in a fierce hug. “How did you get through? Is the portal working again?” 

More forms came out of the portal, and Kate gestured to them. “We should probably get out of the way; I have the whole mining team.” 

“Yay!” Rara shouted. “We were so worried about you!” She pointed at Bruiser. “Take everyone through here out to the village to see their loved ones.” 

Bruiser saluted, but his sword was still in his hand and he hit himself, flashing red. “Ow! Oops.” He put the sword away. “You got it, princess.” 

Delilah popped out of the portal, and Rara ran and gave her a hug as well. “I’m so glad you’re back.” 

Delilah grinned. “We’re glad to be back, too. But uh...” 

Rara sighed and hung her head. “Yes, I know the village is destroyed.” 

“Ethan!” Elijah shouted as he popped through the portal. 

Rara smiled at him. “Ethan’s out in the village.” Elijah didn’t say another word and bolted for the door. 

Rara tugged at Kate's sleeves. “Come on, let’s go get your mom and Birgitta and we can debrief.”

“Hold on, I would feel a lot better if this was somewhere safe first,” Kate said as she pulled the green beacon out of her inventory and set it down.

Birgitta’s eyes bugged out, then she quickly got ahold of herself. “Yes, I’ll put this in the armory in a nice safe chest. Good idea not to carry it around with the wither out there.”

“Thanks, Birgitta,” Rara said, and pulled Kate towards the door.

They went outside to the nether village square, where people were milling around, playing games or snacking. Everyone covered their ears when a high-pitched scream erupted out of Mom. “Kate! My Katie!” She rushed over and before Kate could even say anything, slammed her in a bear hug that was tighter than any she had ever given. 

“Hurk!” Kate said. 

Mom twirled around with her. “My baby, my poor sweet innocent baby. I’m so glad you’re back!” 

“Can’t...breathe...” Kate said through gritted teeth. 

“Too bad!” Mom said, continuing to hug her. It was getting awkward, and the villagers began pointedly looking away. 

Rara cleared her throat. Mom gave her ‘The Look’ and Rara cringed, backing away. 

Finally, when Kate's face was sufficiently red, Mom set her down. “I was worried about you.” 

“I couldn’t tell,” Kate said, rubbing her sore back and ribs.

Mom kept her hands on Kate’s shoulders, giving her a full once over. Looking up, down, side to side, then spinning her around and doing the same. “Are you hurt? Show me where it hurts. We’ll get you all fixed up.”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Kate said, ducking out of her grasp. “I only hurt where you almost squeezed the life out of me.” She touched her chest.

“Elijah!” came a voice from behind them, and they turned to see Elijah had finally found Ethan. 

“Yes!” Elijah shouted and ran up to his brother. Kate thought they were going to hug, but they stopped short of each other, their hands sticking out. 

“Secret handshake!” they both shouted. “Front-side,” their hands clapped together, “Back-side,” the backs of their hands clapped, “Fist bump”, they bump fists, “High-five” they high-fived, “Fist bump” they fist bumped again, then both laughed together and wandered to the food.

“How is it a secret if they do it right in front of everyone and shout every part?” Kate muttered, then shook her head, looking at Mom. “What happened out there, in the village?” 

A tear formed in Mom's eye. “I don’t know. We came in here, and then your dad and Jack never showed up. Ortho was surrounding us with a huge army and they were fighting. I finally peeked out into the overworld, and everything was destroyed, and that crazy huge monster was out there.” 

“The wither,” Kate said with a cringe. “It shoots exploding skulls.”

“Yeah,” Mom said. “I learned.”

“How did you get through the portal?” Rara asked. 

Kate shrugged. “When we got close to the village, we saw the wither rampaging around destroying everything. So we built a new portal as close as we could get. I honestly didn’t know how it would work, but I guess it was close enough to the main portal that it sent us straight there.” 

“Were you successful?” Birgitta asked. “Did you get enough diamonds?” 

Kate shrugged. “We didn’t get as many as we wanted, but we got enough to make a bunch of armor.” 

“Well, that will have to do,” Rara said. “We are going to take back our home. We’re done running away from things that threaten us.” 

“Did you see your dad or brother out there?” Mom asked. 

Kate shook her head, biting her lip. “No...but I don’t think we’ll see them for a while.” 

“What? Why not?” 

“The whole village was trashed, and I think their beds were, too. Which means they probably respawned way back at our very first spawn point.” 

Mom blew out a breath. “Is that all? I thought something worse could’ve happened. Well then, we’ll just have to be patient.” 

There was a loud scream from in the village square and Delilah summoned a vex, Kate pulled out her crossbow, and Mom grabbed a splash potion of weakness. They rolled their eyes when they saw what was going on. 

“MEOW!” Bruce yowled with joy as he leapt onto the table laden with food, knocking dishes to the ground, where he could claim them as his own.


Chapter 10

“Dad, duck!” Jack shouted as a bottle flew through the air at him. Instead of ducking, Dad looked up, and a splash potion exploded right on his face.

“Whhhaaaaaaat wwaaaaass thaaaaaattt?” he asked, his words coming out in a sloooow drawl. 

“Go on! Git!” a voice shouted from the deck of the witch's hut. Another potion flew, but Dad was too slow now to get out of the way. It exploded on him and he turned green with poison. 

“Esmerelda, wait!” Jack shouted from behind his arms. 

“EH? Who's out there?” the witch called out. 

Dad frowned so slowly that Jack cracked up as he watched it. “It’s me, Jack! And my dad. Remember us?” 

“Hmmmm, can’t say as I do. All I see are a couple more naughty trespassers! You better git on outta here before I call my slimes over to eat you up!” she shouted. 

“Come on, I built the slimpoline, remember?” Jack said. 

Esmerelda snapped her fingers. “Oh yes, the loud boy. And the cranky dad. Did you at least bring your useful mother with you? 

“Noooooo weeeee didn’t,” Dad said, his words going back to normal as the potion effect wore off. 

Esmerelda crossed her arms and cackled, a loud wild thing that made Dad grit his teeth. “That’s okay. I can use you, too. Boy, come up here. I need to move my slimepoline. And make it bigger.”
 

Jack walked toward the deck ready to climb up it when Dad stopped him with a hand on the shoulder. “Now wait just a minute. You don’t get to give us orders.” 

“Oh ho ho! I don’t? Do you remember whose swamp this is?” She cackled again. 

Dad gestured behind them. “Well, by the looks of that road built in here, I would say it’s not all the way yours. Unless you intended for the pillager army to stroll through it. And if you did, well, this conversation is going to be a whole lot different.” 

Esmerelda frowned. “Hmph. Those dirty stinky pillagers! They ruined my beautiful swamp.” 

Dad cocked an eyebrow. “Dirty and stinky? Dirtier and stinkier than a swamp?” 

She wiggled her eyebrows. “I got the swamp smelling just how I like it. Now, if you’re not here to help me with my slimepoline, what do you want?” 

Dad was about to say something, probably snarky, but Jack cut him off. “Baba Yaga says hi!” 

Her eyes opened so wide it looked like her eyebrows were about to leap off her face, grow wings and fly away. She spoke in a quiet tone, an almost normal tone. “You...met Baba Yaga?” 

Dad’s face turned bright red. “You mean you sent us after her and didn’t think we would actually meet her?” 

Esmerelda was done being surprised, sticking her nose in the air. “Hmph! I mostly thought you’d end up as monster food before you got to her.” 

“We need your help,” Jack said. “We have to get back to where we poofed, quickly.” 

Esmerelda cackled. “Well, you should know by now, my help comes at a price.” 

Dad grit his teeth again. If he wasn’t careful, he might chip a tooth. “Of course it does. But I’ll tell you something, we don’t have time to dilly dally—”

“Dilly dally?” Jack asked. 

Dad blinked. “Huh? What?” 

“That’s so...old person sounding!” Jack snickered. Esmerelda cackled again. 

Dad sighed. “We don’t have time to waste. We just want some potions to help us go faster. Can you do that?” 

Esmerelda rubbed her chin. “Hmmmm I suppose I could do that. BUT! Your boy has to move my slimepoline.” 

“Done!” Dad said. 

“Hey! Why do I have to do all the work?” Jack asked. 

Esmerelda smirked. “Oh no dear, fair is fair, your father should do some work, too. You go tear out that road those pesky pillagers laid down.” 

Dad sighed and pulled out a shovel. “Fine.”


Chapter 11

Bubba and Lala were trying hard to convince Kate to make the netherite armor. “Come onnnnn, it’ll be so cool!” Lala said. 

“Yeah!” Bubba said. “I can’t wait to see how a full set looks!” 

Kate shook her head again. “Guys, seriously, we need to wait for Jack. He loves this kind of stuff, don’t you think he’d want to be here?” 

“I just can't wait!” Lala screamed. “This is like the biggest thing in my life!” 

Kate had to admit, she was excited too. “Okay, well we at least need to see how much we can make.” She opened her inventory and saw the total number of diamonds they had was 86. She whistled. “That is a lot of diamonds.” 

“See?” Lala said. “We can make more when Jack gets back.” 

Kate held her hand up. “Hold on, let me do some math.” 

Mom, who had been walking up to bring food to the two blacksmiths stopped, another tear in her eye. “You’re doing math?” Her hands were laden with delicious bowls of chili, with a huge chunk of buttered corn bread sitting on top.  

Kate spun, seeing her mom there and did her best not to roll her eyes. “Uhm, yes, I’m trying to figure out how many pieces of armor we can make.” 

Mom gave her a huge smile. “See? I told you that you use math all the time in life.” 

Kate snorted out a breath. “Okay, okay.” 

“So tell me, how do you figure out this equation?” Mom asked. 

Kate threw up her hands. “Ugh! Mom, I didn’t want this to turn into a lesson.” 

Bubba and Lala were quiet during the exchange, not wanting to be given homework by Mom. Mom arched an eyebrow at Kate. “Too late! It is a lesson. Tell me what you know, and you can figure out how to do it.” 

Kate sighed, defeated. She knew Mom would not let up. Lala raised her hand and Mom looked over at her. “Do you already know?” 

Lala shook her head. “It’s just, that looks delicious.” She gestured to the bowls in Mom’s hands. “What is it?”

“Oh!” Mom handed each of the blacksmiths a bowl. “This is chili. It’s a hearty, spicy meal from our world.” 

The two blacksmiths looked at each other, then at their bowls, and immediately sat down to feast. Mom laughed at how excited they were, then turned back to Kate. “Did you do it yet?” 

“Mom! Don’t rush me!”  

Mom crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “No rush dear.”


Kate sighed. “Okay so a set of armor needs...five diamonds for a helmet, eight for a chestplate, seven for leggings, and four for boots. So that's twenty-four diamonds for a full set of armor.” 

“Don’t forget about swords,” Mom said with her finger in the air. 

“Right,” Kate nodded. “Swords, how many do you think we need?” 

Mom shrugged. “Jack has a couple already, I certainly don’t want one, but maybe Dad will...and Bruce. And you if you want one.” 

Kate sneered. “No way, I don’t like getting up close like that. I’ll shoot, thank you very much.” 

Mom gave a small smile. “I understand.” 

Kate pulled out a book and quill, and Mom raised her eyebrows. “You can do this in your head. Come on now.”

Kate sighed again.

“No more sighing, you’re being dramatic.” 

“You’re making me miss my math teacher, Mr. Wainsworth,” Kate joked. “Okay. If we need three swords, that's six more diamonds. So, a full set of armor for each of us and swords would be...126 diamonds! We don’t have nearly that many.” 

“Don’t forget, Bruce still has his armor.” 

“Right, okay, so 102 diamonds. Still too many.” 

“Hmmm, what if we didn’t make full sets for everyone?” Mom asked. 

“Well, if we skip helmets, then we need...86. 86! That's exactly what we have!” Kate clapped.

“I’m not sure about skipping helmets…” Mom said.

“It just adds to your overall protection, Mom. The armor doesn’t specifically protect certain spots. It’ll be fine.”

Mom didn't look convinced. “If you say so…”

Bubba and Lala jumped up. “Let’s do it!” 

Mom scowled. “Without Jack?” 

“Awwwwww,” Kate, Bubba and Lala all said at the same time.


Chapter 12

“This is the worst...” Dad grumbled. Standing in the swampy muck, digging up the dirt road was horrible. At first, he used a pickaxe because he didn’t want to take the time to make a shovel, but after the first batch of road was torn up, he sighed and set down a crafting box. With his new shovels made, he got back to work, and it went much faster. But was still awful. And messy.

“I’ve been working on the railroad, all the live long day...”

“Meow?” a voice came from behind him. 

He turned to look and saw Esmerelda’s black cat watching him. He waved. “Hi cat.” 

“Meow purr?” the cast asked. 

“I don’t know what you're saying,” Dad said. “I’m a human. You’re a cat.”

The cat came over to him and rubbed against his leg. “Awww aren't you sweet?” 

“Purr purr meow,” the cat said. 

Dad pet the kitty on the head, and the black cat pushed its head against his hand, rubbing it. “You’re not like Bruce at all, are you? You’re just a friendly, nice kitty.” 

“Purr?” 

He rubbed the kitty's head a little longer. “You're so sweet! Bruce could learn a lesson from you.” 

“Purr purr,” the cat said and continued to rub up against Dad. 

“Hey, do you want a treat?” Dad asked. He pulled out a cooked pork and offered it to the cat. 

“Meow meow!” The cat took it eagerly and munched away happily, it's tail twitching. 

“Awww you’re so cute,” Dad said, and went to pet the cat again.

“MEOW HISS!” the cat yelled and slashed at his hand with a claw. 

“What!?” Dad yanked his hand back. 

“Hiss hiss!” the cat said, leaping into the air, bouncing off his head and landing on the ground, running off. 

Dad watched, stupefied. He blinked. “Were you just nice to me to get food? YA DARN CAT!” He shook his fist at the retreating cat. “You’re just like Bruce!” His mood ruined for the day, he got back to work mining up the road. He worked as hard and fast as he could get out of the fetid swamp. 

Finally finished, he put his shovel away and went back to the hut. “Oh. come on!” he said when he got there. Jack and Esmerelda and the cat were bouncing on the new, much larger, slimepoline. 

“This is so much fun, Dad!” Jack shouted. 

“I’m done with the road,” Dad told the witch. 

“What dearie?” Esmeralda said as she bounced. 

“I’ve finished the road!” Dad said a little louder. 

Esmerelda did a flip and Jack clapped. “What did you say, dear?” she asked again. 

“I’M DONE WITH THE ROAD!” Dad shouted, his face turning red. 

Esmerelda landed on the ground off the slimpoline. She held her hands to her chest. “My goodness, you don’t have to shout. I’m a frail old woman!” 

“Yeah, Dad,” Jack yelled. “You don’t have to shout.” 

Dad buried his face in his hands. “Can we please have the potions? We really need to go.”

Jack landed on the ground while the cat continued to jump. “It’s time to go already?” 

Dad looked at Jack. “A wither destroyed our village, remember? We have to save the rest of our family?”

Jack blushed, “Oh yeah. Okay.” 

“Oh dear.” The witch shook her head and eyed Dad, cautiously. “You must’ve worked yourself silly out there. Withers aren’t real. They’re just a fairytale told to naughty children.”

“Tell that to—You know what? Never mind. Can we please just have the potions?” Dad looked as annoyed as he had the day Jack broke a window playing catch. He had said it was okay, that everyone makes mistakes, but he sure didn’t look like it was okay.

“Alright dearies,” Esmerelda said, she turned to Jack and gave him a stack of potions of swiftness II. “Here you go. Thank you very much for your help.” She pulled out a stack of slimeballs. “And here, you can have these too, for being so kind and helpful.” Then she pulled out several more and gave them all to him. “I remember how much you like these.” 

“Hey, thanks!” Jack said, bouncing on his feet.

The witch turned to Dad, like she was going to hand him something, too.

Dad held his hands out.

“And you,” she tapped him on the arm, “take care of yourself. I think you need some rest or hydration or something.”

Dad opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 

“Yes dearie?” Esmerelda asked. 

Dad sighed. “Never mind. Come on, Jack.” 

“Bye Esmerelda!” Jack waved. 

“Meow!” the cat yelled.

Dad gave it a dirty look, and they left the swamp.


Chapter 13

Rara and Birgitta had set up a meeting in the nether castle with Mom & Kate. Bruce was there, too, because there was food. Even if they wanted to keep him out, they couldn’t.

“We need to set up an outpost in the overworld somewhere, so we can figure out what to do about the wither,” Rara said. 

“Shouldn’t we wait for Dad? He’s good at this kind of stuff,” Kate said. 

Mom nodded. “And I’m not.” 

Rara smiled. “I know you aren’t, but really I just want to get ideas together. The wither is no joke, and while it may be less dangerous than an entire army—”

“Slightly,” Birgitta added. 

Rara snorted. “Yes, while it may be slightly less dangerous than an entire army, it’s still going to take more than just the four of you I think.” 

“Besides that,” Birgitta said folding her arms across her chest, “we want to help.” 

Mom beamed with pride. “I can certainly understand that. What are you thinking?” 

Rara pulled out a book from her inventory. “Birgitta and I were doing some research on the wither, and found out it’s undead. Like a skeleton.” 

“Okaaaaay,” Kate said. 

“So we can use instant health potions on it!” Rara said, clapping. 

Mom looked at Kate quietly. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why would we give it health potions? Wouldn’t that make it harder to get rid of?”

Rara laughed. “Because it’s undead, the health potions actually hurt it instead.”

Mom blushed. “Oh, okay. But how would we get it to drink a potion, anyway?” Mom asked. Rara and Birgitta cracked up at the same time. “What? What did I say?” Mom asked. 

“We wouldn’t get it to drink the potion, we would use splash potions,” Birgitta said. 

Mom blushed again. She made splash potions all the time. “Of course. That makes a lot more sense.”

“What we were thinking,” Rara continued, “was to build a deep pit, with tunnels all around it, that have launchers at the end. Then you Smiths lure the wither into the pit, and while it's down there, we rain splash potions of healing on it.” 

Kate blinked. “That…that just might work!” 

Mom frowned. “But if we lure it into a pit, won't we poof when we hit the bottom?” 

“Oh that’s easy!” Kate said. “We’ll just put slime blocks along the bottom! Then we can bounce up and hit the wither still. We could use water, but it would make it slow to move around.” 

“You girls just might be onto something here,” Mom said. “I think Dad would approve and we should start working on this idea.” 

Rara and Birgitta beamed. “Okay, good!” Rara said. “I’ll start having everyone make pickaxes and launchers. Mrs. Smith, could you get on making potions?” 

Mom stood up, rubbing her hands together. “Easy peasy lemon squeezy.”


Chapter 14

“Woohoo! This is so cool! Why have we never used these before?” Jack shouted as he and Dad ran. 

Dad laughed as he jumped off a block. “I’ll say, this is great!” 

They had drank the potions of swiftness II that Esmerelda gave them and were dashing across the landscape at super speed. “Woohoo!” Jack shouted. 

In what seemed like no time at all, they made it all the way back to the beach, their old sandcastle still standing strongly, the pink flag declaring to any that looked that the Smith Family had been there. Dad came to a halt, sand shooting up from under his feet. “We need to make a couple boats now.” 

Jack shrugged. “Why? If we drink a potion, we could probably swim faster than a boat can go.”

Dad blinked. “Wait, really?”  

“Yeah!” 

“No way.” 

“Way!” 

“Let’s test it out.” 

Dad punched a tree until he got enough wood to make a boat, then hopped in. “Okay Jack, drink the potion. Are you ready?” 

“Ready!” Jack yelled. 

“3...2...1... GO!” Dad shouted and pushed the boat out into the water. 

It was easily apparent who was faster, as Dad burst out ahead of Jack, like Jack was standing still. “Aw man!” Jack said, splashing the water. 

Dad smirked. “Go punch a tree, Jack!” 

Once they both had a boat, they rowed out to the island village. “Remember the first time we did this?” Dad asked. “It feels like forever ago.” 

Jack nodded. “Yeah, we’ve been through a lot.” 

They arrived at the island village and parked their boats, only to realize it too had been utterly razed. “This is the worst!” Jack yelled, fists balled up in anger. “It’s like Ortho and his army only wanted to destroy. I don’t get it. How’d they even get all the way out here? Did they know how to use boats? Does a ravager fit on a boat?” 

Dad’s face was a mask of anger. He took a deep breath and let it out, his shoulders slumping. “I know it’s horrible what’s happened, but the village isn’t the important part, the people are. And we saved the people.” 

“Hopefully,” Jack said. “We don’t know what happened after we poofed.” 

“Think positive, buddy. Don’t forget, Mom’s there, and she can be a fierce mama bear if anything threatens her family.” 

Jack sighed. “I know. You’re probably right. I just don’t understand why the world can be so evil.”

“The world only becomes evil if good people see the evil and do nothing about it.”

“And we’re doing something about it, right?”

Dad squeezed his son’s shoulder. “Right.”

“You’re pretty smart, Dad.”

Dad winked. “I’m glad you’re finally realizing it.”

Jack smiled. “Well, should we keep going? I’m worried phantoms might show up and attack us. Especially out in the open water...” 

Dad frowned. “I forgot about those. I really don’t want to sleep yet...” He looked out over the island. The sun was still high in the sky, but well past the noon point. “I think we should keep going. I want to get to the next biome at least.” 

Jack nodded, and they paddled out onto the water.


Chapter 15

“Beppo like pigman!” Beppo and Bruiser had been playing tag for the better part of the day. It was perfect since Bruiser, who was accident prone and didn’t know his own strength, could tag Beppo as hard as he wanted, and the golem didn’t mind. Beppo could tag Bruiser back just as hard, and the zombified piglin barely noticed as well. 

“Would you guys mind playing that, NOT in the castle?” Kate asked. “You keep almost running into everyone!” 

“Awwww,” Bruiser whined. 

“Beppo sad.” The golem looked at Kate. “Sad noise.” 

Kate snorted out a chuckle, but Beppo and Bruise still left. Kate went through the castle until she got to the room with the brewing stand. Mom was working hard, humming while she brewed. She could make instant health potions using her power but converting them to the splash version needed gunpowder and time. 

“Mom?” Kate asked. 

“Yes dear?” 

“I want to go back into the overworld and build a nether portal on the other side of the Kingdom Village—the way Dad and Jack might come in.” 

Mom turned to face Kate, her attention broken. “What's that now?” 

“Well, if Dad and Jack are going to come back here the way we usually come, by the island village, then I want to build up a little fort, with some beds, and a nether portal so they can get here without having to engage the wither.” 

Mom gave that a long though. “That’s a good idea dear. You’re so thoughtful, and very brave.” She kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “You have a respawn point somewhere close by?” 

Kate shook her head. “And neither do you if you didn’t set one up.” 

Mom blinked at Kate then gasped. “Goodness gracious! You’re right.” Her hands went to her mouth. “I don’t want to send you out there without a respawn point close by.” 

“Well, we both need to set one then. And we need to figure out a good place for the miners to set up their trap for the wither. That’s another reason I want to get out there.” 

Mom sighed. “I sure hope once this wither thing is taken care of, we have it a lot easier. I’m sick of all this danger.” 

“Danger is the spice of life,” Kate said, holding her arm in the air.

Mom gave her ‘The Look.’ “I don’t think that’s how the saying goes.”

“Anyway,” Kate continued, “I’m going to go through the portal, then take it down and move it to the other side of the village, far away from the wither but close enough that we can still use the castle portal. Then I’ll bring you and a team through to get working.” 

Mom nodded. “Take Bruce with you, okay?” 

Kate blew a raspberry. “Can’t I just take Fang and Perry?” 

Mom crossed her arms. “You know Bruce is a better fighter.” 

“Ugghhh, He’s such a little—”

“Meow?” Bruce said as he made his presence known in the room. He had been hiding under the desk Mom was working on, hoping she would drop some food.

“—ball of cute fur and fun?” Kate hurriedly changed what she was going to say. 

“Meow purr,” Bruce said.

“Bruce can be a little stinker,” Mom said, rubbing the cat’s head. “But he’s a good fighter, and he loves you. He’ll take care of you.”

Kate blew out a breath. “Bruce, wanna go exploring?” 

“Hiss,” Bruce said, stretching and laying down. 

“I’ll give Kate treats for you if you go...” Mom said in a sing-song voice. 

Bruce’s ears perked up at the word ‘treats’ and he sat up. “Meow meow.” 

Mom laughed and gave Kate a bunch of treats for the cat who tried to steal them before she even got them in her inventory. “No swiping!” Kate said as she pushed him down. “Now come on, let’s get Perry and get out there.”


Chapter 16

Bruce was happy to get go along on a little trip, even if it was with a dog and that...bird. The dog was bad enough, but the bird? The bird annoyed him. It talked too much, danced too much, and was faster than him. He eyeballed the bird. It was probably tasty. A bit of drool came out of his mouth and he shook his head. As much as he didn’t like the bird, if he ate it, he would be in a lot of trouble. 

Bruce remembered the time he ate Kate’s goldfish. That had not ended well. There was a lot of shouting, and Bruce ended up having to sleep outside for a week. He didn’t like not being able to curl up on his person's bed. Eventually he was let back in the house, but that was a rough week and Mom was still mad at him. That’s when she decided he needed a diet and started buying the diet cat food. 

He shuddered at the thought. 

He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dark night of the overworld. Then he found himself flying through the air. The girl had just thrown him! 

“Get it, Bruce!” Kate shouted.

“Get it, Bruce! Get it, Bruce!” the bird squawked in the air next to him.

Stupid bird.

Bruce extended his claws by reflex, and let his ire died down when he saw why Kate had thrown him. A zombie was sitting on the ground below the tree the portal was on. Of course, she would throw him at it—he was a ninja and able to protect her! He shouldn’t have been so distracted by that darn bird. His claws landed first, scoring a critical hit, and he slashed again and again, poofing the zombie. 

“Great job, Bruce,” Kate called from the top of the tree. Bruce preened. He kept watch as the girl dismantled the portal and descended down to him. “Alright, let’s go. Bruce, you keep watch. Make sure nothing sneaks up on us.”

“Keep watch! Keep watch!” the bird squawked.

Bruce snorted. Things did not sneak up on a ninja, ninjas sneaked up on things! He kept pace with her, using his amazing ninja skills to skulk through the darkness. He saw another zombie behind a tree and dashed over, silently taking it out. 

Light glinted off a skeleton’s arrow and he snuck up on it, poofing it before it could even fire once. A team of spiders laid in wait, ready to ambush Kate, but were ambushed instead by Bruce. He poofed them all, took a moment to play with some string and snuck back over to Kate. A creeper crept, but Bruce crept better, poofing it before it even got the first hiss off.

The girl and her animals were none the wiser. The stupid bird never even left her shoulder.

The sun broke, and the mobs stopped spawning and Kate whistled as they walked. Bruce jumped up to ride on her shoulders, happy with a job well done. His presence scared the bird, who deciding flying above the girl would be a safer bet.

Kate rolled her eyes. “Ugh, you’re such a lazy cat. I don’t know why I had to bring you along—you don’t do anything unless there's food.”

She reached down and scratched Fang behind his ears. “You’re a good boy, Fang. You stayed by my side the whole time.”

Beside her doing nothing. Bruce's ears laid back and his tail twitched.


Chapter 17

“Okay, this looks like a great spot. Kate dropped Bruce off her shoulders. Perry immediately landed on the spot he was forcibly vacated from. 

“Great spot!” the bird said, doing his little dance with his head. 

“Hiss!” Bruce yelled at the bird. 

Kate rolled her eyes. “Bruce, go be useful. Look for enemies or hunt for food or something.” Bruce sat down and licked his paw. Kate waved at him. “Laziest ninja I’ve ever seen.”

It had taken almost a whole day to get to this spot, having to go around the area the wither was calling home. It was on the right side of the Kingdom Village that Dad and Jack should come through, plus it was far enough away that the villager could begin their mining operation without any interruption from a wandering wither. 

“Okay, first thing I need to do is...” She pulled out a stack of dirt blocks, placed one on the ground, then dug a trench all the way around it. She hopped on top of the single dirt block and jump-stacked way up—64 blocks up to be exact. “I wish that darn cat hadn’t stolen my elytra,” she mumbled as she looked down to the ground. Bruce was still down there, but now he was lying on his side, basking in the sun. 

She turned to see where the Kingdom Village once was. It reminded her of a basalt delta in the nether, the wither had caused so many explosions. She sighed and did what she came all the way up here to do: jumped up, dumping a bucket of lava on the top and falling away so as not to get burned. She tossed out a cobweb at the last moment before colliding with the ground, slowing her fall, and looked up. 

“I guess Jack has some good ideas sometimes,” she said to herself as she watched the lava pour down her lava beacon. “They’ll see this thing and come right to it for sure.” She watched for a moment longer as the lava descended, then pulled out a stack of stone blocks and built a small building to use as an entrance to the mine she was going to start. When she put up the door, Bruce came and stood in front of it just as she was about to shut it. 

“Meow?” Bruce said, cocking his head. 

“Do you want in?” Kate asked, holding the door open. Bruce stood there looking at her. She went to shut the door, and he took a step in toward the opening. She pulled it back open so she didn't accidentally squish him. “Do you want in Bruce?” 

Bruce looked at her. “Meow?” He didn’t move. 

She went to shut the door again. Bruce chose that moment to take a step. “Ugh,” she opened the door again and again Bruce just looked at her. “What are you doing? Do you want in?” 

“Meow,” Bruce said. He didn’t move. 

“Fine! Stay out then.” She slammed the door closed but he darted through at the last second. “Darn cat!” 

She placed torches and pulled out her shovel and was just about to dig when there was a scratching coming from the door. She pulled out her crossbow and whirled around to see Bruce, scratching at the door. “Arg! Cats!” she yelled and opened the door for Bruce to go out. He sat down in front of the open door and licked his paw. Kate had to close her eyes and take a breath to calm down. “You know what, I think I’ll just leave it open.”

Bruce laid down right in the doorway, half in the sun and half out, his tail twitching, and closed his eyes. 

Kate frowned, then shrugged her shoulders and picked the spot she wanted to dig. It didn’t take long until she had a nice big room several blocks under the crust of the world, with a single-block wide tunnel going only a small ways in, the direction of the Kingdom Village. She put her tools away and dusted off her hands. 

“Alright, it’s time.” She pulled out the obsidian and built the nether portal. “Bruce! Are you coming?” The cat sauntered down the stairs into the mine, yawning and jumped through the portal. Kate blew out a breath and stepped through.

She arrived on the other side to screams of terror.


Chapter 18

“You know Jack, Dad jokes aren’t just about the joke. The timing is important too,” Dad said as they sped across the snowy landscape. 

“What do you mean?” Jack asked. 

“Well, sure I could tell a joke any time, like, did you know I got arrested once?” 

Jack stumbled, falling into powder snow. 

Dad pulled him up. “Seriously Jack. You’re a magnet to those as much as my butt is to arrows.” He dusted his hands off on his legs, shaking them to get them warm. 

“We need some leather boots, that will help,” Jack said as he kicked at the snow. “Stupid snow. What did you mean you got arrested? I never knew that! Does Mom know?” 

Dad shrugged. “I was arrested for stealing a set of encyclopedias. When they caught me, I told them I could explain everything.” 

Jack paused, looked at his dad, then laughed. “You were joking?” 

Dad chuckled. “Well yeah. I mean I told you I was going to tell a joke. But see, the timing of it was what made it better. I told you that first part while we were running and you stumbled into the snow, making it funny for me too.” 

“Hey!” Jack said. 

“Hay is for horses.” 

“Oh brother,” Jack mumbled, and they continued their walk. 

“See I like to tell jokes, not just because I’m hilarious, but also to help lighten the mood, or make something else funny happen, or distract people—” 

“Or annoy Mom.” 

Dad barked out a laugh. “Yes! You get it! It’s my right as a husband to be annoying now and then.” 

“Well, you’ve very good at it.” 

Dad grinned. “It does sometimes cause fights, though. We had a huge one right before we got here about doing the laundry. Eventually I folded.” 

Jack laughed. “How do you know so many jokes, anyway?” 

Dad puffed up his chest. “It’s every man’s job, when they find out they are going to be a dad, to start training.” 

“You don’t train in jokes!” 

“I did! I wanted to make sure you guys got to have lots of fun as you grew up. And life’s too hard to take too seriously. Believe it or not, I used to hate jokes. Just like I hated having facial hair.” 

“What? How does—” 

Dad cut him off. “It grew on me though.” 

Jack groaned. “Did you really hate jokes?” 

Dad shook his head. “No way. I’ve always loved making people laugh. Do you know what the difference between a poorly dressed man on a bike and a well-dressed man on a tricycle is? Attire!” 

Jack chuckled. “More!” 

“The last hotel I stayed at tried to charge me for air conditioning. That really wasn’t cool.” 

Jack laughed again. “Do another!” 

“Your mom once gave me a list of things to do, but I only did the 1st, 3rd, and 5th. I told her I only do odd jobs!” 

Jack laughed. “That sounds like something you would do in real life, not just a joke.” 

Dad nodded. “Yeah, I actually tried that once. Then when she was done laughing, I had to do the rest of the list.”

“I bet you did.” 

“Hey, do you know why math books are always so sad?” 

Jack shook his head, his grin wide. 

“Because they have so many problems.” 

“Hah! They cause me problems! That was a good one.” 

Dad flexed an arm. “Yeah, I’m pretty great. Do you know what an astronaut’s favorite part of a computer is?” 

“No...” 

“The space bar!” Dad couldn’t help himself and laughed at that one too. 

They ran together, finally getting out of the snow biome, drinking potions to keep their speed up.

“Hey!” Jack said after a while, “look at that!” He pointed to a towering beacon of lava. 

A wide grin spread across Dad’s face. “I bet that’s for us,” he said. “Race you there? It’ll be a heated competition!”


Chapter 19

“What the heck!” Kate said, covering her ears. She was in the apartment complex that had been built for the piglins, way on the far side of the island. She was worried the wither had somehow breached the nether, but as it turned out, the screaming was all the piglins freaking out about the nether portal that had appeared in the middle of their living room. 

“Everybody stop!” a piglin woman said, holding her hands out. A bunch of piglin kids came to a screeching halt. 

Kate grimaced. “Hi everyone! I’m so sorry, nether portals are weird. I don’t know why this one ended up here like this.” 

The adult piglin pointed at Kate. “You need to get that thing out of here right this instant! If one of us goes through, we’ll get zombified!”

Kate opened her arms wide, then pulled out her diamond pickaxe. “I know, I’m so sorry. This wasn’t supposed to happen.” She mined the obsidian, breaking the nether portal then gave out the chocolate chip cookies she had been saving to the kids. “Sorry about that!” 

She ran out of the apartment, Bruce following her. Mom saw her from the nether village square and waved, a big smiled on her face. When Kate got there before she could even talk Mom swooped her up in a huge hug. “Ack! Mom! We just saw each other like a few hours ago.” 

“I’m allowed to hug my kids,” Mom said, winking at her. She set her down. “How’d it go?” 

“Well besides scaring the piglins half to death, pretty good. I found the perfect spot and got a small mine started. Is everyone ready here?” 

Mom nodded. “Yep. Lots of potions and launchers are made. We didn’t have enough slime blocks, so you’ll have to use water.” 

“Rats,” Kate said. “Oh well, it’ll have to work. Let’s get everyone ready.” 

They spent a while rounding up everyone who was going to be on the team and gathered in the portal room of the castle. Ethan and Elijah were both there, along with a whole team of miners. Also Alex, who had been in charge of making all the launchers, and Delilah with several other evokers. 

“We thought some vexes would be useful against the creature,” Delilah said. 

“Oh good idea.” Kate smiled. “I’m starting to wonder if we could just take care of it before Dad and Jack even get back. Wouldn’t that be something?” 

Mom crossed her arms, squinting at Kate. “Kate, don’t you take any unnecessary risks. I don’t want you attacking without Dad and Jack just so you can show them up.” 

Kate blew out a breath, she had been thinking just that. “Okay Mom, you’re probably right. Now are we all ready?” The assembled group cheered. 

“Good luck everyone, we’re counting on you,” Rara said. 

“Let’s go!” Kate ushered them through the portal. 

She blew out a sigh of relief when the nether portal took the group into the one in the overland she had built within the mine. “Nether portals are so weird,” she mumbled under her breath.

“Alright everyone. Let’s get to work!”


Chapter 20

“Look, a building!” Dad said, “I bet there all kinds of things in there: beds, food. Man, I could use some good old fashioned home cooking.” 

“So cool!” Jack shout-punched the air, looking at the lava beacon. “Let’s go see!” 

They wasted no time charging into the small building, and immediately recognized it for what it was—a mine. Complete with the sound of mining from down below.

“Come on,” Dad said, waving Jack down. He was excited to see his family again. 

When they made it down the stairs, they were greeted by a nether portal smack dab in the center of a large room. Many mine shafts led off the room deeper into the rock.

“DAD! JACK!” Kate dodged around the portal and run up to give her dad a hug. 

“Kate!” Dad squeezed her tight. 

“Ack! Dad! Mom is supposed to be the one that hugs like that,” Kate gasped out. 

“I love my kids just as much as she does,” Dad said. “Besides, I missed you.” He finally released her. “Jack, give your sister a hug.”

“Ugh,” Jack said. 

“Ugh!” Kate said at the same time. 

“Doooo it,” Dad said. He made a motion with his hands that kind of sort of looked like hugging.

The two kids hugged. “I’m glad you made it back, Jack,” Kate said. 

“Did you make the lava beacon?” Jack asked and Kate nodded. “Nice!” Just then Jack was tackled from behind by a ninja—a ninja cat. “Bruce!” he yelled, hugging his cat.

Bruce allowed himself to be hugged, then rubbed his forehead against Jack’s. After a moment he pushed against Jack and dropped to the ground. He horked and hacked and hacked and horked and coughed up two black swords.

“Bruce! You’re the best ninja kitty in the whole wide world!” Jack shouted, picking up his netherite swords. They dripped with a little cat drool but Jack didn’t seem to mind. He smooched Bruce right on the mouth. “You’re the best sidekick a boy could ask for.”

“So gross,” Kate said.

“Where’s your mom?” Dad asked. 

“She’s back in the nether. You know her. When there are mouths to feed, you can’t tear her away.” 

“Is everything going okay?” Dad asked. 

Kate nodded. “Yeah, in fact, we have an awesome plan to deal with the wither.”
 

“What?” Jack asked. “You came up with a plan without me?”

Kate nodded, a smirk on her face. “Yeah, a super good one too.” 

Jack crossed his arms. “Hmph.” 

“Don’t worry though, we didn’t make the netherite gear without you though.” 

Jack's eyes lit up. “Oh man, I can’t wait! It’s going to be so awesome! I’m going to look amazing!” 

Dad put his hand on Kate’s shoulder. “We can’t wait to hear all about your idea Kate, but I’d really like to see your mother first.” 

“Oh yeah, she is dying to see you too.” She looked at Jack. “You better watch out though, she might hug you to death.” 

Jack put on some iron armor. Dad laughed. “Come on, let’s go see her.”

They stepped through the portal.


Chapter 21

“Honey!” Mom nearly screamed the roof off the castle when she saw Dad. She’d been in the portal room tidying up when he came through, and she ran to him, leaping into his arms so hard it pushed them and Jack, who was right behind Dad, back through the portal.

“You’re back!” She squeezed him tight and gave him a huge kiss. It went on for a little too long, and Jack started gagging. 

“Gross!” Jack said. 

Mom looked at him. “You want your parents to love each other.” She gave Dad another kiss, and a huge hug. 

Jack crossed his arms. “I put on this armor for nothing.” 

“What?” Mom asked, her face scrunched up in confusion. 

“It’s nothing dear,” Dad said. “We sure did miss you though.” 

Mom disengaged herself from Dad. “We missed you too. It took you long enough to get back.” 

“Hey!” Jack said as he removed his armor. “We got back super fast. We even had potions.” Mom snagged him, squishing him hard and lifting him in the air in a great big hug. “Ack! Can’t. Breath.” 

Mom smiled, setting him down. “Who did you get potions from?” 

“Esmerelda,” Dad said in a flat tone. 

Mom laughed, “Oh really now? Were you nice?” 

“Of course I was!” Jack said. 

Mom snorted. “Not you. Your father.” 

“Ehhhh,” Jack said, wiggling his hand sideways.

“Hey! I was perfectly...well. Okay. She annoys the heck out of me.” 

Mom gave Dad ‘The Look’ but he ignored it, pulling her in for another hug. She laughed and pecked him on the cheek. 

“Enough romance!” Jack yelled. 

“Quiet you,” Dad said. 

Miners started coming back in from the mining pathways, and there was a cheer when they saw Jack and Dad. Kate called everyone back, and Mom set up a table, then covered it in food.

“Oh yeah!” Dad said as he helped himself to a pile of enchiladas, beans and rice. 

“We want some barbecue!” one miner shouted and Dad laughed. 

“I want some too. It’s been forever since I’ve made it,” he said around a mouthful of food. 

“You mean a week?” Mom asked. 

There was some laughter and when it died down, Dad gestured to the mineshafts. “What are you guys doing down here, anyway?”

Kate clapped. “Oh yes! I finally get to tell you. We have an awesome plan to fight the wither.” 

“I’ll be the judge of how awesome it is,” Jack mumbled so Mom couldn’t hear. But Kate did. 

She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, so what we’re going to do is this: dig a huge pit, really deep. Fill it with water, then lure the wither into it. Sure, it can fly, but if it’s fighting someone—us for example—it’ll probably stay down there. Then, in the pit we have launchers set up with all these mineshafts and the launchers are filled with splash potions of instant health. When the wither is in the pit the miners launch potions at it!” She got louder and faster as she told the plan, her excitement making her gesticulate wildly. She was breathing hard by the end of the plan. 

Dad and Jack were silent for a few moments as they processed the idea. Jack stood up. “That. Is. Awesome!” he shouted.

Kate, who didn’t need or want Jack's approval, smiled hugely, happy to get it. “I know, right? I just wish we had slime blocks.” 

“Why?” Jack asked. 

“So when we jump into the pit with the wither following, we can bounce up and smack it some more. But water was a close second, so we don’t take fall damage.” 

Jack smiled, pulling out the many stacks of slimeballs Esmerelda had given him. “Well, looks like I have something to show you.”


Chapter 22

Kate jumped for joy when she saw all the slime blocks, and with Dad and Jack there to help, their plan would come together in no time.

The pit was huge—20-blocks wide, 20-blocks long, and 20-blocks deep. They left the top layer of dirt on to make sure they wouldn’t draw the withers attention too soon. 

Dad had an addition to the plan he felt would make sure it kept everyone as safe as possible. He jump-stacked a full stack of stone blocks, then built a pathway in the sky directly above the pit, and another column down, then covered the columns in ladders. At the top of the walkways, he made a small hut and put four beds in it, and the whole family reset their spawn points there. That way, if they poofed, they could get back into the fight quickly. 

The pit had a platform carved out near the top, where the miners placed 10 launchers per side. As long as the family could keep the wither near a side of the pit, they could drop instant health bombs on the undead creature. Delilah and the other evokers each took a side of the pit as well, ready to toss out vexes. They lined the bottom of the pit with the slime blocks, which finished the pit preparations. 

After they finished the trap, it was time to make their netherite gear.

“Yes! Finally!” Jack shouted, floss dancing around everyone.

They went through the portal, and met up with Bubba and Lala, who also jumped around like excited kangaroos. Jack taught them the floss dance, and they did it so much that Mom and Kate gave up waiting and went to hang out in the castle. 

“Here, we, GO!” Bubba shouted, as he pulled out a netherite sword from his anvil. He handed to Dad, who took it with reverence. “Nicely made.” Bubba puffed his chest out. 

“Psh, wait until you see this!” Lala said, as she went to work, making diamond armor into netherite. She was done with a set of boots, leggings, and chestplates for each of the respawners. 

“I look so awesome!” Jack said. He pulled out his swords. “Shling! Shling!” He performed a few cool ninja moves. “Oh man this armor is so awesome! I’m so awesome! This is just—”

“Awesome?” Dad asked. Jack nodded his head. “Well, don’t get too used to it. You need to take it off.” 

Jack’s jaw dropped. “What? Why?” 

Dad grinned, a gleam in his eye. “We need to get everything enchanted.” 

“AWESOME!” Jack shout-punched the air. 

They went to the castle, where Mom enchanted all their gear with protection, and even had a book of blast protection that she added to Dad's boots since he was going to taunt the wither. 

When they were as ready as they could possibly be, they threw a small ‘wither the wither’ party, because Mom was Mom, and imminent danger or not, a big task was worth celebrating. She put out all kinds of foods the villagers had yet to try. She wanted everyone to be happy and full and ready, because the next day was going to be a tough one. She even made wither shaped sugar cookies with three frosted heads. 

The Smiths settled in on their arch high in the sky after everyone else went to bed. Mom held Dad’s hand as they sat, their legs dangling off the edge. Jack and Kate had settled down to read some Codex stories, while their parents got some quality time together. Mom nestled her head in Dad’s shoulder. “You know, as much as I love it here, with all our friends, it’ll be nice to get back home and do...normal stuff.” 

Dad chuckled. “Yeah, I know. This world has been a lot more exciting than anything we’re used to, that’s for sure.” 

“Exciting is one word for it. I’m just happy that once this wither thing is gone, the villagers can have a slower life as well. Without Ortho running around, and the wither gone, and if we can make the nether beacon stop making mutants. Dare I say it might even be peaceful?” 

Dad wrapped his arm around her. “It’s like your rule when we go anywhere.”

Mom looked up at him then grinned. “Leave it nicer than we found it?”

Dad pointed his finger at her. “Exactly. This place needs some peace. Poor villagers living in constant fear. That’s no way to live.”

Mom shuddered. “We have it so easy back home.”

“It was actually fun going on the road trip with Jack, just traveling out there. There were hardly any horrible monsters or anything.” 

Mom blew out a tired breath. “Do you think this plan will work?” 

Dad nodded. “I mean, I don’t really know what this wither is like, but this is a good plan. Frankly I’m getting tired of doing all this fighting, so if we can do something like this, and have the help of our friends, I’m happy to take it.” 

Mom stood up, stretching, “Well, we should probably turn in then. Big day ahead of us tomorrow.”


Chapter 23

The sun blasted through the windows in their tiny hut on top of the arch. Mom stretched, sat up, and jumped out of bed. “Rise and shine everyone! It’s time to take back our village!” 

“Ugh, can’t we have breakfast first?” Jack asked. 

Mom laughed. “First one down to the mine gets to pick breakfast.” 

Jack and Kate leapt out of bed, throwing Bruce off with a yowl. They climbed down the ladders, yelling at each other about what they were going to have for breakfast, but Bruce simply leapt off the edge, and extended his wings, gliding down easily. 

“No fair!” Jack and Kate yelled at the same time. 

Mom laughed as she descended. “Don’t worry kids, I won't make you eat fish for breakfast.” 

They got to the mine and before they even opened the door one, Ethan popped out. “Hey guys! Are you ready to remove the top layer of the pit?” 

“You’re already up?” Dad asked. 

Ethan nodded. “We all are. We’re ready to get our home back.” 

“Let’s do it then,” Dad said. 

“Awww what about breakfast?” Jack said. 

Mom held out her hand, and a piping hot breakfast burrito appeared on it. She handed it to Jack. 

He snatched it and took a bite. “Yum yum, breakfast burrito.” 

They mined off the top layer of the pit and stood back, admiring their handiwork.

“Well. It’s a pit alright,” Mom said. 

“Time to hunt us down a wither.” Dad passed out swiftness potions to his family and started off toward the broken village. The family followed after drinking their potions. 

It didn’t take long until they wither was in sight. It was floating above a small hill, wandering around aimlessly. “There it is,” Dad said, “everyone, gear up.” 

They all suited up, even Bruce, though the black of the netherite didn’t look much different from his normal fur.

“Alright.” Dad clapped his hands together once. “Kate, fire some arrows and get its attention. Jack, be ready to whack it a few times. I’ll taunt when it gets close enough. Honey, get out some of those splash healing potions, use them on it if you can, and on us if we need it. 

They all gave him a thumbs up and got ready. 

“Alright Kate, FIRE!”


Chapter 24

Kate took aim and let her arrow fly. It streaked through the air and landed right on the wither, flashing it red. The wither stopped its slow movements and spun around, three heads staring them down. Kate took a step back at the sight of it, nervous. 

“Here it comes!” Dad shouted, holding up his two shields, Mom behind him. “Get ready! Bruce, attack from the sky, Kate keep shooting, and have Parry annoy it. If it isn’t too focused on a single one of us, we stand a better chance.”

Bruce leapt into the air, bouncing off Dad’s shield, and opened his wings to get into a good position. Kate pointed, and Perry was covered in the glow of her buff, he shot off her shoulder like a missile, flying through the air toward the wither. 

Mom stood behind Dad’s shields, not hiding, but not out in the open either. “Oh this is not what I'm good at.” She stood her ground however, a potion at the ready. 

“It’s shling shling time!” Jack shouted, pulling out his swords. He had Mom replace the sweeping edge and knockback enchantments both with sharpness, since it would be better suited for this fight. 

The wither flew at them, firing a spread of explosive skulls. Jack dodged out of the way, while Kate ran to one side. Perry zipped across the wither, slashing with his tiny claws, but the wither didn’t even notice. It did notice when Bruce slashed across him however, his claws out and glowing red with the power of the nether beacon. The wither didn’t catch on fire, but it did flash red and snap one of its heads at Bruce. Its teeth caught the tip of Bruce’s tail and the cat flashed red, while his hearts turned black. 

The wither chased after Bruce, but Jack jumped into the air, slashing it with his swords. In a bout of creativity, he summoned a clone in the air above the wither. It dropped down and began slashing the creature as it landed on top of it. One head chomped down on the clone’s hand when it got close enough, blackness seeping through its skin. 

The wither bucked hard, sending the Jack-clone flying, where it hit the ground and the combination of fall damage, the wither effect, and getting hit, it poofed it away. The wither spun to Jack and took an arrow to the head from Kate. 

It reared back to fire and Dad yelled at it with a taunt. “Hey, does having three heads mean your breath is three times as bad?” 

The wither spun toward him, the exploding skull attack it was going to fire at Kate, launching at him instead. Dad held up his two shields. “Throw your potion!” he shouted to Mom. He deflected the exploding skulls with his shields, sending them flying in random directions. 

Mom didn’t wait and tossed the splash potion of instant heal on the wither, and it screamed. It flashed red, and flew straight toward her, but Dad shield-charged, slamming directly into its face and pushing it back. “Run to the pit!” he shouted. Mom took off, not having to be told twice. 

Kate shot the wither again, then whistled for Perry and followed Mom. The wither spun in a circle, shooting out exploding skulls in all directions. Dad tried to deflect as many as he could, while Jack dodged through them. It stopped spinning and charged again at Dad, who held his shield up to stop the attack. The wither bit the shield and tossed Dad to the side where he rolled away. 

“Dad!” Jack shouted, and dove to him, picking him up. He had to throw him down again though, in order to dodge a flying skull. 

“Run, Jack!” Dad yelled. “To the pit!” 

Jack frowned, then used Dad as a springboard, jumping off his shield to fly through the air, his swords slashing. “Cyclone slash!” he shouted, his blades slamming into the wither over and over. The wither bit him, infecting him with the wither debuff and his hearts turned black. 

His gambit worked though, and Dad had enough time to get up and start his own run to the pit. Jack chomped down a golden apple, and ran, using his luck ability to dodge exploding skulls. 

The wither followed, but gave up after a bit, looking like it was going to turn around and go back to its hill, when Bruce streaked by again, slashing the wither. It was enraged and followed the flying cat. When it was close enough, Kate shot it again, while Mom threw another potion and Dad taunted.

The wither roared at them, flying it steadily, and they all jumped off the edge.


Chapter 25

“Everyone ready!” Mom shouted as she plummeted to the slime blocks at the bottom of the pit. It would take a three-headed horrifying monster to make Mom jump off a ledge. She wouldn’t even jump off the ledge of a swimming pool.

The wither flew over, chasing its prey. It roared, only to cut the roar short when the creatures that had jumped down a big hole, came flying back out of it, their weapons out and ready.

Jack slashed, and Kate fired arrow after arrow, Dad shield-charged, slamming into the wither and sending it careening against a wall. 

From that wall, a white glowing creature with wings and a sword flew off, swinging the sword at the wither. Pink potions rained down, most missing, but some exploding against it and causing damage. 

The wither spun, shooting off exploding skulls in all directions, like a tennis ball machine on the fritz, blasting apart the walls. It missed the entry points for the launchers, thankfully, and several more vexes flew out to attack.

Mom and Kate dashed out of the pit through tunnels they’d carved in the bottom, and soon appeared up on the ledge with the launchers. They tossed out splash potions of instant health, and when several popped against the wither, it let out a massive explosion that ripped apart the floor and three wither skeletons appeared. 

Kate took aim at the new skeletons, while the evokers sent vexes in to help. Mom tossed splash potions whenever she thought something was close enough, or helped the miners load up their launchers otherwise. Between all of them, the wither skeletons didn’t stand a chance and poofed almost instantly. 

The wither fired off more skulls, and blew apart one wall, destroying the launchers. Dad grabbed Jack and tossed him onto his shield, pointing it straight up, and shield-charged, sending Jack flying like a human missile. He slashed out, his swords flashing the with red, and summoned another clone of top of it. 

This clone lasted an even shorter amount of time than the last one, as the wither slammed into a wall, poofing it between itself and the wall like a flyswatter swatting a fly. Launchers fired splash potions, hitting the creature, flashing it red. 

Bruce zipped by. The pit wasn’t big enough for him to fly, but he could leap across in glides, his claws flashing. He got a little too close, and the wither chomped down on him, taking a huge chunk of hearts, and the wither effect taking the rest, poofing him away. 

The wither spun again, exploding skulls flying every which way, and another wall of launchers was destroyed. Between the potions, the vexes and the Smiths, the wither was not looking good. Dad grinned, happy at how helpful the villagers were. This plan was a good one, and let them fight for their home with minimal risk. He shield-charged straight up, slamming into the wither and disrupting its aim with a flying skull. Unfortunately, the skull hit Jack dead-on, exploding and poofing him. 

“Rats and phooey!” Jack shouted from the bed high above the pit.

“Meow hiss!” Bruce said. 

Jack sprung to the chest they had in the small room and pulled out a set of iron armor and some iron swords: emergency supplies just for a situation like this. He looked over the edge—the wither was going crazy blowing up everything around it. Skulls were flying out from it and exploding like the big finale at a fireworks show. Bang! Woosh! Cackle! Fizz! Boom!

The slime blocks were mostly gone, and the ledge with the launchers was destroyed except for one small section, all the villagers missing. 

Dad was down below, running around and deflecting exploding skulls, moving his shield like an expert pink-pong player. Every now and then one of them would bounce back to hit the wither itself, and flash it red. Jack gasped when one hit his shield, and it exploded, the shield breaking and Dad flying back against the wall. It didn’t look good.

“This is it Bruce, it’s time for our planet killer attack. NINJA NUKE!” He pulled out a TNT from the chest, and carefully placed it on the ground. “You know what to do buddy. You’re a good kitty.” He lit it and leapt off the edge of the arch and pointed both swords straight down. 

Bruce twitched his tail, gobbled up the TNT like it was made of fish, and leapt after him, his claws extended, tailing smoke. “Meow!” 

Jack had enough time to watch as the wither poofed Dad with an exploding skull before he landed, swords first, directly on it. A huge critical star flew up and it flashed red, but still chomped down on Jack. He rolled off, landing on his back, hard on the ground. Which gave him the perfect view to watch.

Bruce came nearer and nearer to the wither, finally landed—scoring another ninja nuke critical hit. He horked and hacked and horked again, and up came the still-burning TNT, covered in cat slobber, onto the wither. Bruce leapt for the ground, landing right by Jack. “Good kitty,” the boy said, and Bruce rubbed his head against him.

BOOM! The TNT exploded on top of the withers head, debris flying everywhere. It flashed red and opened its mouth as if it wanted to scream, but its scream cut off as it flashed red a single last time, and poofed.  

Jack’s hearts were disappearing fast thanks to the wither effect, but before he poofed, he looked up to see Mom, leaning over the edge of the hole in the wall that used to be the ledge. She dropped an instant health potion on him, right on his head.

He groaned and rolled over, then his eyes went wide and he forgot all his aches and pains.  There floating on the ground was the nether star—the thing they needed to make an omega beacon. He quickly snatched it up. “One more beacon to go.”


Chapter 26

They won. The wither was destroyed, along with their pit. Jack was furious to find out his netherite armor had been a casualty from all the exploding skulls the wither had tossed around. But Mom made it okay, giving him hers. She certainly didn’t like wearing it. 

Many were injured from the explosions, and a single miner named Buddy poofed in the fight with the wither. Mom patched up everyone they could, and though they were sad to lose a member of their village, they all felt great pride at having destroyed what was thought of only as a nightmare. They were torn by the victory over the enemy, and immense sorrow over their lost friend.

After Kate mined the nether portal, everyone climbed onto the surface, and they slowly made their way back into the ruins of their old village. They rebuilt the nether portal in the same place it had been—in the now destroyed castle—and activated it. 

They arrived back to cheers, and Rara led them victorious through the portal back into what remained of the village. The villagers looked around, saddened by the destruction, but without so much as a spoken word, began cleaning up and repairing. 

Mom cooked a massive feast, and before they ate, Rara stood, quieting everyone down.

She and Birgitta had worked on another monument, this one to stand on the opposite side of Hudson’s, which had miraculously survived the explosions. Elijah hung a pickaxe on a stack of wooden blocks. A monument to Buddy, who characterized the bravery that the villagers possessed to fight the wither.

“Everyone, let’s please have a moment of silence for the brave villagers who sacrificed their lives in the pursuit of our freedom and peace.”

The village was perfectly silent. Not even Waffles the screaming goat, made a sound.

After a few minutes, she continued. “Thank you. Thank you, Buddy for your ultimate sacrifice. Thank you, Hudson, for your bravery that has continued and exists with us today.”

The crowd nodded, and a few wiped their eyes. “We stand here today, victorious over the enemies that would destroy us. We have proven that with our minds and our hearts we can have a civilization worth living and fighting for!

The crowd clapped.

She held her hands up. “We will rebuild this village, no, this kingdom, and we will invite all who have the courage to live with honor and respect. From now on, this city will be called Witherton, so the generations that come after us will always know we fought and won against the worst threats the world has known, in order to keep our home!” 

“Witherton! Witherton! Witherton!” the crowd cheered. 

“Now, let’s rebuild!” Rara shouted, with a fist thrust in the air. 
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Chapter 1

“What a mess. What an absolute mess!” Mom looked around as she exited the portal from the nether.

Kate sighed. “Mom, you say that every time you come through the portal. We know it’s a mess, but it’s getting old.”

“Well, it’s true. It is a mess! Just look at this place. I don’t know why Rara wouldn’t let us rebuild the castle first.”

Kate shrugged. “She’s being a good ruler—making sure her people have homes first. I mean, she does have a whole other castle in the nether.”

“Okay, you’re right. Witherton just doesn’t feel like Witherton without the castle.”

“Well, it’s only been Witherton for a few days, and technically Witherton never had a castle.”

Mom poked her in good fun. “You know what I mean.”

They wandered out of the portal area and into the village proper. The first item of business the villagers had taken care of was patching the wall. They didn’t need any rogue mobs waltzing in while they were rebuilding.

Flint, the stonemason, and Alex, the ex-pillager now tinkerer, had some great ideas for a new wall they wanted to implement, but in the meantime, they simply slapped on some patches to the existing wall. Well, the wall was more patches than original, since the Wither had done its damage, but they got it up and sturdy enough to have patrols on to keep watch for potential threats.

Next, they replaced the lanterns and lighting of the village so the light level inside the walls was never low enough for mobs to spawn. It’d been so long since they had to handle mobs inside the walls, they’d forgotten about it until their first night back when a horde of zombies spawned right in the middle of the village.

Unfortunately for the zombies, they were about the worst-off mobs ever to have spawned. Like mice stuck in a box with cats. The villagers were still on high-alert and armed to the teeth. No sooner had the zombies said “Arrrrrg” than a veritable torrent of arrows, teeth spells, and vexes rained down upon them and they poofed.

Lights went up quickly right after that.

The next item of business was patching all the holes in the ground the Wither had bombed. The plot of land Witherton sat on resembled Swiss cheese with how many holes had been blown into the ground thanks to that annoying undead mob. Villagers kept plummeting into the holes and taking fall damage because there were so many of them. Thankfully, they weren’t deep enough to poof anyone, but they were problematic enough that Rara sent everyone except the stonemasons and miners back to the nether village until they could be filled.

Mom and Kate were delivering lunch to everyone today and checking on the status of the repairs. The villagers were eager to get back to building and repairing Witherton. The village was empty of workers, but when they scanned all around, they found the entire area within the walls had been leveled out, a fresh blanket of grass everywhere.

The rubble from the castle and old buildings was still strewn about everywhere, of course, but in their brief tour they found no more holes to trip up the villagers.

“Oh good,” Mom said. “It looks like they’re done. We should go tell Rara.”

“Shouldn’t we deliver their lunch first? They’re probably hungry.”

“Oh, they’ll be fine until we get back. We won’t be gone long.”

Kate gasped, her hands coming to her mouth. Mom turned to look at her and saw Kate staring right back with terror in her eyes. Mom spun around, looking everywhere for the danger. “What is it? Is the Wither back?”

“Who are you and what have you done with my mom?” Kate asked.

“What?” Mom cocked her head. “What are you—”

Kate interrupted her by putting a hand on Mom's forehead. “Are you sick? Do you have a fever?”

“What are you talking about?” Mom demanded.

“You want to do something before feeding people that might be hungry?” Kate asked. “The horror.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. Come on.” She hurried back and leapt through the portal.

Kate chuckled and jumped in after her.


Chapter 2

The horde of villagers surrounding the nether castle portal was almost like a party. Excitement buzzed in the air. Everyone was ready to get back to Witherton and begin a new normal.

Rara held her hands up to the crowd, quieting them down. “Okay, okay. Settle down. Everyone—it’s time! It’s much safer now, so we’re going to go through and get set up. Please make sure you have a bed for everyone in your family. Building supplies will be a little sparse for a while, until we get lumberjacks out chopping wood, and the miners get more stone. The first thing we’ll build is an apartment building, similar to the one in here, so everyone can have a safe and comfortable place to sleep.”

Dad gave her a nod and a smile, then Rara waved at the portal. “Now let’s go!” A cheer arose from the crowd, and they all filed in. It took a minute with everyone trying to get through at once, so Dad encouraged them into a single-file line and it moved smoothly.

Dad blinked his eyes as the light from the overworld sun hit his face. “Ahhh, it’s good to be back.”

“We haven't been gone that long,” Jack said as he rubbed Bruce’s head. The cat was riding in his customary place, atop Jack’s shoulders.

“I know, I’m just not that big a fan of the nether,” Dad said. “It’s so... red.”

Jack snorted. “Yeah, that’s true. Though you do love the gold.”

Dad barked out a laugh. “I do love the gold. Anyway, Mom gave me lunch for the double-E’s and the crews working here. Let’s go deliver it.”

“What’d she make them?” Jack asked.

Dad paused, eyeing his inventory. “Looks like turkey legs, fruit salad, and cornbread muffins.”

“Cornbread?” Jack asked with a gleam in his eye.

“Not for you, son.”

“Please! Come on, Dad. You know I love cornbread. They’re not going to miss one muffin.”

“Hopefully they won’t miss two.” Dad winked and handed his son a muffin as he tossed another into his own mouth.

The double-E’s had rebuilt the entrance to the mine, and Dad and Jack went in, expecting it to be a mess just like the rest of Witherton had been. What they found instead shocked them. Where there had been a fairly large room with stairs leading to multiple levels was now a truly enormous cavern that seemed as big as the whole village of Witherton itself.

“Holy cow...” Dad whispered, in awe.

“Whoa...” Jack said. They both stood there, stunned, as they took in the sight. The cavern still had stairs leading down, but otherwise it was a massive dig site five blocks high that ended in a uniform stone ceiling. All the way on the far end of it, they could see the team of miners digging away and placing blocks in the ceiling.

Jack and Dad looked at each other, then shrugged, and walked over to them. It took quite a while—it was far away! Bruce was snoring soundly around Jack's neck by the time they got there.

“Hey guys!” Dad yelled.

Several of the miners stopped, including Ethan, and turned, waving at them. “What do you think?” Ethan shouted.

Dad got closer and gave the miner a fist bump. “What is all this?”

Ethan smirked. “Well, there were so many holes topside, we figured the easiest way to fix everything would be to simply carve underneath and repair it from the bottom.”

“That was the easy solution you came up with?” Dad asked.

Ethan laughed, “Okay, maybe not the easiest. But it was the best solution. Flint and Alex and Elijah and I came up with it. We dug out everywhere under the village, then filled in the top three layers with dirt, and made a stone ceiling. Our plan is to make a minecart system that we can access under here so we can get people or things transported to other parts of the village really fast.”

Dad whistled. “Like a subway. That is a cool idea.”

“What’s a subway?” Ethan asked.

“A sandwich,” Jack yelled, then laughed.

Ethan cocked his head. “Whaaa?”

Dad sighed. “Ignore him. He’s practicing dad jokes; he just doesn’t understand that you have to know your audience to get the best results.”

“Whatever, it was funny,” Jack said.

“Aaaannyway,” Ethan said, “so we’re going to have a minetrack system that goes everywhere. Then we figured we could also build emergency shelters, or supply stations down here in case of emergencies.”

“What’re you going to do different?” Jack asked.

Ethan smiled. “We’re going to have the lava go all the way to bedrock. That way, there’s no digging under it.”

“Whoa!” Jack’s eyebrows rose high on his forehead. “That’s going to be awesome!”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah! And with the minecart system, getting guards to any point of the wall should be a snap.” He tried to snap his fingers but failed. Then tried again. And again. “I mean, a cinch.”

Jack gasped. “I just thought of something.”

“What?” Dad asked.

“What if... we give the village a roller coaster!”

Dad scrunched up his face. “What? Why?”

Jack threw his hands out wide. “Because it would be fun! We could make a whole amusement park!”

“What’s an amusement park?” Ethan asked.

“The best thing ever!” Jack exclaimed. “It’s a place with rides and food and games and fun things. Basically, all the best things you can think of in one place. It’s just so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so so—”

“We get it, Jack.” Dad eyed his son.

“—so SO COOL! Can we, Dad? Can we build one? Pleeeeease?!”

Dad rubbed his chin. “I don’t know...We really need to get the next beacon. Plus, we still have to make sure we have the other things Baba Yaga needs...”

“Daaaaaaaad,” Jack whined. “Think about how much the villagers have gone through. Pillagers and Ortho and armies and Withers. Their homes blown up—”

“Wither,” Dad corrected. “Only one Wither.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “They need this! They deserve something that’s just for fun and not for survival.”

Ethan shrugged. “It does sound kinda cool...”

Dad crossed his arms and sighed. “I don’t know... how are we doing with resources?”

Ethan pointed back to the entrance of the mine, and the rows of chests that still stood there. “Better than we originally thought! The wither didn’t explode any of our chests, and we have a ridiculous amount of stone and dirt and even a bunch of iron after mining this all out.”

“I guess we could do that,” Dad said. “Maybe it’d be good for the village, plus it would really help make Witherton special. Villagers from all over would want to visit.”

“YES!” Jack shout-punched the air.


Chapter 3

“It’s going to have water slides and bumper boats, and of course an obstacle course and a roller coaster and—” Jack was talking so fast he could barely get a breath. Mom cut him off.

“I like your imagination, Jack, but that sounds like a lot of stuff. Are we going to have time to build it all?” Jack and Dad met with Mom and Kate in a new building they constructed as their home base in the village. Mom was cooking away in the fancy kitchen, making another feast for the villagers. Dad had made it nice and big, with extra counter space for the many dishes she always made.

Jack nodded, and even Kate, who had just heard of the idea, nodded with him, excitedly. “It’s a great idea, Mom! Jack and I can build a bunch of it super fast. We’re way faster than the villagers.”

Mom chuckled. “That’s true. But you know how I feel about playing before work. There are things we want and things we need, and the needs have to come first. You should really help rebuild houses.

“Mom,” Jack argued. “I know we could help them build houses. But we only have so much time and the houses are going to get built anyway. I want to leave something for them. Something that will help them never forget us.”

“Villagers live their whole lives just trying to survive,” Kate added. “Everything they do, they do it because they have to. They deserve to have something that’s just for fun. That doesn’t serve a purpose except to make them happy.”

The kids looked at Mom, giving her big, pleading, puppy-dog eyes. Mom gathered them in a hug. “You are just the sweetest kids ever.” She planted a big kiss on each of their heads, then held them out to look at them. “Okay. You can build an amusement park. But I don’t want you to get in Rara’s way, and you can’t take any of her team to do it. They need to be focused on building housing for everyone. Oh, and the gardens.”

The kids jumped in the air and shouted, “YES!”

“We’ll stay out of the way,” Jack said. “The ninjas wanted to reconfigure the ninja obstacle course anyway, and it can be a part of it. So it’ll take some work off their plate.”

Kate nodded. “And if we can get permission to expand the walls, then we can just take another part of the plains without taking any of the village’s room. In fact, the village will gain room because of moving the obstacle course. Oh, this is going to be so much fun!”

“Are you sure, kids?” Dad winked. “You don’t sound very enthusiastic about it.”

“Can we get started right now?” Jack bounced on his toes like the excitement couldn’t fit within his body and was trying to burst out.

“Go ask Rara first,” Mom said. “Get her opinion on where it should be.”

“Yay!” the kids shouted and ran out the door.

Mom looked over at Dad. “Do you really think this is the best use of our time?”

Dad shrugged. “I think the kids have had a lot of serious stuff lately, with little time to be kids.”

Mom furrowed her brow, then her face softened. “I agree. This will be good for them. They need some fun. And the villagers will get a kick out of it, too.”

“I’ll make sure to help with the other building, too,” Dad said.

Mom grinned. “I knew you would. I’ll be helping with the garden.”

Dad stood up and gave her a peck on the cheek. “This village is going to be great.”

“Again,” Mom added. “The village is going to be great again.”

Together they cooked up a huge dinner-time feast—barbecue chicken, Mexican street corn, and baked beans, plus pumpkin pie and all kinds of other delicious treats for dessert. They set up in the village square and put together tables and benches, while Dad made another awesome outdoor cooking area.

By the time dinner rolled around the apartment building had been finished, and even though it was unsightly, it gave everyone a roof over their head and a place to sleep and be safe. Everyone gathered around to eat. The kids, however, were nowhere to be found.

“Oh, don’t worry about them,” Rara said, “I told them they could build their park thing outside the eastern wall, and they got so excited they ran off. I bet they’re still out there working away.”


Chapter 4

Rara was right—Jack and Kate were behind the wall, working hard. The first thing they did was expand the wall to cover the dimensions they wanted for the amusement park. Then they laid out more light towers to keep the area safe. “This is going to be so awesome,” Jack said.

Kate nodded. “So what’s the plan? Should we draw out a blueprint or something? How do we know what to do first?”

“First, we need to dig a tunnel.”

Kate cocked her head. “What? Why?”

Jack explained the underground city the double-E’s had built. “So if we build a tunnel, we can make a minecart track all the way here to get supplies easier.”

“Great idea!” Kate said, and they started digging down. They built their underground tunnel network from the bottom of their amusement park plot and broke through into the underground bunker. “Where is everyone?” Kate asked.

Jack blanched. “Uh oh. Is it dinner time? Mom’s going to be so upset!”

“Run!” Kate yelled, and they moved as fast as they could to the exit, popping up to see that night had already fallen. They ran to the village square just in time to see Mom cleaning up.

Jack screeched to a halt and rubbed his tummy. “Boy, that was good. I sure am full.”

Mom eyed him. “Nice try, Jack.”

Jack blushed. “Sorry, Mom. We got carried away and didn’t realize how late it had gotten.”

Kate just smiled sheepishly.

Mom chuckled. “It’s okay. I understand you're excited, and honestly, I know you can take care of yourselves out there.”

Jack and Kate looked at one another, then back at Mom. “Wow Mom, you’ve sure come a long way since we first got here. Remember you didn’t even want us going in the water because of drowned.”

Mom laughed. “I know. But we’ve done so much already. You guys are pros. I trust you.” The kids hugged her together, and Mom hugged them back. “I love you kids.”

Over the next few days, the entire village was hard at work. Jack and Kate on their secret project that they refused to tell anyone about, and the rest of the village on rebuilding Witherton. Houses went up in strategic places designed to allow for easy to access roads. The garden took an eighth of the village, with the animal pens on another eighth.

The miners built strategically placed entrances to the underground, while Ethan and Elijah made good on their promise to fill it with minecart passages. They amazed everyone as they could shuttle stone and building supplies throughout the entire village on a moment's notice.

The wall came together nicely as well, now thicker and reinforced with more lava. Not only was it a way to lookout for enemies but also a walkway for villagers to stroll around with a beautiful view. Finally, after days of work, it was time to rebuild the castle.


Chapter 5

“Obstacle course is done!” Jack shouted to Kate.

Kate had just finished up the bumper boat's corral and was adding water blocks beneath them. To build it, they dug out a small pit and lined it with planks. It was really snazzy looking. Kate purposefully placed water blocks so the water flowed in a bunch of directions, causing the boats to move around erratically. “I’m done with the bumper boats!” She looked over at Jack’s creation and whistled.

Jack had rebuilt a ninja obstacle course, with strategically placed slime blocks for bouncing, and water at the bottom to prevent injuries. It was a huge course, with vines growing to climb up and jump off, ladders leading up and lots of one-block wide walkways throughout to keep the people running it on their toes.

Altogether, they had completed a bunch of sections for the amusement park, in a record amount of time. There was a water slide with a pool at the bottom that led into a lazy river. The obstacle course and bumper boats, a minecart roller coaster, a bounce house, and even an area set up with target blocks hooked to lights for people to shoot at and win prizes. Kate’s claim to fame was the open arena with wild horses and no saddles—people could test their luck on a buckin’ bronco!

The last thing they built was a large stage for shows and dancing, complete with a row of bleachers to sit and watch from.

“This is pretty awesome,” Jack said, looking around at their creation. “I can’t wait to show everyone.”

Kate nodded. “Yeah... I wish we had an ice rink, though. That would make it just perfect.”

Jack's eyebrows went up. “An ice rink? That’s genius! Why don’t we do that?”

“Where are we going to get the ice?”

Jack gestured. “There’s a whole snow biome right over that way.”

Kate put her chin in her hand. “That’s right. And you know what? If we make a hopper, I remember watching a video on how to make an ice farm!”

Jack scrunched his eyebrows together. “Ice farm? That sounds boring. A bunch of mooing and pooping ice blocks?”

Kate rolled her eyes but ignored him. “We need a lot of ice, so it’s going to be useful.” She crossed her arms. She explained what she remembered of it, and it did sound pretty easy.

“So, should we go now? I want to open this place up!”

“We have to tell Mom and Dad what we’re doing. They wouldn’t want us leaving without telling them.”

Jack sighed. “Good thinking. Let’s go!”

They left their secret project and rushed to find their parents, who were having a meeting with Rara, Birgitta and Arthur, the captain of the Screaming Wolves. They were talking about the defenses needed for the new castle, and Arthur was trying to get his squad back out in the field. “We really like being out there, exploring and finding other villagers to send back here.”

“Hey,” Jack said. “That’d work perfectly. We want to go out and set up an ice farm and get some ice for our project.”

“Oh?” Rara asked. “What do you need ice for?”

“It’s a secret!” Kate yelled before Jack could open his mouth.

Rara snorted. “Arthur, do you want to take them out and be their guard while they do whatever it is they’re doing?”

Arthur nodded. “Yeah! The Screaming Wolves are feeling a little too cooped up behind these walls. We need to be free, to feel the wind in our hair, and the grass between our toes.”

“Don’t you wear boots?” Jack asked.

Arthur laughed. “You know what I mean.”

“You kids really need to do this?” Dad asked. “Are you sure you aren’t going overboard on your project?”

“Please Dad?” Kate asked. “It’s the last thing we need.”

“It’s okay, honey,” Mom said. “We still need to rebuild the castle before we can go, anyway.”

Dad shrugged. “Well, if your mom says it’s okay...”

“Yay!” both kids said together. They gathered all the things they needed, and word got out they were planning an expedition to the snow biome. A few of the villagers who’d never seen snow wanted to come too, and soon there was a small caravan at the exit to the new walls. The kids were concerned because Mom insisted the villagers shouldn’t join them, but Rara said it was okay for them to take a break.

“Are we all ready?” Arthur asked. There was a round of nods and the gates opened, letting them out into the wilds.


Chapter 6

Bruce rode along on his trusty mount, Jack. He was a good and faithful mount, that was always warm. Warm was important, especially in places like this where there was all that gross white stuff around.

Jack stumbled in a patch of powder snow and Bruce was forced to leap off to save himself from falling in. His leap pushed Jack’s face into the snow, but that was okay. The boy liked the white stuff.

“Darn cat!” Jack yelled, wiping snow off his face.

Bruce ignored him and landed on Lady, Kate's horse, shoving her off. Kate looked up at Bruce from the ground, giving him the Kate version of ‘The Look.’ It never worked for Mom, so Bruce wondered why Kate thought it would work for her.

Kate shook her head, little flakes of snow flying off. “Alright, this is the frozen river biome—the perfect place to build our ice farm.” She took out a stack of stone and started placing the blocks, lining a large square area.

Bruce watched but got bored and wanted to see what else there was to do. He swatted Lady to get her going, but the horse ignored him. He twitched his tail. Horses were like that. He should have brought Dirtymud. The donkey was always glad to take Bruce for a ride.

Bruce hopped off Lady, unfurling his wings to glide through the area. Maybe there was something interesting a bit further away. His tummy growled, and he regretted not staying in the village. No doubt there was food everywhere, just waiting for him to appear and snatch it.

A bunch of other villagers were wandering around following orders from Kate, but Bruce wasn’t interested. He zipped through the air and over the landscape. It was so boring and white everywhere! And cold and...wet. His ears laid back at the thought of getting wet. He was about to turn back and maybe ride on Jack for a bit longer when something caught his eye.

A white bear was slapping its paw in the water and each time he pulled its paw back, a fish was attached! Bruce was astounded. Was it really that easy to get delicious, fresh fish? He flew in circles around the bear, watching as it ate fish after fish after fish. He decided to give it a try. If he didn’t hurry, the polar bear might eat every last one.

He landed across the river from the bear—one can never be too careful—and settled down to watch. The bear slapped the water again, his paw coming out with a big juicy fish on the end. The bear munched it down and roared happily.

Bruce leaned over the edge of the water and looked in. The only problem with this whole thing was the getting wet part. Would it be worth it for the freshest fish possible? Yes.

He waited. He searched the water, focusing his eyes through the ripples across the top until…Aha! A fish! His tail twitched above him as he swiped his paw through the frigid, wet water. He wasn’t fast enough. The fish must have seen him coming, and it swam out of the way. Now Bruce was cold, wet and still hungry.

There was a snorting noise from the bear across the river, and Bruce looked up to see the bear watching him. Bruce narrowed his eyes. Was the bear…laughing at him? That bear had no idea who he was laughing at! He was Bruce Lee the Scar-Faced Ninja Attack Kitty from Japan! If this was a battle, the bear would already be toast.

Bruce sneered at the water. This was a battle. A battle of reflexes! No big ole stinky bear was going to beat him, a master ninja! He popped his claws and watched again. This time, a fish swam up and Bruce attacked quickly, claws first. His razor sharp ninja claws speared the fish, and Bruce pulled it out of the water. He eyed his prize for a half a second, wiggled the fish at the bear, and chomped it down in one gulp.

It was just as delicious as he imagined.

The bear grunted out a groan that seemed to Bruce to be taunting. The bear slapped into the water, an even bigger fish popping out. It munched the fish happily, then grunted at Bruce.

What followed was an eating contest between the two animals—a contest the bear was destined to lose, for he was Bruce! The Ninja Kitty! They ate fish after fish, Bruce having easily mastered the art of catching them by now. He used his paws simultaneously, catching a fish with his right paw, and gulping it down while he caught another with his left. He looked like a windmill—swipe, catch, eat, swipe, catch eat. He even saw the biggest fish yet while both paws were full of fish. He panicked for a split second, unwilling to miss such a catch, but turned tail to the water, to nab it with a back paw.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the polar bear had enough, and with what looked like a nod of appreciation—or perhaps defeat—it wandered off. Bruce smirked and flipped into the air, unfurling his elytra wings.

…And fell directly to the earth with a grunt. His poor tummy was so big from all that fish he couldn’t take off.

“Meow hiss!” he exclaimed loudly. Now he was going to have to walk the whole way back to camp through the cold and…wet…snow.


Chapter 7

The kids were working hard on their project while the Screaming Wolves acted as tour guides to the villagers that came out to explore in the snow. Arthur had taken one look at what Kate was doing and shook his head. “Nope! I didn’t want to come out here to build things. That’s so boring! I want to feel the wind and the snow and appreciate all the beauty of nature.” The villagers had agreed with him, since they worked their butts off rebuilding Witherton and wanted a break. That’s when he had volunteered to take them on a tour.

“Then we add the button...like this. And now we wait!” Kate stood back from her creation and dusted off her hands. She had built a large swimming pool-like structure, with a chest and a hopper at one end, then filled it with water. The button led to a piston that lifted a block and caused all the water to flow in one direction.

“How do you even remember this?” Jack asked.

Kate shrugged. “I built one once when I wanted to make a... you know what? Nevermind.”

Jack was curious. “Make a what?”

Kate waved her hand away. “It’s not important. Anyway, it shouldn’t take long for the water to freeze, then we mine it with a silk touch pickaxe. You brought one like I asked, right?”

Jack nodded, pulling it out of his inventory. He went to hand it to her but snatched it away at the last second. “What were you trying to build?”

Kate scrunched up her face at him. “Give me the pickaxe.”

“Tell me first,” Jack said, waving the pickaxe at her playfully.

“Jack Murphy Smith, hand it over.”

“You can’t just use my middle name and it expect it to work. You’re not Mom.”

Kate sighed.

“Just spill it!” Jack almost shouted. “It can’t be that bad.”

Kate mumbled something under her breath.

“What?” Jack asked, leaning his ear closer to his sister.

“I WANTED TO BUILD AN ICE CASTLE LIKE ELSA! Okay?” Kate looked away, red in her cheeks.

Jack laughed, slapping his leg. “I thought you hated that movie!”

“I don’t hate it; I've just seen it too many times. And that song was everywhere. But Elsa's Ice castle was really cool, and I wanted one.”

“Why didn’t you just make it in creative? You love creative mode.”

“Can I please just have the pickaxe?”

Jack smirked but handed it over. By now the water was frozen all the way and she walked out onto it, slipping a little. “You know that first scene in the movie where they are cutting ice? I thought it’d be fun to try.”

Jack laughed again, but stopped when he saw what was happening. As Kate mined the ice blocks, the flow of water pushed them down the pool into the hopper, and then into the chest. He ran over to the chest and opened it to see a stack of ice blocks slowly rising as more ice was added. “Holy cow! This is so cool!”

“Right?” Kate said. “That was another reason I wanted to make it—it was really fun.” She finished crushing the last ice block and hopped out of the pool, walking over to the button. She pressed it and the water went flat and still again. A block froze as they watched.

“We can make so much ice!” Jack said, doing a little dance. Then he gasped. “I have a great idea.”

“What?”

“We should build ice boat roads!”

“Huh?” Kate asked. “What’s that?”

Jack threw his hands in the air. “Only the fastest way to get around, EVER! Hold on, I’ll show you.” He snatched the stack of ice from the chest and got to work crafting while Kate mined the ice in the farm again. He stacked up with stone blocks, crafted some stone stairs for easy access, then built a platform. From the platform he stacked blocks in a V pattern, one stone block on either side to form guard rails and two ice blocks in the middle, below them.

He built his icy sky road as long as he had ice blocks for, then capped it off at the end, making another set of stairs down. Kate was busy humming and mining when he got back. “Are you ready to check this out?”

Kate looked at the icy skybridge. “I guess. That looks weird. Is it like a big Slip N Slide or something?”

Jack’s eyes went wide. “Oh man, that would be cool too!”

Kate rolled her eyes. “What is it?”

“Come with me and watch.” He grabbed her by the hand and led her up the stairs. He pulled a boat out of his inventory and gestured to it. “Hop in.”

Kate eye the boat. “That’s never going to not be weird. Pulling something big out of thin air like that.”

“Just get in, Kate.”

Jack got in after her and pushed the boat forward. It picked up speed. And more speed. And even more. “Woooohoooo!” Kate screamed as they flew down the icy road. “Okay, that was awesome.”

“Right?” Jack asked. “Now imagine if we had these all over the place!”

“Let’s do it again!” Kate begged. They turned the boat around and zipped back down to the other platform. Their smiles were huge. “I think I want to make a few more ice farms,” Kate said.

“What? Why?” Jack asked.

“So we can build more ice roads. That is so fun and fast, imagine if we built one to the old island village. Everyone could take vacations there! Plus, we have to go there anyway, so if we built this on the way, it wouldn’t take much more time. And we wouldn’t have to travel on the water.”

Bruce came trotting up and unceremoniously jumped up on Jack’s shoulders. “Hey!” Jack shouted. “You’re cold and wet!”

“Meow purr,” Bruce said sadly.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Alright you can stay there.” He was about to say something more when Arthur came running out of a snowbank.

“Jack! Kate! Come help!”


Chapter 8

The siblings spun around to see Arthur, out of breath, as he was yelling for them.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Kate asked.

“Is it shling shling time?” Jack asked, reaching for his swords.

Arthur shook his head. “No, it’s worse. There’s someone calling for help and we can't find them!”

“Take us there!” Kate said. They took off after him, running as fast as they could through the snowy biome. Soon the scenery changed into snowy slopes, big mountains reaching for the sky. Arthur led them to the base of one such mountain, where the rest of the villagers and Screaming wolves were waiting.

“Listen,” Arthur said, gesturing for everyone to be quiet.

Sure enough, you could just faintly make out a voice yelling for help. It was so quiet, you might have missed it if you were crunching in the snow, but it was there. The voice cut off a few moments later, silence descending upon them like a cloud.

“It’s so freaky!” someone said.

“We have to find where that voice is coming from,” Kate said.

They began searching the snow for holes leading into a cave or anything where someone could be trapped. They would look for a bit, then stop and listen to see if they could hear the voice again. It never came back, though. They searched for hours, and the sun was starting to set.

“This is so frustrating,” Arthur said. “The Screaming Wolves have never failed to rescue a villager.”

Jack and Kate were stumped too. “What the heck do we do? Just start mining everything?” Kate asked helplessly.

“That would take forever,” Jack said. Then like a lightbulb going off he raised his hand. “Hey, wait. Maybe we’re looking the wrong direction.” He took Bruce off his shoulders and lifted him up. Bruce blinked at him with sleepy eyes. “Bruce! Can you fly around up high and see if you can see anything weird?”

Bruce yawned and flicked his tail.

“Come on buddy,” Jack said.

In response, Bruce jumped out of Jack’s hands, used the boys head as a springboard, and leapt into the air.

The group continued searching, digging up snow wherever they thought there might be something, but still came up short. Bruce finally descended from the sky with a yowl, his tail twitching furiously.

“Did you find something?” Jack asked.

“Meow, meow!” Bruce said and leapt into the air again. They watched as he soared to the top of the mountain.

“I guess we go up.” Jack pointed.

“It’s getting dark,” Arthur said. “I think we should build a shelter. Sleeping outside at night is okay in big beautiful plains, but out here in the snow? No thanks.”

Kate nodded. “Good plan. You can get everyone working on that, and we’ll go check out whatever Bruce found.”

The climb up the mountain was arduous and cold. Many times, the kids had to stop to mine out a block or two that got in the way. They made it though, standing on the top of the mountain where the biting cold wind blew.

“Oh my brrr!” Kate said shivering.

“All the brrrr,” Jack agreed.

The wind whistled around them, and a black form came bouncing over. “Meow!” Bruce said.

They followed the cat as he bounded through the snow until they came to a pile of snow blocks in a stranger pattern. “Is that…is that an igloo?” Jack said.

“Do you think someone’s trapped inside?” Kate looked nervous. Jack gasped. “What is it?” Kate asked.

“Some igloos have trap doors leading down to a secret room,” he said as they went in the icehouse. As soon as they were inside, they heard it again. A voice shouting for help. And this time it was much louder.

“Come on!” Jack leaned down and ripped the carpet off the ground in one fell swoop to reveal a trapdoor. They jumped onto the ladder beneath and climbed down.

Sure enough, the ladder ended in a small room, with two jail cells next to each other. One contained a zombified villager and the other a not-zombified villager.

“Thank goodness! Finally, someone heard me!” the not-zombified villager said.


Chapter 9

“Please help me.” The villager looked pleadingly at Jack and Kate.

“We will, don’t worry.” Kate pulled out a pickaxe and mined away at the stone blocks around the iron bars.

“Kate, wait,” Jack said, but it was too late. A spikey looking bug thing popped out of a block Kate had destroyed, and immediately attacked her.

“What the what?” Kate yelled, flashing red from the attack.

“Silverfish!” Jack yelled. “It’s shling shling time!” He yanked out his swords and prepared to attack, but Kate hit it with her pickaxe first.

“Uh oh,” Jack said.

“What oh?” Kate asked.

“If you don’t poof a silverfish in one hit, the rest of them come out of their infested blocks.” The villager screamed from inside the tiny room he was trapped in, a silverfish inside with him. “Kate, get him out!”

Silverfish were flooding out of the walls and Jack was not very excited about it. The room was too small to pull off many of his combat moves, let alone summon a clone. “Bruce! A little help?”

Bruce was sitting on a small table in the room with a brewing stand on it, licking his paw. He yawned like this was beneath him, then sprung off the table onto the floor, his claws out. Jack and Bruce fought furiously, keeping their weapons away from each other and from Kate as she hurriedly mined the last blocks keeping the villager trapped.

“Go! Up the ladder!” Kate yelled to the villager. She didn’t have to tell him twice as he shot out like a rocket to the ladder and up.

“Don’t hurt the zombie!” the villager shouted as he passed.

The silverfish were pummeling Kate, and she had to stop to eat a golden apple before she pulled out her own sword and started swinging. The room was filled wall to wall with the horrible little things, and even though they were no match for the respawners individually, there were so many they were all taking hits.

Bruce couldn’t even get a good pinball bounce going the critters were so small and packed together. The cat flashed red again from another attack and hissed in anger.

Jack munched down a golden apple, healing a bit and swung out again. They were slowly whittling down the silverfish, and finally, with a slash of his sword, he poofed the last one. They all were breathing hard, resting against the icy walls to catch their breath. Jack pulled out a golden apple for Bruce. “Here buddy, you probably need this.”

Bruce was just about to take a bite, when the last silverfish—the one everyone missed between all the floating green orbs—bit Bruce, poofing him.

“Bruce!” Jack shouted, and slammed his sword into the silverfish, ending its threat.


Chapter 10

“Dang stupid silverfish! Dang stupid small room!” Jack shouted.

“Jack, it’s okay,” Kate said. “He’ll just be back at the village.” She craned her head, looking all around the room.

Jack sighed. “I know. But I still don’t like it and now we’re out here without him. What are you looking for, anyway?”

“Those elytra wings. I was expecting him to drop them when he poofed, but he didn’t. Does he have permanent elytra wings now?”

Jack shrugged. “Weirder things have happened.”

“No kidding.” Kate walked to the ladder and looked up. “It’s okay now, you can come down.”

A head peeked over the hole. “Is she okay?”

“Who?” Kate yelled up. “The zombie?”

The villager started climbing down the ladder. “Yes, is she okay?”

Kate looked over at the zombified villager, then at Jack. Jack shrugged. “I mean...she is a zombie...”

Kate rolled her eyes. “She’s okay.”

“Good,” the villager said as he descended the final rungs, stepping off the ladder and dusting off his hands. “I’m so glad you found us. I am Iluq.” He pointed to the zombie in the cage. “That is my wife, Sedna. Or, it was. I do not know what has happened.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?” Kate asked.

Iluq shrugged. “One day my wife and I were walking along the frozen banks, going fishing. We met an old lady in a strange hat and purple robes. We thought she was lost or something, so we invited her to our igloo for dinner. We broke bread with her and sang her songs. Then she offered us a drink of something from a bottle. We did not want to be rude and refuse a guest's hospitality, so we drank. The next thing I knew, we were trapped in those cages.”

Jack and Kate looked at each other with worried expressions. “Did you get the woman's name?” Jack asked.

Iluq nodded. “She called herself Nyx, but I do not think she gave us her real name. Please free my wife? I would like to find a cure for her ailment.”

“We can do that,” Jack said softly.

“Thank you. With her free, I can take her on a journey to the far north where there may be someone who can help.”

“No,” Kate said, “he means, we can cure her.”

Iluq’s eyebrows just about shot off his face. “You can? Please! Please cure her! I would be forever grateful. I do not know how to live without my wife. My sorrows would never end.”

Kate offered a small smile. “Don’t worry. We’ve done this before.” She used a splash potion of weakness on the zombified villager.

“What are you doing?!” Iluq shouted.

“Whoa, hold on.” Jack held up his hands. “This is how you cure it!”

Iluq took a step back, but his face was stony, his eyebrows pulled down.

Kate took out a golden apple and gave it to the zombie, who shook. She shook and shook, for over a minute, her whole body vibrating. Iluq frowned. “I should not have trusted my wife’s fate to children. What have you done?”

“Just hold on a minute. We’ve done this lots of times,” Kate said.

The zombie shook violently once more and Iluq reached for her. As he hands grasped hers through the bars, she was no longer a zombie, but a villager.

“Sedna!” Iluq shouted. “Please, free her!”

“Iluq! What happened to us?” Sedna asked.

“It will be alright, my dear,” Iluq said. “That woman, Nyx, tricked us. I do not know what her plan was with us, but she turned you into a zombie.”

Sedna shuddered as Kate mined the surrounding rocks. “Perhaps that is why I feel the urge to eat raw meat?”

“Or you could just be hungry,” Jack said, pulling out some leftover barbecue. “Here, try this.”

Sedna was freed and snatched the barbecue out of Jack's hand, chomping it down greedily and messily. She let out a small burp, then blushed, her entire face going red. She brought her hands to her mouth. “Oh excuse me! How rude!”

“Psh,” Jack said, waving it away. “That’s nothing. I can burp the ABC’s.”

“Don’t be gross, Jack,” Kate said.

“Don’t stifle my talents!”

“How will we ever repay you for saving us?” Iluq asked, looking between the two kids.

“Oh, you don’t have—” Kate began, but Jack cut her off.

“How do you feel about ice farming?”

Sedna and Iluq looked at each, confused. “Ice... farming?”


Chapter 11

Bruce opened his eyes in Jack's room after respawning. “Hiss!”

Those small angry bug things were the worst. He hoped he would never have to see one again. He jumped off the bed and sauntered out of the room to see what was going on.

Back at the village, it looked like it was coming together nicely—many new homes were dotting the landscape, and the castle framework was already built. He wandered around, checking on everything, and everyone, simply feeding his curiosity.

The animal pens were looking nice. One thing he noticed was the chicken pen was much bigger than before, and had Stompy in it. Tiny, the red-eyed mutant chicken and Stompy were wandering around together and seemed to be the best of friends.

Bruce’s tail twitched. Even if he wanted to eat a chicken now, he wouldn’t dare. With those two giants in the pen, it was too much of a risk. That darn girl must have put them there on purpose just to keep him away. He didn’t have a plan now, but he’d come up with one. He’d get a chicken alright.

Waffles and family had also been moved to this section, with his platform rising out over the village wall so the goats could look outside. He wandered up the stairs, but quickly came back down as soon as Waffles screamed at him.

Weird goat.

The rest of the village wasn’t very exciting, just houses and gardens. The barbecue area smelled fantastic, but nobody was cooking anything, so he didn’t get a chance to swipe any treats. He yawned and was about to go lie down on Jack’s bed for a good cat nap when something caught his attention.

Fang was wandering around looking at things too. Bruce’s tail twitched, and he watched as the wolf wandered closer. Bruce dashed over to the nearest building and around a corner. He climbed up the top and peeked his head over the edge. There was Fang, wandering around happily, his big, stupid tongue lolling out. Dogs were gross.

Bruce stuck his butt in the air and wiggled his tail. He leapt off the top of the building, right onto the wolf. Fang yiked loudly and leapt higher than Bruce had ever seen a dog jump before. That was fun! Fang swirled around, snarling, and Bruce’s eyes went wide as the wolf charged after him.

The hunt was on. Bruce led Fang on a chase throughout the village. They ran over the garden, crushing crops. They ran through the chicken pen, sending feathers and eggs flying and making Tiny angry who stomped around breaking fences. They ran past villagers working, barely missing them most of the time. Bruce ducked under the legs of one villager, but Fang was too big and knocked him straight over.

They ran into the village square where Mom was setting up a meal, and villagers were starting to come in. Bruce ran straight at Mom, who gasped, trying to dodge the cat and not drop the two fresh pumpkin pies she held. She spun out of the way, only to have Fang slam into her, and send the pies flying.

One pie splatted directly onto Elijah’s face, covering him in delicious pumpkin goo, while the other landed on Layla’s head, coating her. Elijah licked the pie off his face, and with a grin, picked up one of the cornbread muffins Mom had made.

“Don’t you do it!” Mom yelled, but it was too late.

He did it.

“Food fight!” Elijah shouted, throwing the cornbread roll at his brother, where it exploded in a shower of corny crumbs all over his head. Ethan laughed and grabbed a watermelon slice, chucking it at Elijah, who ducked. The watermelon hit another villager, covering them in watermelon juice and seeds.

“Not again,” Mom groaned and ran out of the chaos. “Bruce, ya darn cat!”

The village square erupted into a chaos of flying food, and Bruce turned back around, Fang hot on his heels. The two stopped when they saw their dreams were coming true—food was raining from the sky!

Fang looked at Bruce, and Bruce looked at Fang. They shrugged and dug in. Bruce was never one to turn down a free meal.


Chapter 12

Jack and Kate brought the two ice villagers down the mountain, and the Screaming Wolves let out a cheer when they caught sight of the four of them descending. The villagers joined in, giving the approaching kids and their new friends a warm welcome.

“Who are all these people?” Sedna asked as they got close to the group.

“These are our friends, villagers from Witherton,” Jack said.

“What is a Witherton?” Sedna asked.

Kate laughed, and they told a very abbreviated story about Witherton. Iluq looked astonished. “You have illagers living peacefully in a village?”

“Yep!” The pride showed on Jack’s face. “Most people just want to live happy lives. All that pillaging stuff is usually because of some crazy leaders.”

Sedna sighed. “That is very good news. We left our village far in the north because it was raided. We came out here to live in peace—it seemed the only way to do that was alone.”

As they got to the bottom of the mountain, the Screaming Wolves came up to greet the newcomers. Iluq and Sedna flinched a bit, clearly not having been around many people lately, but eventually warmed up.

The group walked down to the ice farm, so Jack and Kate could show their new friends.

Sedna looked all around the ice farm. “I have seen nothing like this.” She stood at the edge of the water pool that Kate had built. “How is this a farm?”

Kate grinned. “Oh watch!” She pressed the button and started mining, the ice flowing down into the hopper.

“This is very good,” Iluq said. “A fine idea.”

The kids laughed, and Jack pointed up to the road. “You should see what we can do with ice.”

Iluq and Sedna looked at each other. “Show us?”

Jack grinned. “Gladly!” He took them for an ice road ride, the two screaming in joy during each of their turns.

“That was fun!” Sedna said. “I wish to do it again.”

Jack smirked. “Well, about that. How would you guys like to be Witherton’s ice team and deliverers?”

“What is that?” Iluq asked.

Kate snorted. “You explain it to them, Jack. I’m going to build more ice farms.”

Jack grinned. “I’m going to build more of those ice roads—a huge, long ice road that goes all the way to Witherton, then to the island so we can get around really fast.” He told them all about the island village and their quest to get to the ocean monument that was near it.

“The island sounds interesting,” Sedna said. “I would like to be some place warm for a bit.”

“And I would like to see these turtles,” Iluq added.

“So you’ll do it?” Jack asked. “You’ll be our official ice farmers and make deliveries to Witherton?”

They both agreed, and after some explaining to the rest of the group, several of the villagers also agreed to stay behind to build ice roads. They didn’t know what a vacation was, but when Jack explained to them the idea of hanging around in the sun, doing only what they wanted to do, they were all on board and wanted to get out there as fast as possible.

“Don’t worry,” Arthur said. “The Screaming Wolves will make sure everyone is safe and has an emergency boat if they fall in the water.”

Kate put her hands on her hips. “You know, back home we have people called Rangers. They take care of the wilderness and help people when needed.”

Arthur thought about that. “Yes! Rangers! That’s perfect. So much more fun than pillaging. We go out and explore and help people who need help.”

While the team got to work making roads towards the island village, Jack, Kate, and the two ice villagers worked on building the new ice farms. They only had a single pickaxe with Silk Touch, so they built a picture frame to store it in when it wasn’t in use so no one accidentally took it.

“Hey Iluq,” Jack said.

“Yes?”

Jack took a deep breath. “I can understand why you’d want to live in the snow. Grass is so dangerous.”

Iluq stopped what he was doing to look at Jack. “What? Why is grass dangerous?”

Jack nodded, trying but failing to hold back a smile. “Because it’s full of blades. Get it? Blades? Blades of grass?” He laughed, unable to stop himself.

“Jaaaaaack.” Kate had her hands on her hips, staring at her brother. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing...” Jack said slyly.

“Are you sure?” Kate asked. “Because it sounds like you’re trying to tell Dad jokes.”

Jack shook his head. “No way.” Kate opened her mouth to respond, but Jack cut her off. “They’re Jack jokes!”

Kate groaned.

“What is... Jack jokes?” Sedna asked.

“Nooo!” Kate yelled, startling the two ice villagers. “Don’t get him started!”

Jack pulled out a book and quill. Kate pointed at it. “What is that?”

Jack held the book up, waving it around. “This is my book of Jack jokes. Dad’s been teaching me all about telling jokes, and he said it’s important to write them down when you think of them or else you'll forget.”

“I wouldn’t mind if you forgot,” Kate mumbled under her breath.

“I would like to hear these jokes,” Iluq said.

“Me as well,” Sedna said.

Kate sighed, waving her hand at Jack. “Go on then.”

“Yes!” Jack pumped his arm, looking back and forth between his eager crowd. “Did you hear about the creepers spawnday party? It went off with a bang!”

“What is a spawnday?” Senda asked.

Iluq nodded. “And what is a party?”

“Tough crowd,” Jack mumbled, but remembered how Dad had said sometimes you have to keep trying to see what works for your audience. He continued. “I saw a villager carrying around a sword upside down once, and I asked him why he was doing that. He said it was to bonk spiders, and I had to tell him, that’s not the point!”

Iluq pointed at Jack. “The point! Yes, this is funny!”

Jack kept going. “I knew a miner once that had a hard time sleeping. He had to be rocked to sleep.”

Sedna laughed. “A miner, yes, and rocks. Good, more!”

Kate rolled her eyes and went back to mining ice.

“I saw a sword once that was dressed up all nice and fancy. I guess it wanted to look sharp.” He kept going. “My dad threw a clock out the window the other day, he really wanted to see time fly.”

Iluq and Sedna were sitting on the edge of the ice farm now, smiling and laughing as Jack told jokes. Suddenly he got very quiet. “Do you know what the scariest tree is?”

“What?” Sedna asked in a whisper.

“BamBOO!” Jack shouted loudly, startling the two, but making them laugh.

It took them a second to recover, but the ice villagers laughed, too.

“Where do you find a cow with no legs?” Jack snorted, unable to restrain his laughter. “Wherever you left it!”

They crowd of two laughed and Kate shook her head.

“Did you know bees are allergic to pollen? They break out in hives!”

Kate actually laughed that time, and Jack was emboldened. “What do you call a beehive without an exit? Unbelievable... Get it? Un-bee-leavable?” He snorted.

“That one was not so funny,” Sedna said.

Jack sighed. “Well, do you know what you call two squids that look the same? Itenticle.”

There was more chuckling, but Jack could tell he was losing his audience, so he brought out his best joke yet to end it on. Another one of Dad’s tips. “What do you call an angry carrot?”

“What?”

“A steamed veggie!” He laughed at his favorite joke, even if the others only smiled.

“Okay, funny guy. We have a bunch of ice now, let’s get back home,” Kate said. “Then I can get away from your jokes.”

“You’ll never escape!”


Chapter 13

Dad was annoyed how hard he had to work to keep all the villagers away from Jack and Kate’s secret. Everyone was just so curious, and rightfully so. He huffed out a breath as he walked the walls, keeping watch for outside invaders, and inside sneak-peekers. Something caught his attention out in the distance, and he squinted his eyes to see better.

Someone was up in the air…building something? He continued to watch as the speck became bigger and bigger and sure enough, as they got closer and closer, he could tell it was Jack and Kate. It appeared they were building a...road? Out of…ice? “What in the world?” he muttered.

Soon a crowd of guards arrived, all of them standing on top of the wall as they watched the Smith kids slowly building toward them. Every now and then a boat would arrive on the road—insanely fast—then turn around and zip back the other direction.

“What’s going on?” Judah asked.

Dad shrugged. “Who knows with those kids? They figured something out, though...”

Finally, after what seemed like forever, the kids arrived, the road rising in the air to just above the wall. “Awesome!” Jack shouted. “I was worried we were going to be too low. This is perfect!” He capped off the road and hopped onto the wall. “Hey Dad.”

Kate jumped off after him. “Hi Dad!” She gave him a quick hug.

Dad stood there like a statue, staring at the ice road. “You can’t just say ‘ Hi Dad’ like you didn’t just arrive in the weirdest way possible.”

“Oh that?” Jack said while Kate giggled. “That’s just our super-fast road to take us all the way out to the island. At least, I think it will. I’m not sure if the villagers have gotten that far yet.”

Dad threw his hands in the air. “That doesn’t help at all!”

“Infrastructure,” Jack said, proudly. “Transportation infrastructure.”

Dad looked even more confused.

“You know,” Jack continued. “The system designed to help people get around.”

“I know what it means!” Dad nearly shouted. “I’m confused why you know what it means. And how you managed to design and build such a system. This kind of thing takes cities years. Maybe decades.”

Kate laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll show you. Come on up.”

“I’ll go finish the, uh...” Jack looked around at all the people watching. “Secret project,” he whispered.

Kate nodded. “We won't be too long.”

Dad settled in the boat, and Jack said, “hold on to your hat!”

“But I’m not wearing a h—”

Kate took off, accelerating quickly. Jack heard a “Wahoooooo!” from his dad as they sped out of sight.

Judah and the guards looked shocked. “Wow, that looks fun,” Judah said.

Jack nodded. “It is. Fun and efficient. It’ll get you guys to a really awesome vacation spot too.”

“Vacation?” Judah tilted his head.

Jack shook his head. “You know, we used to play Minecraft for fun. I’m realizing Minecraft is no fun for everyone else in it.”

More confused looks from Judah. “A vacation,” Jack said, “is going somewhere interesting to do nothing but fun things.”

“That sounds great!”

“It is. But I’m going to finish the secret project now, so you guys stay here. NO PEEKING! You’ll get to go check it out later today.”

“Awwww,” someone whined and Jack grinned. He made the ‘I’m watching you’ motion with his fingers and dashed down the stairs.

The village was in much better repair than when he left. There were houses everywhere, with shops for all the villagers with job blocks. It was coming together really nice.

“Mom! Mom!” he shouted as he ran into their new house.

Mom jumped so high she almost touched the kitchen ceiling. “What is it, Jack? Who’s hurt? Oh, I wish this game had Band-Aids…”

Jack shook his head. “No! No one’s hurt. I just need corn dogs.”

Mom blinked a few times, trying to clear the confusion and adrenaline from her system. “Corn dogs?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah! Tons and tons of ‘em. And cotton candy, and deep-fried Oreos, and corn on a stick and—”

“Jack, what are you talking about?” Mom asked. “Slow down!”

“Sorry. We’re going to show our secret project tonight, but I need your help. Come with me. Come on!” He rushed out the door, and when Mom wasn’t fast enough, rushed back in, grabbing her by the hand and yanking. “Come on, come on, come on.”

Mom frowned. “Jack, you’ve been gone almost two days and you want me to drop everything and rush when you didn’t even say hello?”

Jack stopped pulling on her arm. “Um, hi Mom! I love you.”

Mom snatched him up in one of her bone-crunching hugs. “Oh, I love you too.”

“Urk!” Jack said and Mom put him down. “Can you come help now? We’re going to have a crowd of people and they’re going to be hungry.”

That got Mom’s attention, and he led her through the iron door that blocked off the entrance to the secret project. She gasped as what was on the other side came into view. “Jack...you and Kate did all this?”

Jack beamed. “Yeah, it was super—What? Bruce? What are you doing here?”

“Meoooowww!” Bruce yowled from on top of the obstacle course. The ninja cat ran through the course, bouncing off all the bouncy parts and sprinting, jumping, and climbing all over like a parkour master.

Jack rolled his eyes. “I guess it’d be impossible to keep a ninja cat out of here.”

“Bruce is in trouble,” Mom said. “He’s a very naughty kitty.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah, that’s old news. Anyway, come on.”

He led her to a small building with a big window that had a lot of benches nearby. “This is the food station, just like at a carnival. Could you make up a bunch of carnival food?”

Mom looked it over. “You guys did such a nice job with this. I’d be happy to make food.” She went inside and saw it was filled with all the amenities of a nice kitchen. “I’ll make all kinds of delicious things. This is so exciting!” She got to work, humming to herself as she pulled out batches of corn dogs.

“Awesome. Thanks, Mom. I’m going to go finish up the ice rink, then it will be almost time to open the gates. I’m so excited! We just need Kate and Dad and the ice villagers to make it back from the icy skybridge.”

“That’s nice, dear,” Mom said as Jack ran off to the ice rink to fill it up. She popped her head up. “Wait, what? Icy skybridge?”


Chapter 14

When Dad and Kate arrived, Dad was all smiles. “Okay, I have to admit that was pretty cool. This isn’t going to work though.” He waved around at the end of the road. “We’ll need a much better station.”

Pulling out a stack of stone, he built a platform extending from the ice road, and a set of stairs leading to the top of the wall. He made a few benches and stood back to admire his work, wiping his hands together. “Much better.”

Judah and the guards surrounded the ice road again. “Can we use this thing?” Judah asked.

Dad nodded. “You sure can. Not today though. Kate and Jack have something to show everyone.”

There was a round of cheers that cut off as a boat arrived, then another, and another. Just like that, all the villagers, the Screaming Wolves, and the ice villagers arrived in the village.

“This is a large village,” Iluq said, taking it all in from the wall.

“What is that?” Sedna pointed.

“A better question is who are you?” Dad asked, smiling at the new villagers.

“Right.” Kate stood between her dad and the newcomers. “This is Ilug and Sedna.” She pointed to them as she said their names. “And this is my dad, Mr. Smith.”

“Welcome to Witherton,” Dad said, a hand extended. Then he pulled it back. Many of the villagers shook hands now, but these two looked at his hand like it might explode.

Sedna pointed to the castle. “What is that?”

Dad looked at Kate with an eyebrow raised. She chuckled uncomfortably. “These two were living alone for a while so their social skills are a little rusty. Someone locked them in jail cells beneath their igloo.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Dad said with a nod. “That,” Dad pointed in the distance, “is the castle. It’s where the leader of the village lives, but it’s also where the village keeps its supplies like weapons and brewing and enchantment stuff. It’s also where villagers escape if there’s ever an attack on the city that’s really dangerous.”

The castle seemed double the size of the original. From the outside anyway. The inside was actually a little smaller. Flint and the stonemasons had the idea to make every wall of the castle extra thick, and also filled with lava, as an additional barrier in case a powerful army like Ortho’s ever showed up again.

“I’m going to go check on Jack,” Kate said. “Dad, you should give Iluq and Sedna a tour.” She didn’t listen for his answer as she ran off to their secret project.

“Hi Kate,” Bubba and Lala said as she ran by.

“Hibyegottagoseeyousoon!” she yelled as she zipped past.

“Kate!” Layla said, trying to flag the girl down.

“Can’ttalkgottarun!” Kate yelled over her shoulder.

Finally, she got to the gate. The smell of delicious food wafted over to her immediately. “Oh yeah!” She dashed to the food station to find a table laden with all the most delicious carnival foods.

“Mom!” she yelled and gave Mom a huge hug.

“Kate! I’m so glad you’re back. Jack’s finishing up a few things, and said he needed you here.”

“Kate!” Jack yelled from behind her.

Kate spun around. “Did you finish the ice rink? Are we ready?”

Jack nodded. “Oh we’re ready. I’ve got the TNT set and everything.”

“Wait, TNT?” Mom’s face did not look happy. “I don’t think we need to play around with TNT.”

Jack nodded. “We do. We’re going to blow the wall down for everyone to come in. It’s going to be EPIC.”

“Oh dear,” Mom said. “Can’t you just cut a ribbon or something like normal people?”

Jack held his hands up. “Sorry, Mom. No ribbon in Minecraft.”

“You two have gotten entirely too comfortable around explosives.” Mom shook her head.

“Do you want to be outside or inside when we open it up?” Jack asked.

“I suppose I’d like to be inside. I can’t wait to see what everyone thinks of the food.”

Jack gave his mom a thumbs up. “Kate, are you ready?”

“I’m ready.”

He grinned. “Let’s blow the doors off this thing.”


Chapter 15

Dad showed Iluq and Sedna around the village, with a small group of people following. Other villagers wandered around, working hard on their jobs, or building things, or tending to the animals or gardens. The sun was descending, bringing about evening and darkness.

With a BOOM, the sky illuminated with fireworks coming from the mysterious secret project. The residents of Witherton dropped whatever they were doing and ran over. More fireworks went off, bathing the sky in colors. The entire village crowded around the wall to the secret project, some jumping to sneak a peek.

Jack and Kate appeared on top of the wall, their hands high in the air. The village erupted in cheers.

“Welcome!” Jack and Kate shouted together. Another cheer from down below.

“It’s the time you’ve all been waiting for!” Kate yelled.

“Time to unveil our secret project!” Jack hollered.

“Witherton’s own... Amusement Park!” they shouted together.

“Now, if everyone will please take a few steps back…” The crowd obeyed, and Jack nodded at Bruce who stood on the ground by the strategically placed line of TNT threaded through the wall, his fiery claws extended. “Come one, come all!” Bruce lit the fuses and the TNT exploded, blowing huge sections of the wall away, crumbling apart like confetti. The top of the wall remained, creating an arch.

The smoke and dust settled, and the villagers gasped as one when they saw what was before them.

Dad clapped. “This is awesome you guys! Come on everyone!” He rushed forward, climbing over the rubble of the explosion and into the amusement park. That was all the impetus the crowd needed as they ran in to explore.

With a sunset painting a beautiful background, music from the music boxes blaring a happy tune, and the delicious smells wafting over the park, it was magical. Jack and Kate were so happy their faces looked like they might explode with joy as they led villagers through all the fun things.

The newly created obstacle course was a huge hit with the ninjas and ninjas-in-training. The bumper boats were a crowd pleaser, as villagers got into the boats and bounced around one another through the turbulent water. The roller coaster drove around the entire park, climbing and diving and offering thrills like no villager had experienced before.

In the center of it all was the ice rink, bringing everything together. Villagers skated around, having the time of their lives. They would go in and out of the rink, hopping on rides or waiting in line. Mom wasn’t a huge fan of amusement park rides, but she loved feeding people, and when the villagers got to experience carnival foods, a whole new celebration took place.

Cotton candy was a favorite, of course, though a few villagers were too weirded out by the way it dissolved into nothing in their mouths. Corn dogs and deep fried Oreos weren’t too far off the list. The corn on a stick and waffle fries were Mom’s favorites because “at least they have some nutritional value.” She had also strategically set up stations of delicious food throughout the amusement park, so people could get something anywhere they went. Funnel cakes, elephant ears, scones, and kettle corn…so much food in fact that Bruce didn’t even have to steal any from anyone.

Dad was in the food station begging Mom for something. “Come on honey...please?”

“No way. It’s gross!” Mom had her hands on her hips.

“Just one time, okay?”

Mom threw up her hands. “Fine! But this is the worst thing I’ve ever made, and you’ll have to run laps to burn it off. I’m ashamed of myself to even making it.”

“Yes!” Dad pumped his fist.

Mom sighed, and held out her hand, a deep-fried stick of butter appearing in it. She scowled and handed it to Dad.

He took a bite and groaned. “Oh yeah. That’s delicious.”

“Go on now, go run the obstacle course so you don’t have a heart attack.” Mom shooed him out of the food station.

The kids had thought of everything, and even lit up the rides, and village played well into the night, until everyone was too worn out, or too full, to continue.


Chapter 16

Morning came and Dad jumped out of bed, altogether too happy. “Rise and shine! It’s going to be a great day—e get to go ice road sledding! All the way to the island.”

Jack and Kate were bleary eyed from too much fun last night. Mom handed Dad a steaming mug. “Ew, coffee.”

“Watch it, boy,” Dad said. “Coffee is the best.” He slurped his black coffee.

Jack stuck his tongue out at him, and Mom handed him a cup of cocoa.

They checked on the amusement park before going to the ice road station and found it quite busy. The kids smiled, knowing they’d helped make Witherton more than just a well-defended city, but a place to enjoy life, too. Villagers deserved peace and joy.

They waved at Rara as they went down the roller coaster. “Please, only once!” they’d begged, and Mom agreed. Then it was time to go to the ice road station. They got to the top of the wall to see the little platform Dad had made, was expanded to a full-on station with more benches and guard rails and even a little fountain.

It thrilled Dad to see the villagers take so much pride in their village that they wasted no time in making every aspect of it nice. “Okay kids, it’s time to go after that water beacon are you ready?”

“Yep!” Kate said. “I hope we get to see some more dolphins.”

“Let’s do it,” Jack said, petting Bruce’s head as the cat rested on his shoulders.

“It’s beyond time,” Mom said. “All these armies and terrible monsters have stopped us enough.”

“Well, we had to fight the wither to get its beacon anyway,” Jack said.

“And helping our friends is never a waste of time,” Kate added.

Mom wiped a tear from her cheek. “How did you two get so smart? And to think, you have hardly been doing any homework.”

“Life lessons are the best lessons,” Dad said. “Now let’s get this show on the road.” He pulled out a boat and gestured for Mom to get in. He climbed in after her, and they shot off like a rocket.

“Goodness!” Mom shouted. “This is so fast! Can you slow it down?” She gripped the side of the boat for dear life.

“Isn’t it awesome?” Dad said.

“No!” She said as she squeezed her eyes shut.

Kate and Jack took off in a boat after them, zipping across the ice road at astounding speeds. They flew past the snowy biome and the ice farms and continued on. “It’s so cool Arthur and the others built this,” Dad shouted over the sound of the wind.

“Cool, uh huh, yeah,” Mom said, eyes still closed. “Are we there yet?” She gripped the boat so hard Dad was afraid she might break it.

They zipped through the mountains, the sky going dark as they discovered the ice bridge had to tunnel through part of the mountain, a small one, but still a tunnel that was so dark Mom screamed when they went in it. “I haven’t been this far yet!” Dad shouted, trying to calm her down and saying the exact wrong thing.

“A tunnel!” Kate said pointing ahead. “Hold your breath!” The kids held their breath as they entered the tunnel, a favorite game they played back home.

Soon enough daylight returned. “I can see the coast!” Dad yelled.

“Just tell me when we get there,” Mom said.

The two boats blasted through the air at breakneck speeds. “Uh oh.” Dad grimaced.

“Uh oh? UH OH?” Mom yelled, her eyes popping open for the first time. “There’s no uh oh when we’re going this fast!”

“Um, hold on tight!” Dad yelled.

“What?” Mom looked to see the ice road abruptly stopped in mid-air. “Noooooo!” she shouted. They flew off the unfinished edge, sailing through the air like the boat turned into a plane, still moving incredibly fast. Then, because the boat wasn’t actually a plane, they crashed into the water, Mom and Dad flying out of the boat to plunge into the icy cold depths.

“Look out!” Dad yelled when they came up for air. He swam as fast as he could, grabbing Mom and pulling her away from the drop zone where Kate and Jack were heading.

With a scream of joy instead of terror, the kids flew off the edge, also flying from the boat and landing in the water. Jack’s scream of joy turned into one of pain and, “Ow! Ow! Ow!” as Bruce, noticing what was happening, used his claws to escape from Jack’s shoulders, jumping off the boy and spreading his elytra wings to avoid the water.

“Hiss hiss hiss!” Bruce shouted from the air.

The kids popped up out of the water, bobbing next to their boat as Bruce glided down to land on it. “That. Was. AWESOME!” Jack yelled. “I wanna do it again!”

“Me too!” Kate screamed as she splashed the water.

“You people are crazy,” Mom said as she swam over to the boat and hefted herself back in. “What in the world happened? Why didn’t you tell me the road ended?” Dad tried climbing in the boat, but Mom shoved him out. “Oh no. This is my boat. Get your own. I can’t believe you did that to me!”

Dad frowned but laughed at the same time. “I’m sorry, honey. They must’ve run out of building materials, or maybe they stopped to come back for the amusement park. It was an accident.”

“Hmph,” Mom said, crossing her arms and giving Dad ‘The Look.’

“Come on, hon. How am I going to get another boat out here?”

Mom lifted an eyebrow. “Maybe you should swim.”

Jack and Kate quietly watched from their own boat. “I wish I had some popcorn,” Kate whispered.

Dad climbed back in the boat, and Mom didn’t push him back this time. She did turn her head away, after giving him the oars, and it was a long, much slower and much quieter, boat ride to the island now that Dad was getting the silent treatment.

Mom didn’t mind swimming. But she didn’t like flying at crazy speeds into freezing cold water she wasn’t prepared for.


Chapter 17

Mom was excited to get back to the island, watching as it appeared in the distance. Her anticipation turned to dread, and she gasped, her hands on her mouth, when she saw the dock they had worked so hard on before gone.

“What happened?” she asked, breaking her silence for the first time.

“I’m pretty sure this was Ortho's work. He seemed to really hate villagers and destroyed every village he came across,” Dad said with a frown.

Mom’s face softened. “I’m glad he can't do that anymore. This is so sad.”

They pulled up to the island, stretching as they stepped from their boats. “We should probably fix up a shelter,” Dad said. “We’ll need a place for when it gets dark. Then I think we should strategize for this ocean monument trip we have to make.”

“Oooh!” Kate said. “We should have turtle shell helmets!”

Mom gasped. “Kate! Why would you do that to the poor turtles?”

Kate giggled. “No Mom, baby turtles drop scute when they grow into big turtles, then you can collect it and make turtle shell helmets. They’re cool because they let you breathe underwater a bit longer. Plus, you can enchant them with...um. I forgot the name. But there’s an enchantment that helps you breathe longer, too.”

“And one for mining underwater,” Jack added.

“Why would you need that?” Dad asked. “Can’t you just mine like normal?”

Jack shook his head. “Have you ever tried to swing a pickaxe underwater?”

Dad blinked. “Oh. Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Sorry to dredge that up.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

Mom was about to give Dad ‘The Look’ but Kate beat her to it. “No Dad, Jack already did a bunch of jokes.”

“What?” Dad looked offended. “I’m supposed to do the Dad jokes!”

“You are,” Jack said. “That’s why I did Jack Jokes.”

Dad snorted out a laugh. “Were they punny?”

Jack grinned. “Definitely. They worked great for our new villager friends when they helped us on the farm. They were real ice-breakers.”

Dad laughed extra loud.

“That’s it, I’m done!” Kate said. “Come on Mom, let’s go get some turtle scute.”

“I’m right there with you girl. Let’s go.”

Dad waved. “We’ll make sure we have shelter, and we’ll give it a nice outfit.” Dad winked.

Jack cocked his head. “What does a house wear?”

Dad grinned. “Address!”

Jack laughed, and the girls rolled their eyes. “We’ll make sure not to build a house like a penguin though. They just igloo them together.”

Kate and Mom groaned and hurried off towards the turtles.

“Don’t run in front of a car!” Jack yelled. “You might get tired!”

“Run faster, Mom,” Kate yelled.

Dad and Jack laughed at their fleeing forms.
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By the time Mom and Kate came back from their turtle excursion, Dad and Jack had fixed up a house and were barbecuing a delicious meal.

Mom went through the house, looking at everything, and came out to stand next to Dad, her hands on her hips. Dad gave her a side eye. “Something wrong?”

Mom gestured at the house. “It's...it’s just so...utilitarian!”

“Thanks honey.” Dad smiled.

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

Dad laughed. “What do you mean? It works fine. It protects from the elements and mobs and gives us a place to sleep.”

“So does prison,” Mom mumbled under her breath as she stomped back into the house.

Dinner that night was a quiet affair as they ate outside at a picnic table Dad built.

“Should we fix up the village?” Kate asked.

Dad shrugged. “We could, but it’d take a lot of time, and honestly, I think now that the villagers know how to mine and craft, they like doing it and would probably want to do it themselves.”

Mom sighed, looking around at the rubble of the once peaceful island village. “It’s just so sad.”

“It’s not that sad,” Kate said. “Everyone has moved on from here, and once they get the ice road up and running all the way out here, it will be popular again. I’m just sad we won’t get to see it.”

A heavier quiet fell over the table as they all thought about never seeing their friends again.

Dad changed the subject. “You got the helmets?”

“Yep!” Kate nodded. “We had to do a lot of turtle breeding and feeding seagrass to get enough scute, but it was worth it. Look at these, they’re so cool!” She pulled out a helmet that looked kind of like a turtle shell and put it on her head.

Mom put one on, too. “Do I look silly?”

Dad chuckled. “You look great in anything. What is their purpose, again?”

“They won’t help all that much,” Kate said. “When you go under water, they give you some bonus time of breathing before your bubbles go away. They’re more of an emergency thing. Mom’s going to have to make potions of water breathing for us.”

“Wait, why can’t she enchant the helmets?” Jack asked.

Kate looked at him, then at the scattered blocks of the building that had once been the library with an enchanting table. “Well...unless we want to go all the way back to Witherton to make an enchanting table...”

“Not happening.” Mom squashed the idea. “But I have my brewing supplies with me, so I can make as many potions as we need.”

They finished dinner and Mom sent the kids to bed, brewed up the water breathing potions, then went to sleep herself.
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It was finally time for the ocean monument adventure. Each of them had their own boat this time—they wanted to have as many on the surface as possible in case anything bad happened. 
 

Jack had tried to get Bruce to come, but the cat took one look at the boat, and ran off to hide somewhere on the island. Honestly, he’d probably be useless on the mission anyway. Perry rode on Kate’s shoulder as they rowed out across the ocean.

Rara had told them about the ocean monument the last time they were out in the ocean searching for things. After a few hours of rowing all over, they finally saw it—down below, in the deepest part of the ocean, on the bottom of the seabed.

“There it is!” Kate said. “Are we ready for this?”

“Why did I come along to do this?” Mom asked.

Kate pointed to a pod of dolphins swimming near their boats curiously. “That’s why. You wanted to swim with the dolphins.”

Mom’s eyes opened wide when she saw the dolphins. “That’s right! It was always a dream when I was a girl. Everyone, drink your potions.” She had given them each a bunch of long-lasting potions of water breathing. She took hers out and drank it down, and without any hesitation, jumped off the boat.

Dad was shocked. “Wow, I didn’t know she liked dolphins that much.”

Kate smirked. “Pretty much all girls love dolphins, Dad. Get a clue.” She chugged her potion and jumped in after Mom.

Dad looked at Jack who just shrugged, drank his potion, and disappeared over the side of his boat. Dad looked at Perry, who stood on the edge of Kate’s boat. “Get a clue, get a clue!” he said, bobbing his head. Dad glared at the parrot, drank his potion, and jumped into the water.

Down below the surface, the ocean was a kaleidoscope of colors. Coral reefs dotted the seabed, squids and fish swam around, light reflecting off them. Seagrass waved gently in the ocean current. And a pod of dolphins was swimming circles around Kate and Mom.

Mom was laughing and smiling as the dolphins swam past, letting her grab their dorsal fins and coast along with them. Kate had a raw fish out and was feeding another dolphin, stroking its side. Even Jack joined in, doing flips with dolphins and showing off underwater ninja moves.

Kate laughed, pointing at Jack, then her eyes went huge as she realized she had just laughed. “Can you hear me?” she asked out loud.

“Yep!” Jack said as he pulled out of a dive into a flip. “Whoa! We can talk under water.”

“Oh goodness, that really is something,” Mom said. “Hello little dolphin, aren’t you a sweet thing?” She pet the nearest dolphin and gave it a fish.

They played for a long time, replenishing their potions whenever they ran low. Thankfully, Mom could use her power to make them, so they were never at risk of running out. After a while of playing tag, performing tricks, and of course, feeding the dolphins, it was time to go.

Kate held up her hands, bringing all the dolphins to a halt near her. “My friends, will you please help us? We have to get to the ocean monument.” She pointed to it, at the bottom of the ocean floor.

The dolphins chittered, swirling around the family, then swam away. “Wait!” Kate called, holding her hand out.

“Whoa, what do you think they said?” Jack asked.

“Probably ‘so long, and thanks for all the fish,’” Dad said. “I don’t think they want to go to the monument, which does not bode well for us.”

One dolphin turned at Kate’s call, the others still swimming off. It came up to her and Kate held her hand out. The dolphin rested its head under her hand and she pet it. The dolphin let out a short squeak. “You’re a good dolphin,” she said. “Will you please help us?” The dolphin nodded and Kate smiled. “Thank you! I’m going to call you...Squeak! Do you like that name?”

The dolphin, Squeak, squeaked at her. Kate laughed. “You’re so fun!” She closed her eyes and concentrated, and a purple glow surrounded the dolphin.

“Did you just make that dolphin your pet?” Jack asked, his jaw hanging open.

Kate answered with a smile. “Let's go find the beacon! Everyone, follow Squeak.”

Squeak zipped around the family in a quick circle, then zoomed straight down. A purple cone of color came off her in a cone, spreading out behind the dolphin, and everyone swimming saw the Dolphin’s Grace buff appear, and they swam faster.

“Why do dolphins only swim in salt water?” Dad asked. “Because pepper makes them sneeze!”
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They zipped through the water with the greatest of ease, all as graceful as dolphins. Squeak slowed down as they neared the ocean monument, and Kate petted his tail. “It’s okay, we can take it from here.” Squeak looked back at her and squeaked, then circled around. The dolphin didn’t swim off, merely went back to watch.

The Smith family floated in front of the ocean monument. A truly massive building, it resembled a turquoise pyramid, built with elaborate architecture and carefully placed blocks. Had they not been so nervous, they would have been very impressed.

“Is it shling shling time?” Jack asked.

Mom sighed, bubbles floating up in the water. “These guardian things are tough? Will my potions of weakness even work down here?”

“Not sure.” Dad had his shield out, and a sword. “It’s going to be hard to defend when they can attack from all directions.”

Kate pulled out her crossbow. “I should have tested if I can even fire a crossbow under water.”

A strange-looking creature swam out from the ocean monument. A single, floating block with a tail off the back end and a single, large eye in front. It was covered in orange nodules and swimming very fast.

“Get ready!” Jack warned.

“WHO DARES APPROACH THE MONUMENT?” the fish thing—a guardian—shouted in a powerful, booming voice as it approached.

“It can talk?” Mom asked, suddenly even more nervous.

“That’s news to me,” Jack said.

“Me too,” Kate agreed.

The guardian swam right up to them, then stopped, not attacking. “I ASK AGAIN. WHO DARES—” it started in its booming voice again, but suddenly stopped, turning this way and that to inspect the family and Squeak. “Wait,” it continued in a much quieter voice, “why do you have a dolphin? And why is it glowing? Ohmygoodness. Ohmygoodness. OH MY goodness. It can’t be. No way. No WAY.”

“Um,” Kate began, “What is going on? Why are you so interested in Squeak?”

The guardian turned to Kate, giving her a hard look, which was really unsettling considering it only had a giant single eye. “You named the dolphin? Ohmygoodness, ohmygoodness. Okay, you guys wait here. I’ll uh...I’ll be right back.” It turned and swam to the monument, its tail pumping furiously. “Elder! Elder! Come quick! Elder!”

Dad looked at his family. “What’s going on?”

“I...have no idea...” Kate said.

“Yeah,” Jack said, “Me either. That was…really weird.”

Mom put away her potion of weakness. “Well, if they want to talk and not fight, that’d be wonderful!”

They waited patiently, Kate occasionally throwing a fish to Squeak who gobbled them up almost as fast as Bruce. After the third fish disappeared into Squeaks mouth, the guardian came swimming out of the monument, but it wasn’t alone. Along with it was another guardian, this one larger with tan scales and dark blue nodules.

“We were played!” Jack shouted, gripping his swords. “We let it go get backup.”

“Jack,” Mom said, “let’s try to talk first, okay?”

The guardian, and the elder guardian, swam up to them, stopping right in front. The elder guardian studied them all, including Squeak. “Salutations,” it said in a raspy voice. “Have you come here seeking the beacon?”

Dad nodded. “Yes...uh, how did you know?”

The elder guardian’s nodules puffed out, then went back in. “I am Colbert. I am an elder of this tribe. This young guardian by me is Plembang, my apprentice.”

“Hi, hi, hi!” Plembang said, spinning in circles, his nodules poking in and out. “Nice to meet you, oh it’s just all so exciting, I can’t wait—”

“Enough Plembang,” Colbert roared. The smaller guardian blushed and stopped talking and spinning. All his nodules sucked in, like a dog tucking its tail.

The elder guardian cleared its throat. “You are the ones we were told to expect. The ones we have been guarding this beacon for, for many generations.”

“The legendary heroes...” Jack whispered. “So cool.”

“The legendary heroes,” Colbert said. “The story has been passed down from generation to generation, and we have kept the beacon safe and protected here ever since it was first bestowed upon us.”

“Oh good!” Mom said, clapping her hands. “Thank you so much. We really appreciate it.” She turned and looked at her family. “See, I told you talking it out would be the way to go. Now there will be no violence or injuries, we won’t have to fight or battle or—”

“There is a problem though,” Colbert continued. “Our eldest guardian has become corrupted, and you’ll need to defeat him in combat, as he has barricaded himself in the beacon room.”

“Oh rats and phooey!” Mom said.
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“Wait a minute,” Dad said. “What exactly does this story about legendary heroes say?”

The elder guardian bobbed in the water like it was nodding, its nodules expanding and retracting. “The story says that we were given the beacon to protect because its power was too great to fall into the wrong hands. And there will be a time when someone—the legendary heroes—will come to collect the beacon. Someone who does not look like they’re from this world, and one of them will be a friend of the sea.”

“Friend of the sea?” Kate asked, her voice going up a little at the end.

“Yes, a person who comes to us, willing to talk, not rushing to attack.” Mom cleared her throat, looking at Jack. Colbert continued. “But someone who comes with an ocean animal as a friend. There will be one other sign as well. They will know the lost arts.”

“What are the lost arts?” Dad asked.

“I will tell you, if you do one thing for me first.” Colbert swam to the bottom of the seabed.

“Come on come on!” Plembang said. “Follow.” He swam after Colbert.

Dad turned to the family and shrugged. “I guess we follow?”

They followed the guardians.

Colbert swam to a block of stone resting on the bottom of the ocean. “Please, destroy this block.”

Dad raised an eyebrow, then pulled out a pickaxe and started swinging at the rock. Slowly—painfully slowly—because of the water, he struck it again and again. After a much longer time than on land, the block broke. “Now what?” Dad asked.

Colbert shook violently, his nodules expanding and retracting in quick succession over and over. Four small light bluish-greenish shards of a crystal substance fell to the ground. “Now, please combine these,” Colbert said.

“Oh, I know this one,” Mom said, swimming over and collecting the crystals. She took them into her inventory and combined them, creating a prismarine block. “Oh my, this is quite pretty” she said as she set it down.

Colbert’s eye went wide when he saw the block, it looked at Plembang, who was also staring at the block like it was something it had never seen before. “The lost arts...” Plembang muttered.

“You have shown me you know the lost arts,” Colbert said, “and proven yourselves to be the ones we have been waiting for.”

“Wait, so mining and crafting were the lost arts?” Dad asked.

Colbert bobbed up and down. “Long ago, those abilities were lost to the world, through the use of foul magic. Our story told us when the friend of the sea came to us, and knew the secrets of the lost arts, they would be the ones to receive the beacon. It is a shame it happened when our eldest guardian has become corrupted.”

“What do you mean by corrupted?” Mom asked.

Colbert looked down, its nodules almost looked wilted, and the family realized it was sad. “Our eldest has changed. Grown three times larger, and its eye is infused with an ominous red glow.”
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“Oh great,” Jack said. “A giant mutant elder guardian; one of the strongest mobs in the game.”

“Stronger than a wither?” Dad asked.

Jack shook his head. “No, but we don’t have Bruce to help us either.”

Dad’s eyebrows raised. “Rats.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “This monster might be a tough fight. Plus, we’re under water.”

Colbert bobbed up and down. “We can help you fight.”

Mom's eyebrows scrunched down. “Why would you help us fight one of your own?”

Colbert looked at Plembang, and they both looked down. Colbert let out a huge sigh, bubbles floating up. “We...Plembang and I...are the only guardians left. The eldest guardian...when he was corrupted...” He let out another sigh and a strange gurgling sound. “He poofed all the other guardians. He has given in to the corruption—it seems as if there is nothing left of the elder we once knew.”

Plembang bobbed sadly. “All our family...”

Colbert swam closer to Plembang, one of his nodules extended and patted the guardian on the side. “It’s okay, my young apprentice.” A tear formed in Plembang’s eye, then washed away in the ocean.

“That’s so sad,” Mom said.

Dad nodded. “Sad and horrible. But if you really want to help us, we’ll take it. Our strongest fighter can’t join us down here.”

“Hey!” Jack said.

Dad looked at him. “What?” Jack gave him ‘a look.’ Dad snorted.

Colbert bobbed up and down. “Truly, our mission is coming to completion. We will have protected the beacon successfully. It is time. Generations have worked towards this moment, and it is considered of utmost importance. If our eldest guardian was in his right mind, he would agree with what we must do.”

“Okay,” Kate said, “but how are we going to do it? Somehow the idea of swimming all through that monument to fight it on its own turf, sounds really dangerous and like a recipe for disaster.”

“Lava!” Jack shouted.

Kate rolled her eyes. “Jack, you can’t solve everything with lava. We’re under water! How would we even use lava?”

Jack thought about it, his hand on his chin. “Well, we could build a long—”

“No lava,” Dad said. “If you have to come up with some big intricate plan, there’s too many things that could go wrong. Where is the eldest guardian, anyway?”

Colbert turned towards the monument, a nodule extending like a pointer finger. “The eldest guardian resides in the very top room of the monument. He has grown too large to get out.”

“Okay...” Dad tapped his hand together in thought.

“Oh honey,” Mom said. “Let's just blow it up with TNT.”

“Yeah!” Jack said.

Dad turned to Mom. “Who are you and what have you done with my wife?”

Mom put her hands on her hips. “Why do people keep saying that to me?”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “Seriously, hon. You’re suggesting explosives? That’s so unlike you.”

Mom chuckled. “I suppose. But I just can’t stand what's happened to these poor guardians. What an awful fate. That monster needs to be taken care of and these kind souls need to be relieved of their duty.”

“I’m down to blow some stuff up,” Jack said.

“You’re always down to blow stuff up,” Kate replied.

“Well, yeah. It’s my second favorite thing to do, besides playing with lava.”

“Alright then. Blowing stuff up it is,” Dad said.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Kate said. “We need some sponges first. If we try to blow up TNT in the water, it won't do anything.”

“We can help with that!” Plembang said. “We have lots of sponges.”
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“Rawwwwr!” came the booming voice from beneath them.

“Hush you!” Colbert shouted. “This is for your own good!”

“The eldest guardian can’t even talk anymore?” Kate asked.

Colbert bobbed side to side. “He has lost all ability to communicate. He only wants to eat and fight.”

“Sounds like a cat I know,” Kate muttered. Jack shot her a look.

The family encapsulated the top of the ocean monument with stone blocks, forming a large 10x10 room. The entire bottom of the room was TNT blocks. Jack and Kate explained to their parents that TNT worked funky underwater, so they wanted the room to be big enough that when the TNT exploded, it didn’t let more water in, stopping the other TNT blocks from exploding.

The guardians watched in awe as the family did their work.

Next, they built a two-block deep ledge in the room made of cobblestone for Jack to hide behind, who volunteered to light the TNT. When the TNT exploded, it would blow the roof off the monument, and if they placed the charges correctly, blow out a wall in the room so there was only one way out.

Right into the trap of the Smith family and the remaining two guardians.

“Are we ready?” Jack asked.

“We’re ready,” Dad shouted. He held a shield and a sword, as it was too hard to use dual shields underwater. Kate had practiced firing her crossbow and found it did work underwater, she had just to be a lot closer. Thankfully she convinced Squeak to help in the fight too, and her buff made the dolphin faster and stronger.

Mom tried throwing a splash potion underwater, and that was a horrible failure. It fell straight down. Because of that, Mom had stationed herself right outside and on top of their ‘splosion room, as Jack called it. She would drop the potion, then swim away. She was offered a crossbow, just in case, but said, “There’s no way I'm shooting one of those things. What if I miss and hit one of the kids? I’d never forgive myself.”

Colbert and Plembang stationed themselves by the wall that would get the eldest guardian out and would bait the mutated monstrosity out into the open. “We are prepared,” Colbert said. “Activate the explosives.”

“Here, we, GO!” Jack shouted. He placed the sponges, and then they worked their magic, sucking up all the water from the room, leaving it bone dry. He jumped behind the cobblestone ledge and activated the TNT with his flint and steel, and put his hands over his head. “Oh man, I’m sure glad I have this netherite armor.” He wasn’t afraid to respawn, but he really didn’t want to miss this.

The first TNT exploded, and Jack was surprised that their ‘splosion room actually worked, no water seeping in from broken panels anywhere. A second explosion went off, and the rest of the floor exploded, releasing the red-eyed mutant elder guardian. It was hard to imagine how big it was when talking to Colbert, but once the creature erupted from the monument, imagination wasn’t necessary. He barely even fit through the hole the explosion caused and it was a massive hole.

“Engelthorp!” Colbert yelled, and the eldest guardian’s eye focused on him. “I am sorry my old friend, but what you’ve done, what you’ve become...it is a darkness we can no longer tolerate. Your time is over.”

“Raaaaa!” Engelthorp, the eldest guardian, shouted incoherently.

Mom dropped the potion on him, seeing the perfect opportunity since he was stuck in the ‘splosion room. She swam away, her part done, but made sure to be ready in case she needed to drop another potion. He bellowed in rage; his red eye glowing. Jack lashed out with a netherite sword from behind the guardian, striking him and flashing him red.

“Go! Attack now while he’s stuck!” Dad shouted, swimming forward to slash the creature.

Engelthorp was not trapped, though, they just didn’t realize it yet. The eldest guardian roared and flexed, his dark blue nodules exploded out, destroying every block around it.

“Ahhhhh!” Jack shouted as he was hit by a nodule, his health taking a serious blow even through his netherite armor. The wall behind him was blown out too, so he quickly swam out of range of the nodules.

Engelthorp blasted forward, headbutting Dad with his giant forehead, and sending him flying backwards. “Ooooof,” Dad groaned. “That hurt even through my shield.”

Kate fired again and again, each arrow hitting the guardian and flashing him red. “We can do this, guys! Attack!”

The two non-mutant guardians swam in quickly, attacking Englethrop with their teeth and nodules.

Engelthorp blasted his nodules out again, but this time, instead of merely expanding, they shot all the way out like arrows in all directions, hitting everyone nearby. Plembang had moved around Colbert to get into a better position, causing the nodules to miss him. Everyone hit by a nodule stopped, and they realized they were paralyzed. They watched in silent fear as the nodules regrew.

Engelthorp wasted no time, and opened his great maw, chomping down on Colbert. In three quick bites the elder guardian was gone. “Noooooo!” Plegbang shouted, and swam forward quickly, bashing into Engelthorp. Plembang bounced off like a rubber ball against a wall, and Engelthorp slowly turned to face the poor guardian.

He opened his mouth to devour Plembang, but a glowing purple streak shot through the water like a fishy missile, and Squeak, who had swam away to build up speed for the attack, crashed into Engelthorp, flashing him red and sending a critical star up through the water. The paralyzing poison finally wore off, and Dad used his shield bash to slam into the mutant guardian from the opposite direction, scoring another critical hit.

Kate fired an arrow, hitting Engelthorp and flashing him red. Jack used his power and summoned a clone, but the clone didn’t have a potion of water breathing, so by the time it got over to the guardian, it poofed from lack of air. Jack frowned. “Lame!” He swam forward, his swords in front, when Engelthorp’s nodules expanded rapidly again, striking everyone nearby.

Dad, Jack, and Kate sank as their bodies lost all control. Squeak, who had jumped in front of a nodule to protect Plembang also sank, and Engelthorp turned to the dolphin, his mouth open.

“No you don’t!” Plembang yelled, and crashed into the mutant guardian, moving him off course from his next meal and flashing it red. Plembang’s face was a mask of rage as the guardian slammed over and over into the mutant. “You don’t get to hurt anyone ever again!”

Engelthorp blasted out its nodules, but so did Plembang, and the guardian deflected each attack from the mutant. Plembang swam in between each of the extended nodules, dodging them to get right up to Engelthorp’s huge red eye. Plembang screamed as loud as he could and pushed his nodules out, crashing into the mutant’s eye, and scoring a critical hit. As a critical star floated up, Engelthorp poofed, and Plembang sank to the bottom of the seabed.
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Kate was the first to recover from the paralysis. “Plembang! Squeak!” she shouted and swam to where her two new friends laid. Squeak thrashed, shaking off the paralysis, and swam a circle around her. Plembang remained on the seafloor, shaking.

“Plembang, are you okay?” Kate asked. She got close enough to touch the guardian, hoping its paralysis would wear off quickly, only to find that Plembang wasn’t paralyzed. He was sobbing. Kate had no idea how to hug a guardian, but she tried anyway, putting her arms around him cube body. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

The rest of the family swam over and helped Kate get Plembang up. “I’m all alone now,” The guardian cried. “Completely alone. There is no one left.”

“You aren’t alone,” Mom said, with a gentle hand on the guardian. “We know plenty of people who would love to come and be your friends. They live on land, so we’ll have to build a way out here, but you will have friends. I promise.”

Plembang took a deep breath. “You mean it?”

Mom nodded. “I mean it. Our friends know how to make anyone feel welcome and at home.”

Plembang still looked miserable, but it floated up and swam again. “Please let me, the last guardian, fulfill my duty and fulfill what we have waited generations for. Let me give you the beacon.” It swam into the monument, and the family followed.

They were properly amazed by the size and majesty of the monument as they followed Plembang through it. It was a prismarine marvel, filled with rooms of sea lanterns and sponges. Finally, they arrived in a room with a huge cube of dark prismarine surrounded by columns of prismarine and sea lanterns. “Inside that cube.”

Dad solemnly pulled out a pickaxe and mined through the dark prismarine, to reveal a beacon, glowing blue, within. “The last beacon,” he whispered.

“Thank you, Plembang. You don’t know how much this means to us,” Mom said.

“It means a lot to me, to be able to give it to you.” Plembang bobbed up and down. “I know not what you will do with it, but I hope it serves you well.”

“It will,” Dad said. “More than you know. Thank you.”

The guardian’s nodules perked up slightly. “Now I may be the last guardian, but I am free from our duty.”

“That means you can go and explore!” Jack said.

Plembang bobbed. “Perhaps I’ll do that someday. For now, though, I would like to rest and mourn.”

“We understand,” Mom said. “We have to go, but we will be back soon, and with friends, I promise.”

They turned to swim out of the monument, but Squeak squeaked at Kate. Kate cocked her head at the dolphin. “What is it Squeak?” The dolphin swam in a lazy circle around Plembang. Kate smiled. “You want to stay here? With Plembang?”

Squeak squeaked.

Kate nodded, patting the dolphin on the side. “That’s a good idea.” The purple glow of her buff faded from the dolphin. “You’re a good friend, squeak.”

The Smith family waved goodbye to their new friends and swam to the surface.
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Chapter 1

The island village was warm and peaceful, which would be great since the Smith family was absolutely exhausted from their excursion to the underwater pyramid. Fighting giant mutant guardians and spending all day swimming could really wear a person out.

As the island came into view, excitement grew within them. The majestic turtles, gentle blue waters, and beautiful, sunny skies. It truly was an island paradise. They couldn’t wait for it to get all fixed up again, and for the villagers to experience a vacation here for the first time. They, too, were looking forward to getting a moment’s rest before heading back to Witherton for the next part of their quest.

As their boats floated closer to shore, they noticed a strangely shaped beast. Definitely nothing they’d ever seen before. It was silhouetted against the bright sun and moving slowly. Almost like a spinning top—wide on the bottom, with a smaller, odd-shaped protrusion sticking out the top.

They readied their weapons. They didn’t know if this mob was friend or foe and didn’t want to be caught off-guard. But as their boats struck sand, and the slow-moving beast got closer to the water, it came perfectly into view.

There, riding on a turtle, was Bruce.

“Meow,” he said in way of greeting. He tapped a paw and the turtle turned to the family, moving toward them, like a well-trained mount.

Mom rolled her eyes. “Are you seriously so lazy that you would rather ride a slow turtle than walk?”

Bruce yawned and licked a paw.

Jack snorted. “You’re something else, Bruce.”

“Purr,” Bruce said from atop his ride.

“Come on, guys. I’m exhausted,” Dad said, putting his shield back in his inventory. “That battle, and all this rowing... Let’s get into a house so we can sleep.”

“Don’t you want to eat first, dear?” Mom asked.

“Meow!” Bruce suddenly shouted, leaping off the turtle and dashing over to rub against Mom's legs, purring.

“Oh sure,” Jack said, “now you get all lively.” He pulled a fish from his inventory. “Here, buddy.” He dangled it in the air. “You must be starving after your full day of doing nothing.” Drool dripped from Bruce’s mouth and he stopped rubbing against Mom. “That’s right,” Jack said, wiggling the fish, “come and get it.”

Bruce bounded over to the dangling fish, leaving little drool spots on the sand. Kate wrinkled her nose at the sight. Jack tossed the fish and Bruce leapt into the air, mouth open wide. “Gotcha!” Jack yelled and he snagged Bruce out of the air, the cat chewing on the fish already. He placed the cat on his shoulders and stroked his head.

“Purr purr,” Bruce said, laying his head down and falling asleep.

“Oh brother,” Kate mumbled.

“Yes?” Jack asked.

Kate’s eyebrows knit together. “What? Oh. Uggghhh.” She shook her head and walked off towards their house. “I can’t handle you right now.”

Jack snickered.

They trudged up the path to the house that they used the night before to rest in, and all went to sleep without even saying a word. Well, Mom had some choice words for Dad, who was snoring so loudly and so quickly that she couldn’t fall asleep.
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“I’m starving,” Jack said as he stretched.

“Me too,” Kate said. “So hungry.” She rubbed her square belly.

Mom was woken out of her slumber, dreaming dreams of home, by the sounds of whining children. Mom blinked the sleep out of her eyes.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Jack asked. “We said we’re hungry and you didn’t freak out.”

Mom smiled a sleepy smile. “Just groggy, is all.”

“ZZZZzzzzz,” Dad said.

Mom's eyes narrowed at the sound, her mouth forming into a firm line. “I’ve had just about enough of that snoring. Kids, jump on your dad.”

“YAY!” Jack yelled, wasting no time flying through the air at Dad.

Kate stood back, her arms crossed. “I’m too old for that.”

“OOOF!” Dad lurched awake as Jack landed on top of him. “What the what?” He flailed about for a moment before he realized what was going on and grabbed Jack, tickling him.

“Hey! Ouch! No!” Jack laughed uncontrollably.

Kate watched for a moment, then couldn’t resist and jumped into the fracas. “Get him, Jack!” She grabbed one of Dad's arms and pulled it up so Jack could tickle him back. They tickled and wrestled while Mom watched, a smile on her face. She loved these small family moments.

“Alright, alright,” Dad said. “I need coffee.”

“I don’t think caffeine could wake you up better than those kids did.” Mom winked at Dad.

Jack and Kate smiled hugely as they let up. “Breakfast!” they cheered together. Mom put together a delicious meal of biscuits and sausage gravy—and of course coffee, for Dad—before they headed out of the house.

“I suppose we should get back to Witherton now,” Dad said.

“Can we take the ice road?” Jack asked.

“No way.” Mom shook her head.

“Come on Mom,” Kate said. “The road is finished now.”

Mom gave Dad the hairy eyeball, but he shrugged. “You saw it.”

She blew out a breath. “Fine then. It will be much faster.”

“Yes!” The kids high-fived.

They walked to the edge of the island, where they saw Bruce playing with the turtles. Or maybe just on the turtles? He jumped from one turtle’s shell to another as they popped up in the water, like some kind of intricate dance.

“Um,” Kate said, pointing. “When did Bruce learn to train turtles?”

“He’s a ninja,” Jack said, as if that explained everything.

Kate rolled her eyes. “Whatever, kid.”

“Come on, Bruce!” Jack yelled, and the cat leapt from a turtle’s back, his elytra wings extending and sailing him through the air. Jack held his arm out, thinking about falconers who caught their birds of prey on their arms. But Bruce—even with wings—was no bird. Instead, Bruce landed on his head. Forcefully. Knocking Jack over. Kate laughed.

“Meow, meow,” Bruce said as he licked his paw.

Jack huffed and got back up. “Ya darn cat.”

They piled into boats and rowed out into the open water. They sailed this way for quite some time when Kate pointed. “The ice road! And there’s people working on it!” Sure enough, the ice road high in the sky had a team of villagers working hard on extending it. One of them saw the Smiths down below and waved.

“Uh,” Jack said, “how are we going to get up there?”

They were in the middle of a deep ocean, with no way up. Dad said, “They’re pretty far up there. I guess we’ll have to skip the ice road for now.”

“Oh,” Mom said, her face flat and unemotional. “Oh darn. That is so sad,” she said in a robotic voice. “Look at how sad I am.”
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They rowed the boats until they hit land, Mom in a cheerful mood the entire way.

Jack rushed off his boat the second it went ashore. “Now we can make it to the ice road!” he shouted over his shoulder.

Mom sighed but didn’t put up a fuss. She even offered a helpful suggestion. “Why don’t we build stairs and a platform up there for people to get on and off?”

“Great idea,” Kate said, and immediately pulled out a crafting table. With all of them working, it didn’t take long before the station was built. They had a nice set of stairs, complete with guard rails, leading to a stone platform. Mom even built a bench and a small planting box that she filled with carrots.

“This way, if anyone needs a snack, they can get one.” She dusted off her hands.

“Like a vending machine?” Kate asked. “Oh man, I’d love a soda machine here.”

“Soda’s bad for you,” Mom scolded. Then sighed. “But I sure could go for a Dr. Pepper.”

Jack’s eyes lit up. “You should make us all drinks. Pleeeeeease?”

Mom gave a small smile. “I suppose some road snacks are fine.” She held out her hand and summoned ice-cold cups of Sprite for the kids. They cheered, sipping on them as they got into their boat.

“Here... we... goooooo!” Dad shouted and launched them down the ice road.

“Woohooo!” Kate had her arms in the air like she would on a rollercoaster.

“Ouch, ya darn cat!” Jack yelled as Bruce’s claws dug into his shoulders.

Dad looked at Mom and smiled. “Our turn.”

“Oh dear.” Mom gripped the sides of the boat so hard her knuckles turned white. With her eyes clenched shut, they flew down the ice road and through the tunnel, zipping over the frozen land at tremendous speeds. She peeked her eyes open just as they blasted past the ice farm, and she waved. Her stomach finally settled into the speed as they cruised along to Witherton. She might never admit it, but on the long, smooth parts, it was really quite enjoyable.

“Oh my,” Mom said when they came to a stop. The platform for the ice road was even larger now, with many places to hang out and wait, plenty of benches and even a garden decorating it. There was also a whole other road being built right next to the first, like a second lane. Judah greeted them there, the ever-attentive captain keeping an eye out for anything suspicious.

“Well, hello!” Judah said, helping the Smiths out of their boat. “Did you get what you needed?”

Dad nodded, clasping Judah’s hand. “We sure did.” He gestured toward the platform and other ice road. “What’s all this?”

Judah shrugged. “Well, the road is pretty popular, so we’re adding another one to avoid accidents.”

“Just like at home,” Kate said. “One lane for each direction.”

“I guess?” Judah shrugged. “It was Birgitta’s idea. She said it’d help keep people safe. These things move fast and, well…a crash wouldn’t be good.”

The Smiths climbed the stairs down to the main road of Witherton, walking up to the castle. Rara greeted them when they got there, smiling and waving. “You’re back! Come here, I want to show you something.” She dashed down the hall, and the family followed.

They gasped when they arrived at the throne room. Behind the throne, covering the entire wall, was a map. It showed Witherton, the snowy biome and the ocean, and the entire area surrounding the village. It was beautiful.

“Whoa!” Jack said.

“That’s huge!” Kate said.

Dad stood back, his eyebrows lifted high on his forehead. “This is really impressive. How did you make it?”

“One of the new villagers is a cartographer. He came from another destroyed village, and when we helped make him a new job block, he was so excited he made this for us.” Rara spread her arms wide at the map wall.

“It’s impressive,” Mom said. “And very pretty.”

Rara nodded. “It’s also very useful.”

“Do you think it can show us where the next part of our quest is?” Dad asked. “We need to find a stronghold so we can go to the uh...what was it called?”

“The end,” Kate said.

Dad nodded. “Right. Very fitting. Go to the end for the end of our journey.” He chuckled and playfully elbowed Mom. She sighed. Dad cleared his throat. “I guess we have to fight an evil dragon or something to get its egg.”

Rara shook her head. “You guys doing all these things we’ve only heard about in our stories. It’s like the world is being turned upside down—legendary monsters, the nether, dragons. They were supposed to be fairytales! It really is something else. But I do know that my ancestors used to trade with the ender people, so maybe we can start that again.”

“Not if we’re going to steal an egg,” Kate grumbled. “Doesn’t seem very nice.”

“I agree,” Mom said. “Poor, innocent egg. But maybe dragons don’t care? Maybe we can talk to it and ask?”

Jack frowned. “Don’t forget the dragon is what caused all the bad mobs to show up. Maybe it’s better that egg doesn’t hatch.”

“We don’t know that for certain,” Dad added. “Honestly, if the dragon can talk, that would be a good path to follow. But we will also need to make sure we’re fully prepared for anything.”

“So we’ll need lots of beds,” Jack said.

Dad nodded. “Right, begs. Wait...what?”

Jack smirked. “Yeah, the way to defeat the ender dragon is to use a bed. They explode, just like in the nether. I swear I’ve told you this before.”

“Don’t swear, Jack,” Mom said.

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you have. We’ve had to learn a lot since coming here. I’d make a joke about a bed, but to be honest, it hasn’t been made up yet. But I do know, never trust someone in a bed. He’s lying.”

Jack chuckled and Mom groaned.

Kate ignored him. “We already have lots of sheep in the village. We can shear them right up!”

“I think we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves,” Mom said. “We still don’t even know how to get there.”

Rara pointed at the map. “Well, I kind of know. Remember I found that book in the library that talked about an area filled with silverfish in a mine? That was in a badlands right over…here.” She pointed to an unexplored part of the map, a good way off from the rest of it.

“Why isn’t it filled in?” Dad asked.

“We need to send out more explorers to open up the map,” Rara said. “We already have Auggie and his cousin Oogie out doing what wandering traders do—wander. They have empty maps with them they’re filling in. They charged me, of course, but I think it’ll be worth it.”

Jack leaned in close to the map to study the area leading toward the badlands. “What’s that big brown, round-looking thing?”

Rara peered in. “Ah, I think that's a pillager outpost.”
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“Oh great. We have to fight past a pillager outpost to get where we need to go?” Kate asked. “Didn’t we do that already?”

“Well, maybe this time we can convince them to be nice,” Mom said. “They might not know Ortho is gone.”

Dad blew out a breath. “Whatever the case, those badlands are where we need to go.”

“Well...” Jack said.

“Well, what?” Dad eyed his son.

“Well, we kind of need an ender pearl first. In the stronghold there’s a portal but it’s usually missing an ender pearl to activate.”

Dad tilted his head. “Ender pearl...you mean...the thing we gave Esmerelda?”

Jack nodded.

“Nope!” Dad said loudly, throwing his hands in the air. “Not gonna happen. We are not going back to that crazy lady. We need to find another way.”

“There is no other way,” Kate said. “Without an ender pearl, we can’t open the portal to the end, and we can’t fight the ender dragon, and we can’t get its egg.”

“Well...” Jack said.

Kate scrunched up her face. “Well, what?”

“Do you remember the corrupted ender pearls we got from that jungle pyramid?”

Mom’s eyes went wide. “Corrupted? That sounds horrible.”

Jack nodded. “It made me feel really gross when I used one.”

“Jack!” Mom snapped, making him jump. “Why would you do something like that without telling us?”

Jack shrugged. “I dunno. It sounded fun.”

Mom gave him ‘The Look.’ “Jack Murphy Smith, we don’t do things just because they sound fun.” She covered her face in her hands. After a few seconds, she removed them and stared daggers at the boy. “What if it was dangerous?”

“I mean, what's the worst that could’ve happened? I respawn?”

Dad shook his head. “What if it had corrupted you and made it so you couldn’t respawn or something?”

Jack’s face paled. “Whoa. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Whoa indeed,” Mom said. “Just remember next time to use caution and talk to us.”

Jack nodded. “I will.”

Mom pulled him to her side in a hug. “Good. So all we have to do is put this ender pearl thing in the portal and it will take us where we need to go?”

“Well...” Jack said.

Dad rolled his eyes. “I’m getting really sick of all these wells.”

“You have to turn the pearl into an eye of ender first,” Kate said, “then you place it in the thingy and it activates the portal.”

“Thingy?” Dad asked with a smile. “Is that the scientific term?”

Kate smirked. “I don’t know what it’s called. Eye-holder-thingy is the best I can do.”

“So how do we turn this ender pearl into an eye of ender?” Dad asked.

“Easy.” Jack shrugged. “It’s just blaze powder and an ender pearl in the crafting table. If it works.”

“Oh, that is easy,” Mom said. “I’m running low on blaze powder and wanted to go to the nether anyway. Should we go right now?”

“Well...” Jack said.

“Oh good grief!” Dad said. “What is it this time?”

Jack held his arms out. “I was hoping we could have lunch first?”
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To absolutely nobody's surprise, Mom was fine with making sure everyone was fed before jaunting off to their errands. Birgitta joined them, having come back from a task out in the village. They sat around a long table dining on broccoli salad, chicken salad sandwiches and potato chips.

Jack picked at the chicken, mostly just eating his chips and sneaking pieces of broccoli to Fang, who sat next to him beneath Kate’s seat. Fang probably wouldn’t have loved the broccoli either, but it had little bits of bacon stuck to each piece, and it was worth gagging down the green veggies for.

“So, how’s the old island village looking?” Rara asked.

The family looked downcast and told her all about how the village was in awful shape, along with their adventure out on the water. Both the girls got excited when Kate told them about swimming with dolphins, and Jack shook his head.

The Smiths didn’t miss the flash of sadness in Rara’s eyes, but it passed quickly, and she sat up straighter. “We already have an ice road out to the village,” Rara said. “I wanted that to be a priority, but now that we know how much damage was caused, I will send out a team of crafters to fix the place up.”

Birgitta nodded. “I’m really looking forward to a warm vacation! Playing on the beach, swimming with dolphins, petting a turtle...” She looked wistfully out the window.

Rara beamed. “It’s such a wonderful place. I can’t wait to share it with everyone. It holds a special place in my heart, and I know it will become a special place for everyone here, too. Bode’s been itching to get back for sure—not having a good place to fish makes him cranky.”

The Smiths continued their story, telling the girls about their trip to the underwater pyramid, and their new friend Plembang. Rara had a tear in her eye when she heard about the poor guardian who had no more guardian friends or family. She stood up. “We’ll build a road to his pyramid so we can all visit him!”

Mom smiled at the sentiment. “You’re a kind girl, Rara. I knew you’d do something like that. No one deserves to be alone in this world.”

Their story wrapped up the same time lunch did, Rara and Birgitta filled with a new purpose of fixing up the island village to its formal glory, and to find and meet Plembang.

“What’re you all going to do now?” Birgitta asked.

Dad dusted off his hands as he stood. “Well, I suppose now we should get ready for another journey. To the badlands.”

“Ugh,” Mom groaned. “I wish I had a portable AC.”

“What’s that?” Birgitta asked.

“Outsider stuff,” Mom said. “I just don’t want to get all hot and sandy. Plus, the boys get so stinky.”

“Hey!” Dad and Jack said together.

“What? It’s true,” Mom said with a small smile.

“Anyway, I need to restock my supplies.” Dad gestured vaguely out to the village. “I’m pretty low on the basics, like dirt and stone and stuff.”

“Me too,” Jack said, “but I want to go ride some rides first.”

Kate snorted. “Jack, work before fun.”

“Work before fun!” Perry chanted as he bobbed his head.

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

“Kids.” Mom sighed. “Jack, go have a bit of fun. Kate, do you want to come with me to the nether to get some blaze powder? I could use the help.”

Kate nodded. “Sure! I wonder how Beppo is doing.”

“Let’s meet back here tonight for dinner, then we’ll leave tomorrow?” Dad suggested.

“Should... should we throw a party or something?” Birgitta asked.

Dad shook his head. “No. The way this quest is going, we’ll probably have to come back forty-seven more times before we actually finish and get back home.”

Birgitta and Rara laughed.
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They went their separate ways, with Mom and Kate having the shortest trip, since the portal room was just around the corner in another room of the castle. The portal room had several chests in it with gold boots for people to wear in the nether. The piglins had come a long way, but they still couldn’t stand the sight of anyone who wasn’t wearing gold.

The world went all woogy for a few moments as they moved through the portal. Mom braced herself for shouting about being an intruder, but it was nice and quiet on the other side.

“Well, that’s weird,” Kate said. “It’s almost like a different place when you don’t get yelled at.”

Mom chuckled. “I wonder where everyone is?”

“Intru—” a voice shouted from the hallway. “Oh, it’s you. Hi guys!” Bruiser said around a mouthful of food.

Mom and Kate waved. “Hi Bruiser. We were worried for when nobody greeted us.”

The color drained out of Bruiser’s face, which was impressive since his face had so many colors, being a zombified piglin and all. “Don’t tell Ksizzle! I was just sneaking off to get a bite to eat. Guard duty is so boring! The only people that come through are nice people, and even then, it's not all that often. I just wanted a snack.”

“We won’t tell,” Mom said with a smile. “And here, I have a snack for you.” She held up a golden apple.

Bruiser's eyes got as big as the apple itself. “Yes! I love those things.” He snatched it and began gobbling it down, juice and seeds flying everywhere. Mom and Kate took a step back to avoid being splattered. He wiped his face with his arm. “Oh man, Lela would love one of those. Could I have one to give her?”

“Who’s Lela?” Kate asked.

Bruiser blinked. “Oh! You haven’t met her yet. We’ve been exploring the area, and we came across someone out in a nether wastes being attacked by a bunch of magma cubes. Of course, I ran in there and defeated the cubes. ‘Cause I’m awesome, you know.”

Kate smirked. “Sure, we know.”

“Anyway, it turns out Lela was with a group of piglin brutes, but they were all poofed by the cubes. She was the last one left.”

“That’s so sad!” Mom said.

Bruiser nodded. “Yeah, so we brought her back here. She’s super nice! Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

Kate gestured at the portal. “Um, don’t you have to guard that, though?”

Bruiser turned and hung his head low at the portal. “Oh. Yeah. Booooooring.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll go meet Lela and give her one of these apples,” Mom said, handing the sad zombified piglin another golden apple. Bruiser grabbed it and crunched it down with enough mouth noises to drive Mom crazy.

Mom and Kate hurried out of the room to avoid the mess.

Outside, the nether village was a hub of activity. The villagers were tending to their nether gardens, or going about their daily lives, while over at the piglin apartment complex, there looked like some hoglin races going on.

“What is THAT?” Mom asked, pointing behind them.

Kate turned to see a large structure behind the castle that definitely hadn’t been there before. “Whoa, I don’t know. Let’s go check it out!”

They ran around the castle and past the stairs leading up to the nether fortress to find the enormous structure with an entrance facing the castle. The building was made of a variety of nether materials, somewhat like a patchwork quilt. When they got close to the entrance, they heard cheering coming from inside.

Their curiosity burned, and they stepped through the entryway. A wide-open area in the middle was fenced in a large rectangle. There were stands where people could sit, and a handful of people were indeed sitting there, watching the show and cheering. An arena of sorts. It took a minute for Mom and Kate to figure out, and they stood there, confused, in the doorway.

In the middle of the arena, there were two people, a piglin and a villager, and they were chasing each other all throughout the arena. Obstacles lined the red floor—stairs and floating blocks and pits and fences and all kinds of things. The piglin chased the villager, catching her as she tried to duck under a block, and tagged her.

“You’re it!” the piglin snorted.

The villager groaned, then turned and began chasing after the piglin. They ran over the obstacles, each taking separate routes, one to avoid being tagged, one to do the tagging. Just before the villager girl tagged the piglin, a bell rang, and they both stopped and walked off to opposite sides of the arena.

“Is this... competitive tag?” Kate asked.

“Well,” Mom said, “that certainly looks like it. Fun!”

“Hello there,” a voice said from behind, startling them both.
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“Oh goodness,” Mom said, her hands on her chest. “You scared us!”

They turned to see a piglin brute standing in the doorway behind them. “Well, you are kind of just standing in the middle of the doorway.” Her voice was light and playful.

Mom and Kate looked at each other and blushed. “Sorry!” Mom said, moving aside.

“It’s okay,” the piglin brute said, “I should make the doorway bigger anyway.”

“You made this?” Kate asked.

The piglin brute nodded. “Yeah, it kinda was an accident.”

“How do you...make an arena by accident?” Mom asked, then inhaled sharply. “Oh! Please forgive me, I’ve been so rude! I’m Mrs. Smith, and this is Kate.” She gestured at Kate.

“Sheesh kabobs!” the brute said. “I’ve been rude, too. My name is Lela. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Lela?” Kate asked. “Bruiser told us about you. I’m sorry you had such a rough time out in the wastes.”

Lela looked down. “Yeah, it wasn’t very fun out there. But I live here now, so I’m happy.”

“How did you make this by accident?” Mom asked.

Lela snorted out a laugh. “Well, the arena wasn’t an accident. That came after. When I was brought here, I was shown how to craft and build things, and it was the coolest thing ever!” She gestured out toward the obstacle course. “But at first, I was just laying out random things until I got the hang of it. Then some villagers came over and we started playing tag, and one thing led to another and now we have a tag arena.”

Kate laughed. “It sure looks like fun!”

“It is fun,” Lela said with a grin. “You should try it.”

“Can I, Mom?” Kate asked.

“Well, I need your help first, remember?”

“Rats and phooey!” Kate said.

“Sheesh kabobs!” Lela said. “What do you need help with, anyway?”

Mom pointed up, towards the nether fortress. “I need to get blaze powder.”

“Oh that’s easy,” Lela said. “Let’s go right now.” She pulled out an axe and charged up the stairs.

“Wait!” Mom said, but it was too late. The piglin brute was already running.

“Whoop!” Kate yelled and followed after.

Mom shook her head. “Young people are always in such a hurry.” She calmly walked up the stairs after the two.

“Yaa!” Lela shouted as she charged a skeleton, her axe shining. Kate fired arrows at it, and sent in Perry, who streaked in almost as fast as an arrow. Before Lela’s axe could even land on the skeleton, it had poofed from Kate’s attacks.

“Sheesh kabobs!” Lela said. “You're strong.” She looked at Kate, who winked at her.

“I’ve had practice,” Kate said. “You’re pretty brave though, charging in like that.”

Lela shrugged. “You learn to be brave when living out in the nether wastes or else you don’t have much of a life.”

“Well,” Mom said, finally making it to the top of the stairs, “it’s okay to be a little cautious as well.”

“With you here to heal us, we’ll do fine,” Kate said.

Mom was breathing hard from climbing the tall stairs and pulled out a golden apple to eat. Lela’s eyes got huge. “What is that?”
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They spent the day fighting monsters and scavenging blaze rods for Mom to turn into powder. Mom shared her golden apples with Lela, who fell in love with them. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten!” she kept saying over and over as they descended back down to the bottom of the stairs.

“Well,” Mom said, “I’m glad you like them. We should get going now.”

“Wait,” Lela asked, “don’t you have time for a game of tag?”

“Please Mom?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know...”

“Come on, Jack’s out there at the amusement park having fun, and Dad’s probably barbecuing with Myron. You know that’s what he means when he says he needs to resupply.” She stood up with her shoulders out. “Barbacuuuuuue,” she said in a poor imitation of Dad’s voice.

Mom chuckled. “I suppose you can do a round. How does it work?”

“Yes!”

Lela high-fived the girl then turned to Mom. “You get to ring the bell, and we chase each other around the obstacle course. Every time you tag a person you get a point, then the tagger changes. When the bell rings, whoever has the most points wins. You count to a hundred, then ring the bell.”

Mom shrugged. “Seems easy enough. Let’s do it.”

“I’ll be the tagger first,” Lela said.

The two entered the obstacle course. When they were in their respective spots on opposite sides of the arena, Lela nodded at Mom. Mom rang the bell and Lela charged at Kate, who took off, dashing through the obstacles. She slid under a narrow line of blocks, while Lela charged up stairs next to them and jumped to land at the other end.

Kate rolled to the side at the last moment, and Lela tagged nothing but dirt as Kate jumped to her feet and ran up a small set of stairs, leaping off the top to land on a floating platform where she paused a moment to catch her breath.

That pause cost her though, as Lela had made her way under the platform and tagged Kate’s foot. “Gotcha!”

“Rats!” Kate yelled and jumped off the platform to get Lela back. The piglin brute was already gone though, and Kate had to run after her. She jumped up, onto a block, then leapt from it to another and another as she tried to catch up to Lela who was dashing around the course. Lela took a bad turn, and Kate leapt, tagging her as she landed on the ground.

“Sheesh kabobs!” Lela said and immediately began the chase again. They dashed around like this while Mom slowly counted, watching them with a smile on her face.

“98....99...100!” Mom shouted and rang the bell.

“Wooo!” Kate said, coming to a stop, and plopping on the ground. “That’s tiring!”

Lela grinned, huffing and puffing. “It sure is, fun though, right?”

Kate nodded. “My brother Jack would love it. I’ll have to tell him about it when we get back. Who won, anyway?”

“Lela did,” Mom said as she walked up. “3-2. It was close though.”

“Yes!” Lela said.

Kate sat up. “Next time, I’ll win!”

“We really should go,” Mom said. “It was nice to meet you, Lela.” She handed a stack of golden apples to the brute.

Lelas eyes bugged out. “Wow! For me? Thank you!”
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When the girls got back from the nether, they discovered Kate had been right. Dad and Myron were in the village square cooking up a barbecue feast.

“Told you so,” Kate told Mom.

Mom shook her head. “Maybe we should open a barbecue restaurant when we get back.”

“You should! With his barbecue and your sides, it’d be awesome. Then Dad would never have to go to his boring office job, again. Jack and I could help.”

Mom pat the girl on the shoulder and smiled. “I think we’re going to miss a lot of things about this world when we get back. We might need to make some changes at home. Spend more time together, keep adventuring. We didn’t choose this, but you know? I think it’s one of the best things to ever happen to us.”

Kate smiled, but Mom could see the sadness in it. “I miss home, but I can’t even imagine not being in Minecraft anymore. I’m going to miss it so much.”

Mom pulled the girl into a hug. “It’s okay to feel different ways about the same thing. It’s sad to be away from home, and it’s sad to think of leaving Minecraft. But you know what, Kate?” She gently lifted Kate’s chin so she was looking at her. “The important thing is that we’re always together. I would be happy in the stinky, sweaty badlands or a spooky, creepy cave, as long as you guys are with me.”

Kate hugged her mom tighter, trying not to let the tears in her eyes fall.

“Go on, now,” Mom said, patting her back. “There’s a little time before dinner.”

Kate ran off to spend time with Fang before the night was over. The Smiths enjoyed their evening, cooking and eating and spending time with their Minecraft friends. It wasn’t a party, but it was a nice gathering. Dad and Myron even sang their barbecue song, much to Mom’s chagrin.

Mom made everyone go to bed a little early, since they had a long day of traveling ahead of them. Morning came bright and early, and the family saddled up their horses, ready to ride. Bruce, of course, took his customary place on top of Dirtymud, who seemed very happy to go adventuring again.

They said their goodbyes and Rara handed them a bunch of empty maps. “Fill this in while you’re out there, then bring them back. It’ll look great on the map wall.”

They were off once again.

“You know,” Kate said, “the ice road is cool and all, but there’s nothing like riding a horse.”

Dad was struggling atop his horse, not being anywhere near as proficient as Kate, or even Mom. He always felt a little crooked in the saddle and never knew what to do with his hands. “I don’t know. I think I’d rather take the road.”

“Dad!” Kate shouted, offended.

“What?”

“That’s so rude!” She held her hands to her chest in mock offense.

Dad rolled his eyes. “Horses are fine, I’m just not that good at them. It’s not like I hay-te them or anything,” he said with special emphasis on the word hay. “Get it?”

Kate buried her face in her hands. “Oh no...”

“What’s wrong?” Dad asked. “I’m just horsing around.”

Kate groaned.

“You’re going to have to go to bed early, tonight,” Dad said.

“What?” Kate asked, confused. “Why?”

“Or else it’ll be pasture bedtime.” Dad snickered.

Kate threw her hands in the air. “Dad!”

Dad held up a hand. “Seriously though, Kate. I see why you like to ride horses.”

“You do?”

“Oh yeah. They’d be way too heavy to carry.”

“Mom!” Kate yelled. “Make him stop!”

“Just let him get it out of his system honey. It’s the only way,” Mom said with a sad shake of her head.

“I learned that it’s really important what you feed your horses,” Dad said. “They need a stable diet, without too much throrougbread.”

Jack chuckled at that one, but Kate still wasn’t very amused. “Oh my goodness, please be done soon.”

“You have to be especially careful with racehorses though, because they really like fast food.”

More groaning.

Dad cleared his throat. Loudly. “Sorry about that. I’m just a little hoarse.”

Jack cracked up. “No you’re not, you’re a dad!”

Dad winked at Jack. He was finally quiet after that, and Kate thought he was done. She kept silent, hoping the scenery would keep the bad jokes from coming out. Dad sighed. “I felt bad for the bronco at the last rodeo.”

Kate tried her best not to say anything, but it was too hard. “Why?”

Dad grinned. “He was hungry but couldn’t afford any food. He didn’t even have a buck.”

Kate looked at him, then looked away and put Lady into a canter, quickly moving away. Dad winked at Mom before shouting after Kate, “Why are you leaving? Don’t you want to be my neigh-bor?”


Chapter 10

The day turned into night where they built a quick shelter and slept. The next day they found themselves in another savanna, although this time instead of gentle rolling hills, they were surrounded by large plateaus with acacia trees growing across them.

“You know,” Mom said, “I feel like we’ve seen every biome there is, yet I’m still amazed at how pretty they can be.”

“Not every biome,” Jack said. “There’s still the glacier ones.”

“And the mushroom one,” Kate added.

Mom cocked her head, “What’s that one? It sounds delicious.” Dad made a gagging noise and Mom whirled, giving him ‘The Look’. He smiled at her and shrugged. “Mushrooms are delicious.”

“To you maybe.”

Mom crossed her arms. “Anyway, what's the mushroom biome?”

“It’s the one with the weird red cows that grow mushrooms on them,” Kate said.

“Wait, the cows grow mushrooms?” Dad asked.

“Yeah...”

He rubbed his belly. “Mmmmm, do you think they’re steak mushrooms? Now that’s a mushroom I could eat.”

Now it was Mom’s turn to make a gagging noise. “I hate thinking about where meat comes from. Don’t be gross.”

Dad sighed. “I thought you wanted me to eat mushrooms!”

“Anyway,” Jack said, “I think it’s just those that we haven’t seen.”

“Well, all I was trying to say, is that it’s beautiful,” Mom said, gesturing around her.

“You know what’s weird,” Kate said. “We haven’t come across many mutant monsters lately.”

“You mean besides the giant mutant elder guardian?” Jack asked.

“Huh,” Dad said. “You’re right. I wonder why.”

“Well, I’m certainly not complaining. It’s kind of nice to just enjoy our time here,” Mom said.

“Well, that might be coming to an end,” Jack said, pointing ahead of them.

The savanna gradually changed, the plateaus turning into craggy, pointed, windswept hills. In between two of those, and directly on the path they followed, was a pillager outpost.


Chapter 11

Mom winced. “Do you think they might be nice?”

Dad made a show of looking all around. “We’re pretty far from Witherton. It’s likely they haven't heard all the good going on there. I think it’s safe to say they might be hostile.”

Jack pulled out a sword. “It’s SHL—”

Mom pulled her horse in front of his. “Excuse me young man! Do we start a conversation with swords blazing? Do you meet new people by trying to chop their heads off?” Mom put her hands on her hips.

“But—” Jack started, gesturing to the outpost.

“But nothing! We can introduce ourselves like good neighbors.”

Jack put his sword away, his bottom lip sticking out.

“But have it ready in your hotbar, just in case.”

Dad looked at Mom. “Impressive terminology, dear.”

Jack stopped pouting and nodded. “Okay, Mom.”

Kate shook her head, “Boys.”

Jack stuck his tongue out at her.

The family got a little closer to the outpost, before they dismounted and tied up their horses. They didn’t want to risk them getting hurt if there was a fight.

“Okay, Lady,” Kate whispered to her horse, “I’m going to leave you untied, if things get real bad, you bite through the leads and set the other horses free, then come back to our last spawn point.” Lady neighed, her head bobbing.

“Do you really think she can understand you?” Jack asked.

Kate gave Jack a look that said ‘duuuh.’ “Of course she can. Lady is highly intelligent and a perfect horse.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Sure, it has nothing to do with you having a power to tame and talk to creatures.”

The sun was getting low in the sky, and Dad looked at it before ushering the rest of the family along. “Come on, we’re losing daylight. Let’s try to get this over with before it's dark.”

They went on foot the rest of the way, finally arriving close enough to the outpost to make out shapes within. Up at the top room, there were a trio of pillagers moving around pointing at them. The outpost stood high, looking ominous. It was built next to a large hole in the ground that descended deep into a cave.

“What is that?” Kate said, pointing.

Everyone looked where she was pointing to see a blue glowing form in a cage near the outpost.

“What is that?” Jack asked.

“That’s what I just said,” Kate said.

They got a little closer, all of them spreading around the cage to look and saw the form was a blue glowing head with a tiny body, arms and wings. It flew around in lazy circles inside the cage.

“It’s so cute!” Kate said. “We have to get it out!”

Bruce jumped off Jack’s shoulders to wander around the cage, looking in at the flying thing. Drool dripped from his mouth. “Bruce!” Jack said. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Now wait a minute,” Dad said, “we don’t know if it’s danger—OW!” He shouted, grabbing his butt. An arrow was sticking out of it. He buried his face in his hands. “I guess this one was my fault for turning my back to a pillager ou-OW!” Another arrow landed right in his butt. “Oh, come on!” He moved behind the cage, gathering his family together.

They peeked from behind the cage at the outpost. On the top floor, pillagers with crossbows pointed their way. “I guess this answers if they’re nice or not,” Jack said.

“Something weird is going on,” Kate said. “Shouldn’t there be a bunch of pillagers outside? Why does it look like there aren't very many of them?”

They pillagers in the outpost made angry gestures toward them, pointing their crossbows. “Hmmm, you’re right,” Dad said. “Maybe I should go talk to them?”

“Be careful dear,” Mom said.

Dad smiled, kissing her on the cheek. “You’re so sweet.”

Mom grinned back. “We wouldn’t have to walk all the way back from our last spawn point.” Dad raised an eyebrow and Mom chuckled. “I’m just kidding. Try to talk to the pillagers. Bee nice, okay?”

“I’m always nice,” Dad said, putting on his netherite armor and pulling out a shield and stepped out from behind the cage. He held the shield up in front of him, walking closer to the outpost. An occasional arrow bounced off until he was finally close enough he could hear them. “Hello up there!”

“Hey you!” came a voice from up top. “Get out of here. You’re ruining everything!”

Dad poked his head up from behind his shield. “What?” he shouted back. The pillagers on the top floor were gesturing wildly to him, one of them pointing at the cage where his family was. “Get away! Get them away! You’re going to ruin our trap!”

“What are you talking about?” Dad shouted. The only answer he got was more arrows into his shield. “Rutton sutton pillagers,” he grumbled. He walked backward toward his family, arrows plunking into his shield the whole way.

“What’s going on?” Mom asked.

“I have no idea,” Dad said. “They’re all bent out of shape about some trap or something.”

Mom's eyebrows knit together. “A trap? For what?”

Kate gasped. “Do you think they’re capturing more of these little cuties?” She pointed at the flying creature.

“I hope not,” Mom said. “We don’t even know what this is.”

They could still hear the pillager’s muffled voices shouting at them, though they were too far away to make out just what they were saying. Another arrow came streaking in, landing in the ground. Dad narrowed his eyes at them. “I’m really not liking these guys.”

“What are we going to do?” Mom asked.

The sun dipped down behind the horizon, bringing the darkness down to envelop the land. “The first thing we should do,” Dad said, “is put on our armor. Since it’s nighttime now, we need as much protection as possible.”

Mom nodded, and they all put their netherite armor on. Kate smacked Bruce's paw as he tried to stick it in the cage to bat at the flying thing yet again. “Knock it off. It probably wouldn’t even taste good, anyway.”

“Knock it off!” Perry squawked.

“Let’s let this little guy out,” Kate said. “She looks harmless.”

She reached for the cage when she stopped suddenly, frozen as a horrifying noise erupted from the cave entrance near the outpost. They all turned to see another one of those glowing blue creatures floating out of the cave. This one, though, was different.

It was easily ten times as large, with black wings and glowing red eyes. It held a shard of amethyst in its hands like it was a treasured item.

“I think I know what the trap was for.” Jack gulped.


Chapter 12

“You just had to say something about not seeing any mutants, didn’t you?” Jack asked.

Kate didn’t take her eyes off the massive, mutant creature. “Not the time, Jack.”

“No,” Jack said, “‘cause you know what time it is? It’s SHLING SHLING TIME!” He yanked out his netherite swords and struck a pose.

“I hate to say it, but I think you’re right,” Mom said. “That thing looks dangerous.”

Dad pointed. “And it’s coming right for us.”

The family pulled away, each of them taking out their tools. Dad his shield and sword, Kate her crossbow, and Mom, a splash potion in each hand. Even Bruce flexed his claws, which shifted from normal to the color of lava.

“Get ready!” Jack shouted.

The pillagers on the top level of the outpost fired arrows at the creature, but the arrows did nothing when they landed, bouncing off. The creature made a noise, a pure tone, loud and low like a foghorn. The smaller version of it within the cage suddenly froze, hovering in place. A heart floated above its head and it duplicated, another one appearing in the cage alongside it.

“Whoa cool!” Jack said.

Then a heart floated above the giant creature as well. “Not cool!” Kate shouted. “There’s going to be another giant one!”

But she was wrong, and another of the smaller versions of the flying creatures appeared. None of the smaller ones had red eyes, and they simply floated around looking friendly and cute.

“I don’t get it,” Mom whispered. “What’s it doing?”

“Well, it’s not attacking us,” Kate said. “Maybe it’s a friendly mutant, like Tiny.”

A stray arrow from a pillager hit a small creature, poofing it. The giant one let out a huge, loud tone, deep and strong. It spun toward the outpost, flapping its wings and flying up to the top level in a charge. “Not friendly, not friendly!” Kate shouted.

The pillagers fired arrow after arrow, but each bounced harmlessly off. The creature spun in a circle, slamming its black wings into the outpost. One pillager was struck by a wing and went flying, black motes of light streaming off him. Before the pillager even landed on the ground, he disintegrated into black dust and blew away.

“HOLY COW!” Jack shouted. “That looks dangerous.”

“Um,” Dad said, “I don’t know if we want to fight that thing.”

“Why not?” Jack asked. “It’s no different than poofing.”

Dad looked at him, then Dad shrugged. “I guess you’re right.”

Mom nodded. “Now go save those pillagers.”

“But they shot me! In the butt!” Dad pointed at his butt in an exaggerated motion to help prove his point.

Mom crossed her arms. Dad sighed, blowing out his cheeks. “Fine. Come on, Jack.”

“We can do it, Dad,” Jack said, snatching up Bruce and dashing out from behind the cage. The remaining pillagers had wisely climbed down the stairs and could be seen through a window, cowering in the outpost.

“Toss me Bruce,” Dad said. Jack didn’t hesitate and tossed the cat at Dad, who caught him.

“Meow, hiss,” Bruce said, clearly unimpressed with being manhandled.

“I’m going to charge it—you go ask the pillagers what they know, then jump on it from the top of the outpost.”

“That sounds awesome!” Jack said as he dashed under the creature and into the doorway of the outpost.

Dad took a deep breath and raised his shield, Bruce on his other arm. He activated his shield charge, flying through the air at the creature and threw Bruce, his momentum giving the cat blinding speed. “Super kitty missile!” Dad shouted, hoping he was loud enough that Jack could hear.

Bruce burned through the air, trails of smoke coming off his claws. He landed, claws first, right on the creature, but if it noticed, it didn’t react. Bruce slashed and chopped with his claws, all to no effect. It didn’t even light on fire.

Dad’s shield charge ended, crashing him into the thing, but once again, it didn't even budge.

“What the what?” Dad asked as he landed on the ground under it.


Chapter 13

Jack ran up the stairs to the next level in the outpost. There, he found two pillagers hiding under a table. “Hey!” Jack shouted. “What’re you guys doing?” An arrow slammed into the wall next to Jack’s head.

“Sorry!” a pillager said.

“Don’t be sorry, they screwed up our plan!” the other one said.

“Um, about that. What is that thing out there?”

“We have no idea,” the pillager who fired at Jack said. “One night it just appeared in the cage out there. It was cute and nice, and we played with it for a few days. It always hung around us, and would pick up items for us…it was so friendly.”

“Was so friendly,” the other pillager said. “Then one day a beam of red light came out of nowhere and hit it. It grew and grew into the monster you see now. It only comes out at night now, but it’s so mean! Poor Archibald!” The pillager descended into tears.

“Come on Zeb, Archibald was horrible to us. It’s not that big a deal.”

“Who’s Archibald?” Jack asked.

“The guy who turned to dust,” the not-crying pillager said. “He was our captain.”

Jack nodded. “What can you tell me about the monster? How can we hurt it?”

Zeb threw his arms in the air. “We don’t know! Nothing we try works.”

Jack frowned, then blew out a breath. “Alright, we’re going to try to poof it. You guys stay here and hide.”

“No problem,” one of them shouted, but Jack was already up the stairs to the next level. He saw the creature flying around the tower, making its loud low tone, and bashing into the walls. Jack waved a hand, and a clone dropped out of the sky right onto the mutant, sword first. The clone slammed into it but didn’t cause any damage. The creature stopped and squeezed its wings, crushing the clone between them. Black motes of light trailed off the clone and it disintegrated.

Jack sighed and took a deep breath. With a running jump, he flew off the top, both swords out. “Tornado plummet!” he shouted as he activated his luck power to score a critical hit. He landed, blades flashing, but no critical star popped up, and the thing didn’t even flash red. “No fair! How are we supposed to beat this guy?”

The creature squeezed its wings and Jack had to use a huge chunk of his hunger bar to activate his luck power and dodge. He just barely made it out of the way, falling to the ground.

“This is gonna hurt,” he groaned as he plummeted. He wasn’t wrong. He landed on the ground with a loud thud, a sizeable chunk of his hearts disappearing.

“Come on!” Dad yelled, and Jack looked over to see him on the ground, Bruce around his neck. Dad yanked Jack to his feet and pulled him to the entrance of the outpost. Kate and Mom were standing behind him, already inside.

“What’s going on?” Jack asked looking between Dad and his mom and sister.

“When I realized we couldn’t hurt it, I called them over to hide in the outpost,” Dad said.

“I thought for sure my luck ability would find a place to hit.” Jack frowned.

“Bruce’s flame claws did nothing either,” Dad said. “And I charged it, and it didn’t even notice.”

Mom crossed her arms. “This is not good. We can’t leave an indestructible monster flying around out here. If we can’t hurt it, what chance do any natives have?”

“None,” Kate said, shaking her head. “We have to figure something out.”

“Zeb said it only comes out at night,” Jack said. “Can we use that somehow?”

“Who’s Zeb?” Mom asked.

Jack pointed up. “A pillager. I never got the other one's name.”

“How rude,” Mom scolded.

Jack rolled his eyes. “I was literally rushing to save them from a monster.”

“There’s never an excuse to ignore your manners. Come on now. Let's introduce ourselves.” She whirled around and went up the stairs. Dad chuckled and shook his head as he followed. The kids shortly after, but all of them stopped as an arrow slammed into the wall just as Mom was entering the room, inches from her face.

“Oh my!” Mom shouted, her hands covering her mouth.

“Sorry!” someone shouted from inside the room.


Chapter 14

“Watch it,” Dad growled. He jumped into the room, shield out in front of him. “Get out from under there,” he yelled at the pillagers.

“No thanks,” Zeb said.

“Ugh,” the other one said. “Scaredy cat.” He climbed out from under the table. “What do you want?” He gave Dad the hairy eyeball.

“Why are you shooting at us? We’re here to help you.”

The pillager crossed his arms. “We don’t need help from...” He gestured at Dad. “Whatever you are. You aren’t a villager, and you certainly aren't a pillager.”

“No,” Kate said, entering the room. “We’re respawners.”

“Respawners are a myth,” the pillager said.

“Jeb, look at them,” Zeb said, still under the table. “They look so weird. Maybe they are respawners.”

“His name is Jeb,” Jack whispered to Mom. She eyed him and told him to shush.

“We are,” Mom said, “and we really do want to help you.”

Zeb climbed out of the table. “Really?”

Mom nodded. “I’m Mrs. Smith, this is Mr. Smith, and these are our kids, Jack and Kate. We’ve already helped a bunch of pillagers.”

Jeb was about to say something when the creature slammed into the wall again, emitting its loud low tone and shaking the entire outpost. When it was quiet again, Jeb spoke. “I don’t know how you can help us. We’re doomed in here. This thing comes out every night, and has been disintegrating everyone we knew. We’re the only ones left.”

“Why don’t you leave?” Kate asked. “If it only comes out during the night.”

“Where would we go?” Zeb put his hands in the air. “This is our home.”

Mom looked sad. “I can understand not wanting to leave your home. But there is a huge village a few days walk that direction.” Mom pointed toward Witherton. “Pillagers and villagers all live there together in peace; they would be happy to welcome you.”

Jeb shuddered. “Live with villagers? That would be so... so... weird!”

“Hey!” Kate said. “Villagers are nice.”

“If by nice you mean weird, then sure, they’re nice.”

“None of this really matters if you can’t do something about that flying creature!” Zeb shouted.

“Well, it can’t get to us in here,” Mom said, “so why don’t we have a nice meal to calm our nerves.”

“A meal? How could you eat at a time like this?” Zeb said. “Maybe you are a villager. That’s so weird.”

“Hey now,” Dad said, his voice deep and gruff. “Don’t be calling my wife weird. She’s just trying to be nice.”

“You know what would be nice?” Jeb said. “Getting rid of the horrifying monster! If you’re such powerful respawners, then do something about it.”

Mom crossed her arms, her eyebrows drawn down in an angry line. “Now listen here…” She was about to continue when Dad held up a hand.

“Hold on, hon. Maybe they have a point.”

Mom stepped back, allowing Dad to calm her down. “They may have a point, but it doesn’t stop them from being rude.”

Dad nodded. “Sure, but this is a stressful situation. Maybe we should give them a little grace.”

Mom frowned, then hugged Dad. “Okay, that's fine. I’m glad I have you to tell me when I’m being a little extra.”

Dad squeezed her. “You’d do that same for me.”

“Oh don’t worry, I do. A lot.”

Dad rolled his eyes. “Alright Jeb and Zeb. Tell me everything you know about this creature.”


Chapter 15

The night wore on as Jeb and Zeb told the family all about their hardship with the strange new creature. They eventually did have something to eat, Mom bringing out bowls of suspicious stew and hot bread for everyone. She even put out cookies, much to the kids delight.

Jeb and Zeb told a sad story of horror around mouthfuls of the tasty treats.

The mob had been changed by a beam of energy from the nether beacon, mutating it from the playful flying thing to the horrible monster it was now. When it changed, it shunned the light, flying down into the deep cave system next to the outpost as soon as the sun started rising.

Every night it would come out and attack, poofing more and more pillagers until there was only the three of them left. They even let go of a captive iron golem at one point, hoping it would destroy the mob, but it too was disintegrated.

“It’s called an allay,” Kate said, interrupting everyone as they ate. She had the Codex of Seeds on her lap and was flipping through it. “I found an entry for it here. Once I found out its name, I was able to find more stories about it. It looks like it’s new...there aren't a lot of entries about it. But they’re supposed to be nice helpers. If you give them an item, they will follow you around and pick up more of that item for you.”

Zeb sighed. “That sounds like it. It was a friendly creature. We played games and stuff with it.”

Dad clapped his hands. “Okay then, I think we have a plan.”

“We do?” Mom asked.

Dad nodded. “Yep. We have to go seal up the cave so it doesn’t have anywhere to hide when the sun comes up.”

“Oh sure,” Jeb said, with a roll of his pillager eyes, “we’ll all just stroll on over there and use our mystical respawner powers to seal up the cave somehow.”

“Yeah!” Jack said.

Jeb cradled his head in his hands. “That was sarcasm.”

“Oh,” Jack said, “you’re pretty bad at that.”

“Are you saying you really have respawner powers that will help you make a barrier?” Jeb asked.

“I mean...we could just craft one out of stone blocks.”

Jeb threw his hands in the air. “How!?”

Kate chuckled. “Like this.” She placed a stone block from her inventory on the ground in front of Jeb.

Jeb goggled, his eyes looking like they might spring right out of his face. “Huh…buh...” he spluttered. He looked at the stone block, then at Kate, then at the family then at the stone block again. Then his eyes rolled up into his head and he fainted.

“Jeb!” Zeb said, grabbing his fellow pillager before he could fall all the way to the ground.

“Oh dear,” Mom said, rushing over. The two of them gently laid Jeb down and Mom pulled out a healing potion and poured it into his mouth. Jeb woke up, spraying healing potion out of his nose, all over everyone. He sat up, coughing and hacking.

“It’s okay dear,” Mom said, “you’re okay.”

“You really are respawners!” Jeb shouted. “You’re supposed to be a myth.”

“Duh,” Jack said.

“Jack!” Mom said.

Jeb stood up; the anger that had been in his face now dissipated. “Do you...really think you can help us?”

Dad nodded. “That’s what we’ve been trying to tell you all along.”

Jeb and Zeb looked at each other, hope brimming in their eyes. “Please help us then,” Jeb said.

Zeb nodded. “Yeah, please?” He looked at Mom to make sure she heard his manners. Then he looked at Dad. “I’m sorry I shot you in the butt.”


Chapter 16

The giant mutant allay was still outside slamming into the tower and letting out that loud low tone. Each time the pillagers flinched, but they did so less often as Dad laid out the plan. “Okay, first, we want to set up our beds here so we can reset our repawn points.”

“Go ahead,” Jeb said, “anywhere you want.”

Dad nodded, and the family all brought out their beds. Mom breathed a sigh of relief that they wouldn’t lose days of travel time if one of them poofed. Of course, the pounding monster outside wouldn’t let them sleep, but they could at least reset their respawn points.

Dad then placed his shulker box down and cleared out his inventory into it, including his armor. Everything except a single shield, an iron pickaxe, and some food. “Okay guys, let’s get to digging!”

They followed the stairs to the bottom floor of the outpost, where they’d placed a wooden door to the outside, in case the allay tried to get in that way. Jab gestured after them. “What do you mean get to digging? You’re still in our home!”

“Yeah, that’s okay,” Jack said. “We’ll fix it.”

“Fix it?” Jeb asked as the family mined the floor. “Ack!” The pillager's hands went to his head as he watched his floor being ripped up. The family mined down deep enough that they could all fit into a large pit. Then they mined to the side, directly towards the cave system. Zeb and Jeb watched, mouths hanging open the whole time.

Soon enough they broke through, light from inside the outpost spilling into the cave. “Go go go!” Dad yelled, and Jack and Kate dashed into the cave. The allay made the tone again, and they could hear it coming closer.

“Hurry Kate!” Jack yelled as he pulled out a stack of stone and began filling in the large entrance.

“I’m hurrying!” Kate yelled back.

They placed blocks as fast as they could, but the entrance was huge, and the allay was fast. “It’s coming!” said Mom.

Dad shook his head. “This will not be fun.” He ripped open the door and dashed outside, screaming, “Hey! Look at me!” He activated his taunt ability, and the allay spun towards Dad, its long eyes emitting anger like a laser beam.

The allay made several tones, and hearts floated above its head, more of the smaller allays popping into existence next to it. Dad couldn’t tell if it was trying to get buddies to fight with or what, but the new allays simply flew around lazily. The giant allay darted at Dad and he yelped, aimed with his shield, and shield-charged off into the night.

He got a good head start, but the allay was fast and closing in. “Yikes!” Dad yelled. The plan was for him to distract it and draw it away from the kids as they built the wall, but he still wanted to avoid getting poofed. It always hurt! He shield-charged again, launching further away. The allay came right after him, and Dad frowned. It was just too fast.

He saw the cage up ahead with the two small allays flying around and got an idea. He didn’t know if it would work, but it was at least worth a try. He used up the last of his hunger bar to shield-charge into the cage, blasting it open. Then he quickly dropped and rolled to the ground, scurrying to the other side of the cage to keep it between him and the mutant allay.

The two allay in the cage floated out, wandering aimlessly. The allay stopped chasing Dad and he breathed out a sigh of relief. It made a tone, and hearts floated above the smaller allays, then duplicates popped into existence. Dad used the time to chomp down some barbecue, briefly savoring the smokey sweet flavor as his hunger bar filled up. He looked through the cage to see how close the kids were to being done, but it was too hard to tell.

He sighed. “Guess it’s worth a try.” He dashed out of hiding, and the allay immediately came after him again. He ran as fast as his legs would take him, throwing in a shield-charge every so often, and saving enough hunger bar for his last charge. He closed the gap back to the outpost and shield-charged at an angle toward the top floor.

A brief glance down showed the kids had filled up the entrance to the cave. Dad smiled as he readied his last shield-charge, that would take him right into the outpost. The allay was catching up, and he held his breath as he activated his power. The death-bringing wings of the creature were mere pixels from his feet when his power blasted, and he shot into the open floor of the outpost.

Just then the first rays of the sun erupted up from the horizon, and the allay let out a tone so loud that Dad instinctively covered his ears. The move caught him off guard and his crash into the floor became uncontrolled, he tumbled and slid across the open floor, poofing.

The allay was frantic. Tones bellowed from it in dire waves, as it darted around the outpost, desperately looking for its hole to hide in.

The rest of the family, along with Jeb and Zeb, watched from inside the outpost, as the rays of sunlight slammed into the giant mutant allay like a flamethrower. The mutant let out a tone so loud that everyone felt dizzy just before it exploded into flame. It fell out of the sky and poofed, a shard of amethyst landing on the ground with a clink.


Chapter 17

“Did it work?” Dad’s voice came from the bed where he respawned.

“It did!” Jack said.

“It was kinda sad,” Kate said.

“Sad?” Jeb asked. “That thing was a terror!”

Kate nodded. “I know, but it’s not like it had a choice.”

Mom sighed. “It’s true. This nether beacon is causing all kinds of problems. The sooner we get this quest done, the safer it will be for everyone.”

Dad was quiet, not letting out his thoughts on the matter. Jeb was having none of it though. “That doesn’t make it any better. It poofed all my friends.”

“Ahem?” Zeb asked.

“Almost all my friends,” Jeb amended.

“Well, it’s over now,” Dad said. “You guys are safe. You should consider going to Witherton—they would welcome you down there.”

“No way. This is our home,” Jeb said and Zeb nodded.

“Besides,” Zeb said as he looked out the window, “there’s a lot of those allays out there now. We could make friends with them.”

The family went to the windows and sure enough, there were a lot of allays out floating around. Like, a lot a lot. “Oh so cute!” Kate said. “I want to tame one!”

“Don’t you have enough tamed things?” Jack asked.

“Never!”

Dad cleared his throat. “Well, we should probably get going then. We still have to round up our horses and make it to the badlands.”

Zeb frowned. “Yuck. It’s so hot and sandy there.”

Mom sighed dramatically.

“Wait a minute,” Jeb said. “Before you go, could you...teach us how you do that block placing stuff?”

Mom and Dad looked at each other, Mom’s annoyance at having to go into hot sand lessened at the prospect of helping natives learn how to mine and craft again. “Sure!” she said. “But first? Breakfast.”

They spent the morning teaching the two pillagers all about the lost arts of mining and crafting, leaving them with crafting tables and tools to help them along. The two of them were making all kinds of plans on expanding their outpost, including adding some gardens and other things to make their lives a little easier.

The family packed up to go and got permission to leave a bed in the outpost for their respawn point. They gathered their shulker boxes—Mom had to shoo Bruce away from hers. He always seemed to want into Mom’s shulker box. They stepped out into the bright midday sun and Kate immediately ran to the floating blue creatures.

“Hey there!” she said in the squeaky voice that she used to talk to animals. “How are you? You want to be my friend?” The allay floated all around, mostly ignoring her. She looked at them for a bit, then got a confused look on her face. “Huh, that’s weird.”

“What is?” Mom asked.

“I can’t use my power on them to tame them,” Kate said.

“Well, they don’t look like animals to me,” Jack said. “Doesn’t your power only work on animals?”

Kate shrugged. “That must be the problem. Rats.”

“You could always give it a—HEY Bruce! What’re you doing?” Jack said.

Bruce the cat had been watching the allay flying around. He wasn’t drooling this time, but he still looked suspicious. As one of them flew lower, Bruce leapt into the air. At first it looked like he was going to attack, but he collided with the allay and bounced to the ground. The allay then flew close to Bruce, holding a raw chicken in its hands.

Bruce smugly licked his paw.

“You darn cat!” Mom said, “Is that what you were doing in my shulker box?”

Jack laughed. “Talk about lazy. First he rides turtles, now he wants someone else to pick up food and bring it to him.”

“He’s always wanted that,” Kate said.


Chapter 18

Kate had given up on the idea of taming an allay, since Bruce already had one following them around. They rounded up their horses and continued on their journey. The windswept savanna biome changed slowly to a small sunflower plains, then the red sand showed up.

“Oh brother,” Mom said as the temperature rose.

“It’s okay, dear,” Dad said. “We’ll hopefully be in a dark dirty cave before too long.”

Mom gave Dad a flat look. Dad snickered. Soon enough, the plains were well and truly gone, and they had entered a badlands biome. Vast plateaus stretched out before them, with colorful striations of terracotta and sandstone.

“Okay,” Mom said, “I must admit. Even though it’s hot and sandy, it is very pretty.”

Kate nodded. “I kinda like it.”

“Me too. It’s a nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live here,” Jack said as he wiped the sweat from his brow.

“I don’t know how people in places like Arizona do it,” Dad said. “It’s pretty, but it’s just so hot.” Dad’s shirt looked like he’d jumped into a lake, he was so sweaty.

“They all have pools and air conditioning,” Mom said, “and probably only go outside when they have to.”

They trotted through the badlands, looking all around for the abandoned mine that Rara had told them about. “This’s going to take forever,” Mom complained.

“How about we have Bruce scout for it with his elytra?” Jack asked.

“Yeah!” Kate said. “Then we could rest without getting covered in sandy sweat.”

“How about it, Bruce?” Jack asked. “Want to go scouting for us?” Bruce yawned. “Come on, bud. Do it for me?” Bruce swished his tail.

Mom rolled her eyes. “Let me handle this.” She held her hand out and a small bag appeared in it. She shook the bag, which crinkled against its contents. Bruce’s ears immediately perked up and he leapt off Jack.

“Ow!” Jack said, holding his neck where the cat had used his claws to jump.

“Oh?” Mom said, as she shook the bag. It was a green and white bag with a picture of a cat treat on it that had a green outer shell and soft inside. The words SALMON FLAVOR were printed in big bold letters. Bruce was very familiar with this treat; it was his favorite.

“Why didn’t you think of that sooner?” Jack asked. “If we had his treats, he might be so much easier to work with.”

“He’s a cat,” Kate said dryly. “They’re never easy to work with.”

Mom ripped open the bag and Bruce’s nose twitched at the release of the smell.

“Purr? Meow meow purr?” he said as he pranced through Mom’s legs, rubbing against her.

“You want one?” Mom asked as she took out one of his treats and waved it at him. Bruce stood on his hind legs, batting at her hand. “Ah ah ah!” she said. “Go scout for us and find the abandoned mine first.”

“Meow purr?” Bruce asked as he nuzzled his head into Mom’s leg.

“Oh you can be so sweet some times,” Mom said and gave him a treat. He crunched and munched it, then looked up at her expectantly. “Go find the mine!”

“Meow!” Bruce said, and jumped from the ground, used her head as a springboard and leapt into the air, his wings unfurling. “Ya darn cat!” Mom said as she rubbed her head.

“Let’s hope he actually finds it instead of getting into some kind of trouble,” Dad said.

Kate shook her head as she watched the cat soar away. “Unlikely.”


Chapter 19

Bruce took off into the sky. He loved flying, even if it was something birds normally did. Stupid birds. His new blue servant flew after him, chasing him through the air. He was excited to have his new servant—after all, a royal cat like him deserved to be waited on. He flew through the hot air, soaring over the red and orange landscape.

The best part about flying like this was not having to get all dirty. Well, that wasn’t true, Bruce didn’t mind the sand, actually. It was always warm. It was when his girl decided he was too dirty and stinky and tried bathing him that he didn’t like. He shuddered at the thought of going in water, his wings vibrating.

He flew around keeping his eyes peeled for anything that stood out, when he saw it—just what he was looking for. A chicken! He licked his lips. The tasty treat he’d been given earlier was good, but now it was time for something a bit more fresh. Plus he really wanted to see how good his servant was.

“Meow!” He folded his wings back, plummeting toward the chicken in a super-fast dive. He unfurled his wings at the last moment, pulling up and streaking across the ground, claws out. His speed plus the power of his claws when he hit the chicken didn’t even give it a moment to realize something could be wrong before it was poofed, raw chicken and a feather floating on the ground.

Bruce lazily flew up, circling the area of his attack to watch as his new blue servant flew down, picked up the raw chicken, and came right back to him. Bruce opened his mouth and his servant threw the chicken right inside. It worked perfectly!

Bruce gained altitude, looking around for more tasty chickens. After his fourth one, he was finally feeling full as he glided up in the air. He looked out over his domain, the land where the Terror of the Skies was king, and shook his head. He was supposed to be doing something but didn’t remember what.

He flew back to his family and was getting close when a glint down below caught his eye. It was directly on the other side of the small plateau where his family was waiting. He circled it and saw the glint was light reflecting off a set of tracks coming out of a dark cave in the plateau!

Now he remembered what he was supposed to do! Bruce’s tail swished and he flew the very short distance back to his family, landing perfectly in front of his boy.

“Meow!” he said.


Chapter 20

“I think he’s found something!” Jack said. “Did you find it, Bruce?”

“Purr purr,” Bruce said, winding his way through Jack’s legs. The cat dashed off, then paused looking at the family. “Meow!”

“I guess we should follow him,” Dad said. “Mount up, everyone! He was gone for a long time; it might be quite a ride.” They all got on their horses, Kate taking Dirtymud’s lead to keep the donkey next to her.

They followed Bruce, all the way to the back of the plateau they were already at. It took barely any time at all. “What the what?” Dad yelled. “You mean we were already almost there?” He glared at the cat. “What were you doing this whole time?”

“Oh honey,” Mom said, “be nice. Maybe he just missed it at first.” She pulled out the bag of treats and gave one to Bruce.

Bruce was still pretty full, but it was his favorite treat. He munched it down.

The family dismounted, tying up their horses. Before them was a plateau with a mine entrance, rimmed in stone blocks. The mine quickly went dark as it descended into who knew where. There were several torches near the entrance, and a set of minecart tracks coming all the way out of the cave. A minecart stood on the tracks near the entrance.

“This sure looks like an abandoned mine,” Jack said.

Bruce sniffed around the minecart. It was a box! Cats loved boxes.

“What do we do now?” Mom asked. “Just go in and explore?”

Bruce looked all around and leapt into the minecart. If he fits, he sits!

“Maybe we should set up a camp here first?” Dad asked. “It might be a good idea.”

Bruce was comfy in his nice little hidey hole. He looked at his people talking. They talked a lot. He went to the other side and looked deeper into the cave.

“Yeah, plus it’s getting late,” Kate said. “Maybe we should wait until morning.”

Bruce looked harder into the mineshaft. It was dark, but maybe there was something interesting in there? The minecart started moving.

“I’d like to make a nice dinner and get cleaned up,” Mom said.

“Yeah, I’m hu—Hey! Bruce!” Jack shouted.

The minecart was moving at a steady pace down the rail. “Ya darn cat!” Dad shouted as they chased after him.

Bruce was having fun; it was so easy to make the box go by itself! He watched as the mine went by, looking for any interesting things. He could hear shouting behind him, but he ignored it. Those people could be weird sometimes.


Chapter 21

The family chased after Bruce as he trundled along in his minecart. They yelled at him to stop, but he didn’t. Thankfully the mine still had torches burning at regular intervals, so they weren't in total darkness. The mine wound through dirt and stone and kept on going down deeper and deeper.

It twisted and turned and had long periods of flat where the family thought they might catch up to Bruce, all to no avail. “I wish there were some speed enchantments in Minecraft,” Jack huffed.

They ran for what felt like forever, chasing after the cat in the cart. The allay floating above kept it easy to see. Multiple times they had to pull out food to munch on as they ran so their hunger bars wouldn’t deplete. All while they watched the swishing tail of Bruce as he kept on going.

Eventually the minecart came to a stop, thumping into a stone block at the end of the rail. It had stopped in a cavern that opened up, a place where the miners must have been working hard since it was carved out into a big room. There were even glints of ores throughout that the miners either missed or ignored in their haste to abandon the mine.

There was also a wall made of stone bricks and mossy stone bricks.

Bruce hopped out of the minecart, his allay floating above him, and walked over to his family who were staring at the wall. Mom pointed to the wall, with a single block mined out. “Is that...the stronghold?”

Jack and Kate nodded. “It sure is,” Kate said. “That’s where we’ll find the end portal.”

Mom, Kate, and Jack leaned in, getting a closer look at the inside of the hole. “We should be careful,” Jack said. “The miners were attacked by silverfish. They live in the blocks, so we have to watch out if we mine them. They’re nasty little buggars.”

They saw corridors of stone bricks through the hole.

“It’s kinda spooky seeing in real life,” Kate said.

“It’s spooky period,” Mom said. “What do you think, hon?” She turned to look at Dad, who wasn’t there. “Hon? Honey!”

The kids and Mom looked for Dad, then spotted him far off in another section of the mine, looking up. “What’re you doing?” Kate asked him.

“I found some gold! I’m just going to mine this really quick, then I'll be right over.” Dad pulled out a pickaxe.

Mom sighed. “Honestly dear, you couldn’t wait?”

“Dad, wait!” Jack shouted, holding his hand up. “Don’t forget you shouldn’t mine straight—” His words were cut off as Dad mined the gold block and a cascade of gravel came crashing down on top of him. “—up.” Jack finished too late.

“Oh brother,” Mom said. “Go save him.”

The kids ran to the column of gravel. They could make out Dad flailing around inside it in a panic. They got there just in time for him to poof, all his items exploding out around him.

Jack groaned. “Oh man!”

“What a mess,” Kate said.

Mom made her way over. “What happened?”

Kate sighed. “Dad must have panicked, and the gravel suffocated him.”

Jack shook his head. “What a way to go.”

“Jack! That’s not nice,” Mom said.

“What?” Jack gestured at the gravel. “He’s fine. But what do we do now?”

“Well, we certainly aren’t going in the stronghold without him,” Mom said.

“So do we just wait for him?” Kate asked.

Mom nodded. “We’ll just stay put and wait for him. I wanted to make some food anyway.”

They puttered around eating and mining while they waited for Dad. Eventually Mom got bored and pulled out the corrupted ender pearls Jack had given her. “What do I need to do to make these into the thing we need for the portal?” she asked.

“I think you just combine it with blaze powder,” Kate said.

They watched as Mom hummed, opening her crafting table. Jack bit his lip. “I hope them being corrupted doesn’t ruin them or something.”

“Well, we’ll see,” Mom said. “Here we go.” She put the items in the crafting table. In a flash of purple twinkling lights, she was gone.

“Mom?” Kate yelled. “Mom!”

“What happened?” Jack shouted, eyes wide in panic.

“I don’t know! It must have been the corrupted ender pearl! Mom!”

They looked around frantically, trying to get a clue as to what happened to their mom.

“There!” Kate pointed to a form flailing and wiggling. Jack turned, and they found her—or at least some of her. She was dangling from overhead, just her legs and body sticking out. Her head was stuck in a stone block.

“It teleported her into a block?” Kate whispered.

They dashed over to save her, but she started flashing red and before they could even get close, she poofed.


Chapter 22

Mom smelled barbecue. “Are you kidding me?” she asked.

Sure enough, there on the ledge of the outpost was Dad, Jeb and Zeb, talking around a furnace that the delicious smell was coming from. “Honey?” Dad asked when he looked over and saw her. “What happened?”

Mom stood up and gave him ‘The Look.’ “I had an accident. But can you tell me why in the world you are cooking barbecue instead of coming back to us?”

Jeb and Zeb looked at each other, then backed slowly away out onto the patio.

Dad blushed. “Oh. Uh. I needed food for the trip! And Jeb and Zeb said they’d never had it before and...” he trailed off.

Mom gave him the lookingest ‘The Look’ she had ever given. Dad cleared his throat. “Okay, yeah, maybe I should’ve just got some food that didn’t take as long to cook...”

Mom closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. “Well. What’s done is done. Since we’re both here, we can leave together.”

“Are the kids okay?”

“They should be. I was trying to craft the ender thingy we need and the corrupted ender pearl did something and I couldn’t see anything, then I poofed. It was not very fun.”

“Well, the boys gave me a bunch of supplies so we should be able to make it there with no problems if you want to get moving.” Mom nodded and they said their goodbyes. Dad didn’t even finish cooking the barbecue, simply telling Jeb how to eat it when it was done. They left quickly, Dad making sure to stay on Mom’s good side.

“So... you didn’t set your respawn point then?” Dad asked with a small grin.

Mom gave him a sideways glance, then shrugged, “No, but I sure hope the kids do after all that.”

***

“Okay, we need to set our respawn points,” Kate said. “I can’t believe we didn’t do it after Dad poofed. So. Dumb.”

Jack snorted. “Tell me about it. What a mess.” They quickly crafted some beds and set them up. “It might be night out, so if we try to reset our respawn points, we’ll go to sleep. Think that’s okay?”

Kate shrugged. “Maybe let’s build a little shelter first?”

Jack nodded, and they built a tiny structure just big enough for their beds and went inside, nearly tripping on Bruce as he darted ahead of them. At least his allay was polite enough to wait for them to go in first.

Before they could lie down, Bruce had already curled up in a circle and fallen asleep.

“Ya darn cat,” Jack said, scooching him to the foot of the bed.

They activated the beds and both fell asleep. When they opened their eyes, they hoped Mom and Dad would be back, but it was still quiet outside their shelter.

“What do we do now?” Kate asked.

“Waiting is boooooring,” Jack whined. “Let’s go in the stronghold and explore.”

“What? That’s crazy. We should wait.”

“Oh come on...we could just go inside a little?” Jack whined. “Our spawn points are right here.”

“No. Do you want to get our parents upset? Let’s just wait.”

Jack sighed. “Well could we at least mine the wall so it’s nice and open?”

Kate thought about it, then shrugged. “That’s probably fine.” They pulled out their pickaxes and started mining. The first stone block Jack mined easily. He hummed as he took aim at the next one, when a sharp pain tore through his ankle.

“Ow!” He looked down to see a silverfish, chomping on him. “Get out of here!” He swapped to a sword and slashed at the bug. “Shling!” The silverfish flashed red and poofed away. “Stupid bug.” He rubbed his ankle.

“Ack!” Kate screamed and Jack looked up to watch a bunch of the stone blocks of the wall poofing to dust, and a swarm of silverfish coming at them.


Chapter 23

“Put on your armor! Quick!” Kate shouted as she equipped her netherite armor.

Bruce yowled, his claws flashing red and leapt onto a silverfish, flashing it red and lighting it on fire. More of the bricks of the stronghold were poofing to dust, releasing more silverfish.

“Holy cow,” Jack yelled. “How many infested blocks are there?”

Kate jump-stacked onto a two-block high column and began shooting. Jack put on his armor, and summoned a clone, then launched into an attack. “Cyclone slash!” he shouted as he spun around, hitting many of the silverfish at once.

His clone copied him, and between them, they were able to defeat the swarm, but their hearts were still pounding from the sudden onslaught.

“Wow,” Jack said. “I can see why the miners abandoned this place. I don’t like those things.”

Kate nodded. “Yeah, and there’s sure to be other mobs in there. Skeletons, creepers, zombies. That’s why I said we should wait.”

Jack shrugged. “I mean, we did fine. They weren’t even much of a threat.”

“Sure. But what if they were mutant silverfish?”

Jack pointed at his sister. “Good point.”

“Come on, if they traveled through the night, they should get here sometime soon. Let’s have a nice camp going.”

They worked together to set up everything a good mining camp would need: beds, furnaces, and enlarged their shelter to keep out stray mobs. They mined up more ore and made sure to stay away from the stronghold.

“I’m bored!” Jack whined.

Kate shoved out a breath. “You’re so annoying. Read a book a book or something.”

“Ugh,” Jack groaned. “What are you, Mom? I’m going to try to make the eye of ender.”

“Really?” Kate asked. “Aren’t you worried about...you know...” She gestured toward the spot where Mom poofed.

Jack frowned. “I’ll just make sure all my stuff is in my shulker box. Then if I poof, it’s no big deal.”

Kate bit her bottom lip. “It’d be helpful, but I sure wouldn’t want to risk it.”

Jack flexed. “Yeah, I’m pretty brave.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Whatever, kid. Do it, I’ll watch.”

Jack prepared himself, then went to the crafting table and blew out a breath. “Here I go.” He put the items together and disappeared in a flash of light. Kate looked around, pickaxe in hand, ready to help. Then Jack crashed down on top of her head, flashing them both red. “Ow!”

Kate glared at her brother, rubbing her head. “That wasn’t fun.”

“But at least I didn’t teleport into a rock.” Jack approached the crafting table. “Okay, I’m going to try again.” Kate thought she should move but had no idea where Jack would end up if she did, so she stayed put. Jack put the items together, his breath held. “Yes! It worked!” He held up an eye of ender.

“What worked?” came a voice from the tunnel. Mom and Dad strolled into the cavern, arm in arm.

“I crafted an eye of ender!” Jack said. “Now we can go to the end!”

“We have to find the end portal first,” Kate said. She rushed up to hug Mom. “I’m glad you’re back.”

Mom squeezed her. “Me too.”

Dad looked at the broken-down wall into the stronghold. “Alright then. Let’s go find that portal.”


The End!
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