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  Introduction


I started writing the Rescue Quest series in the hope it would inspire my son to pick up a book. At the time, he was a reluctant reader who would much rather play Minecraft, or any other video game, than get lost in a story. I’m guessing that you might be the same, lovely reader, but if you’re new to Minecraft, let me introduce you to this marvellously blocky world. 
Minecraft is a popular world-building video game that lets players construct imaginative realms out of blocks. The sprawling pixelated landscapes vary from forests, deserts and sweeping savannahs to the lava-filled underworld of The Nether, and everything is made of 3D cubes and shapes. Players mine materials, craft tools and buildings, breed animals, grow crops, and battle mobs as they shape the interactive environment with their imagination and creativity. With different modes like Survival, Creative, and Hardcore, players of all ages embrace Minecraft’s blocky world and it remains one of the best-selling games of all time. 
I believe it’s the perfect setting for an epic rescue adventure!
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  Chapter One


It was a typical day for Tom which meant hiding in the dark and dusty school broom closet.  
Tom’s bum was getting numb, but he didn’t dare shift position in case he made a noise and Hunter found him. 
Dang it, he thought. I needed this lunch break to finish my history assignment. 
He sighed, wishing he hadn’t stayed up so late working on the new design for a spiral piston door in his Minecraft world.
He winced, instinctively touching the bruise on his arm where the school bully had given him a savage twist-burn yesterday. Being the smallest boy in his year wasn’t much fun at the best of times, but being selected for the full focus of Hunter Graeme’s attention was the pits. 
Why did I have to lose the gene lottery? He wondered not for the first time, but his train of thought came to a screeching halt as the sound of footsteps echoed in the corridor outside the door. Tom felt the all too familiar sensation of fear creeping up from his toes as the nausea began. He held his breath and tried to shrink himself even smaller, his eyes fixed on the cupboard’s brass doorknob. 
Perhaps I could make a dash for it and run to Mrs Bevitt’s classroom? Unlikely, as Tom knew from experience Hunter was one of the fastest kids at St Fortis School, regularly crossing the finish line first in the cross-country runs that Mr Frogett, Head of Games, delighted in forcing them to do, come rain or shine. No, there was no getting away, Tom knew. He’d just have to close his eyes and…
Suddenly, the door flew open and Tom let out an ‘oof’ as his two friends, Aarna and Lev, piled in on top of him.
‘Shhhhh!’ Aarna said as she shoved Lev to the side and shuffled down next to Tom, sending up a cloud of dust. ‘He’s just around the corner!’
‘I am shushing,’ Lev whispered, kneeling in his usual spot in the corner and eyeing a cobweb above his head, ‘but it’s difficult when you’ve got your foot on my hair.’
‘Oops, sorry,’ Aarna adjusted her oversized glasses and lifted her foot so that Lev could pull his braids up into a band out of the way. ‘It’s just that my Mum will kill me if I come home with another pair of broken specs.’
‘I think I can hear him!’ Tom said quietly, waving at the other two to be silent and closing his eyes so he could listen.
Footsteps echoed again in the corridor, but this time they were slower. Whoever owned them was big and heavy. The three friends held their breath as the footsteps slowed and came to a stop outside the door. 
Aarna waved her arms frantically at Tom to get his attention, before stabbing her finger at the brass doorknob. 
Hold it! She mouthed.
Tom slowly and carefully placed his hand around the dull gold-coloured knob and leaned back, putting all his weight behind it. If Hunter pulled hard enough Tom was sure he’d be able to open the door, but if he just tried to turn the knob, they might be lucky.
Bzzzzzzz!
The sudden noise from Tom’s blazer pocket made him almost jump out of his skin. Aarna and Lev’s eyes widened in alarm as the phone’s vibrations bounced off the walls in the small space. Tom scrabbled in his pocket with his free hand and pulled out the phone, trying desperately to turn it off. 
Glancing at the screen at the missed call, he realised it was his Dad. Tom sighed. His Dad didn’t wear a watch and was a rubbish timekeeper, so it wasn’t unusual for him to try to call Tom while he was at school. 
He couldn’t have picked a worse time today. Tom wondered briefly why he might have been calling until his nerves were almost wrecked a second time by the sound of the school bell ringing for the last lesson of the day. The sounds outside the closet bloomed into a cacophony of noise as children piled in from the playground.
The three friends waited a few moments, hoping that Hunter had gone to class with the rest of the students. Tom cautiously opened the door and peered out. A few children were hurrying along the corridor towards their classrooms but the coast seemed clear.
Tom let out a shaky breath, and Aarna and Lev looked at each other, sighing with relief. 
‘Phew, we made it,’ Aarna said. 
‘Yeah, another break time in the cupboard,’ Tom replied sadly. ‘And now we’re going to be late for history.’ 
‘Did you finish that homework?’ Lev asked, shifting his body to relieve the pins and needles in his feet. ‘It was a toughy.’
Tom’s heart sunk even further. He shook his head and bit his lip. There was nothing he could do about it now.
He unfolded himself from his cramped position, opened the door cautiously and checked the coast was clear before stepping out into the light.






  
  Chapter Two


Tom kicked at a stone on the pavement as he, Aarna and Lev walked home together after school. 
‘We have to tell someone,’ Aarna said, pushing her thick glasses up her nose for the fiftieth time that day.
‘How about Mrs Bevitt?’ replied Lev. 
‘She won’t do anything,’ replied Aarna. ‘Remember what happened when Hunter stole Chelsea’s packed lunch?’
The others nodded. 
‘Nothing,’ Aarna continued. ‘They just gave Chelsea some money to buy something at the canteen. It’s like they don’t care.’
‘Well, we’ve got to do something,’ Lev complained. ‘I’m sick of hiding and I’m sick of having my hair pulled out.’ The boy’s voice cracked on the last word and the other two deliberately didn’t look him in the face. No one wants to be seen crying when you’re eleven years old.
‘Perhaps we could all take up martial arts and go all Wong on him?’ Aarna asked, shifting her rucksack from one arm to the other so she could chop the air with her hands. 
‘What do you mean, go wrong on him?’ Lev asked.
‘Not wrong, you doofus… Wong! You know, Doctor Strange’s valet in the Marvel films, he’s a top fighter and no one messes with him.’ Aarna rolled her eyes at her friend. Lev just shrugged. 
‘I’m more into the Matrix films. Neo could kick Hunter’s butt, that’s for sure,’ he said, sniffing.
‘What do you think, Tom?’ Aarna asked.
‘Err…what? Sorry…’ Tom replied, realising he hadn’t really been listening to what his friends had been saying.
‘Are you alright?’ Aarna asked. ‘That was some lecture Dr Sopor gave you about your homework.’
Tom shrugged. 
‘Nah, don’t be fooled,’ Lev said before turning to Tom. ‘Where are you this time?’ he asked, knowing exactly where Tom’s mind had been - inside his favourite game, Minecraft.
‘I was just trying to figure out how to make my spiral piston door with fewer blocks,’ Tom replied. ‘I watched someone doing it in 125 blocks on YouTube this morning, but I reckon I can beat that.’
‘You and your Minecraft,’ Laughed Lev. ‘Is there anything else you think about?’
‘Not really,’ Tom grinned, reflecting that Minecraft was the perfect place to escape to. There were no bullies and no homework. Although today he’d also been wondering about why his Dad had rang earlier. 
He hoped he’d remembered he had to come home early so his Mum could go on her special trip with Aunt Wendy that afternoon. Tom had overheard his parents discussing the weekend trip, how his Mum’s younger sister had broken up with her boyfriend and needed something called ‘girl time’, whatever that meant.
His friends brought him back from his thoughts as they both stopped in their tracks. 
‘Isn’t that Hunter?’ Aarna said, tipping her chin towards a man and boy on the other side of the road from them.
Tom recognised Hunter straight away. He was the biggest boy in Mrs Bevitt’s class, with a square chin, sandy blonde hair and a black baseball cap that he wore backwards at break time and lunchtime, despite it being against school rules. Normally Hunter stood tall with his shoulders back, arms crossed, flexing his biceps and staring down anyone who came near him, but now his shoulders slumped and his head hung. Tom recognised that posture straight away. It was how he carried himself whenever Hunter was bullying him. 
‘Yeah, and that’s his Uncle I think,’ Lev continued. ‘Looks like he’s really telling him off.’
‘I heard his Uncle is looking after him,’ Aarna said. ‘Not sure why though.’
The man was tall and thin, with floppy blonde hair and a feint grey stubble across his chin and upper lip as though he hadn’t shaved that morning. His clothes were monochrome with no warmth; a charcoal grey suit with a matching waistcoat, white shirt, and a dark grey tie. His face was similarly ashen and deep lines etched malice into his forehead and around his mouth. It was a face well used to frowning. He was holding Hunter’s class book in one hand and pointing at Hunter with the other, and while the friends couldn’t hear what he was saying from where they were standing, he was clearly angry. It surprised Tom to see Hunter wipe his face with the back of his hand as if he was rubbing away a tear. But just at that moment, Hunter looked over at Tom and his face changed in a heartbeat as he narrowed his eyes and scowled. Tom knew that expression all too well and looked away quickly, shuddering.
‘C’mon, let’s go,’ he said to his friends, hurrying on. ‘Whatever’s going on, we shouldn’t get involved.’
Lev followed Tom, but Aarna hung back for a moment, watching as Hunter’s Uncle threw the textbook on the floor in front of him and stormed off down the street. Hunter bent to pick the book up and cradled it in his hands like a small, wounded animal. Aarna felt uncomfortable watching him and ran to catch up with her friends.
Lev sighed. ‘We really should come up with a plan to stand up for ourselves you know,’ he said.
‘Hmmm. Well, I am fed up with being picked on,’ agreed Aarna. ‘And my Mum really will go mad if I come home with another pair of broken glasses...’ 
Tom knew Hunter had broken two pairs of his friend’s thick glasses already. The last time he’d stomped them with his foot so that Aarna had to change places with Charlotte at the front of the class just to see the board for the rest of the day’s lessons. 
‘But perhaps there’s something else going on with him,’ she continued, glancing back to see Hunter, but the street was empty.
‘What’s going on is that he’s a bully. Something’s got to change, that’s for sure,’ replied Lev. ‘Perhaps we should tell one of the teachers after all.’
Tom felt the same as his friends and wished he felt brave enough to stand up to Hunter. He’d dreamed about it over and over, different scenarios but always the same ending, with Tom winning and Hunter backing down, finally leaving them all alone.
But he knew he wasn’t the hero of his dreams.
He knew because he’d been here before.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know it seems like the right thing to do, but believe me, it’s worse to be a snitch. Everyone hated me at Westdale when I told on Trevor. They made my life hell.’ 
Tom thought back to his old school, Westdale High, where he’d been until the beginning of the year. His stomach churned as he remembered being shoved into cupboards, punched in the corridor, and having his things put on top of lockers where he couldn’t reach them. He’d lost count of the times he’d been late for lessons because he had to get the school caretaker to help him get his books down. 
Touching his shoulder absently, he pictured the dark purple bruise from the day his nemesis Trevor had finally gone too far. Scared but desperate, Tom had gone to the school Headmaster and reported the bullying. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done.
But nothing improved. Instead, the bullying got worse as Trevor’s friends began targeting Tom for being a snitch and tattletale. When the other kids in his year joined in, the isolation and name-calling sent Tom into deep anxiety. He dreaded school each day. His grades tanked. And then the stomach aches began.
In the end, his parents pulled him out of Westdale to make a fresh start at St. Fortis where he’d been one of the new joiners along with Aarna and Lev. It was still a few years until his exams began in earnest, so it seemed the best time to move. The experience had left scars though, and Tom worried the same backlash would happen if he spoke up about Hunter. It was easier to stay silent, even as the bully tormented him and his new friends. Besides, there was nothing he could do about it anyway. Being so small would always make him an easy target. He just had to accept that.
The three walked in silence for a while. Each thinking their own thoughts. 
At least it’s the weekend tomorrow, Tom thought. Two whole days of Minecrafting, once homework and chores are done, of course. 
And with just his Dad and his little sister Alice in the house, there would be plenty of time for playing - his Mum just didn’t get Minecraft. Tom smiled as he pictured Alice’s face when he showed her how to use shulker boxes the next day. She loved the way the tops swivelled to reveal their contents.
‘Believe me, nothing ever changes,’ Tom said to his friends as he waved goodbye and turned into the driveway of his house. ‘See you Monday.’
But he couldn’t have been more wrong.






  
  Chapter Three


Meanwhile in the city… 
This place is huge! Tom’s Uncle Martin gazed around the Game Developers Conference.
The walls of the conference hall towered over him, reaching up towards the ceiling like giant monoliths. The huge space was filled with the chatter of excited gamers, the flashing lights of various displays, and the hum of machines. Uncle Martin felt a rush of anticipation. This was the first time he and Tom’s father, John, had attended as developers with a game to sell, and he could hardly believe he was here.
He wandered through the crowds, taking in the sights and sounds of the event. He smiled as he watched a group of people gathered around a booth, cheering and clapping a player completing a difficult level of a brand-new game. Then, in another corner of the room, he spotted a young woman giving a presentation about a personal AI game assistant that selected games for you to play based on your personality type, her voice carrying over the noise of the crowd.
Uncle Martin felt a thrill of inspiration. He and John had been working on their own game for months, and they’d come to the conference hoping to sell it to BigBadGames Ltd, the coolest new gaming company at the show. They had a meeting booked with them in twenty minutes at the networking centre, just a few steps away from where he was now.
As he wandered between the stands, killing time, Uncle Martin’s attention was drawn to a booth displaying a virtual reality headset. He’d never tried one for himself. Intrigued, he stepped closer and picked it up. A young man wearing a ‘can I help you’ badge approached him.
‘Are you interested in trying it out?’ He asked. ‘Another fella has already taken the inside booth, but you’re welcome to have a go out here...’ 
‘I don’t have time right now, thanks, but I’ll pop back later on,’ he replied, thinking that it would be a great way for him and John to blow off some steam after the stress of the meeting. 
But of course, John wasn’t there. He was never where he was supposed to be when he was supposed to be there. Uncle Martin thanked the man and looked at his watch for the fifteenth time. ‘John, where are you?!’ He breathed.
John was never a good timekeeper, even as a child, Martin remembered. Always late for lessons and daydreaming in class, it was a wonder he made it through University at all. 
It helped that he was a whizz at computers, but it was hard running a business with him. The irony was that when he’d met Eleanor, his complete opposite in personality and timekeeping, they’d fallen madly in love. 
I guess opposites really do attract, he’d thought at the time.
But now all he could think about was the meeting that they were about to be late for and how he was probably going to have to manage it on his own…






  
  Chapter Four


Tom had only just rung the doorbell when his Mum threw the front door open, her usually immaculate red hair wild around her face and her temper even wilder. 
‘Your Father is late!’ She exclaimed, frantically dialling a number on her mobile. ‘He knows how important this weekend is for me and your Auntie. She needs this time away and frankly, so do I. Work has been crazy this week!’ 
She walked away from Tom into the kitchen. Sighing, he closed the front door and followed her, noticing his sister Alice watching TV in the living room. 
Yup, Dad forgot again, he thought.
‘Don’t worry Mum, I’m sure he’ll be home soon,’ Tom said, pulling the stool over so he could reach the kitchen cabinet and pull out some bread and jars of peanut butter and jam. ‘He just forgets the time.’
‘He’s a grown man, Tom, and he has a watch. It’s sweet the way you always stick up for him, but this time he’s gone too far. This trip has been in the diary for weeks!’ She balanced her mobile phone between her shoulder and chin and started throwing things into a travel bag.
Tom winced, remembering the missed phone call from his Dad while he was sitting in the school broom closet. Maybe he was calling to explain he was delayed? If only he’d been brave enough to take the call, his Mum wouldn’t be so worried and cross. But there was no point thinking about that - being brave just got you into trouble.
He pulled his phone out of his pocket and looked at the screen. Just one missed call. His Dad hadn’t tried to ring again. Leaving his Mum talking to someone on her mobile, he sneaked out of the kitchen and stood in the hall, hitting the redial button to call his Dad back. As he waited for the call to connect, Alice bounced out of the living room.
‘Tom!’ She squealed, throwing her arms around him.
‘Hi Alice,’ Tom chuckled, loving how pleased his little sister always was to see him. She drove him crazy sometimes with all the questions she asked when he was trying to build a tricky redstone circuit in one of his Minecraft maps, but he knew he was lucky to have such a good relationship with her. Aarna and her brother never seemed to get along, and Lev was an only child.
‘We’re playing this weekend, right? You prooooomised!’ Alice whined, her blond curls bouncing as she jumped up and down.
‘Yup, we sure are. Now shhh a minute, I’m trying to call Dad. I’ll make us some sarnies in a mo.’ Tom put his finger to his lips as the phone rang. He hoped his Dad was just minutes away, but when the answerphone kicked-in he left a message anyway.
‘Hey Dad it’s me, sorry I couldn’t answer the phone earlier, I was umm, in a lesson,’ he lied. He never mentioned Hunter to his parents, not after Westdale. They had enough to worry about; what with his Mum being stressed-out all the time and his Dad struggling to sell his games. ‘Mum is freaking out here because she’s almost ready to go on her trip and you’re not back yet, so can you call her or me when you get this message and let us know you’re on the way? Ok, thanks, bye!’ Tom clicked to end the call and mentally crossed his fingers that his Dad really was almost home.
As he walked back into the kitchen to make sandwiches for himself and Alice, his Mum streaked past him still on the phone and ran up the stairs two at a time. 
For an award-winning life coach, she really freaks out sometimes, Tom thought. 
He didn’t understand much about his Mum's job. She seemed to spend most of her time on video calls talking to people who were unhappy, disorganised, frazzled or all three. Whatever it was she did, it paid well. Which was just as well because the online gaming company his Dad ran with Uncle Martin didn’t seem to make much money - Tom had seen the red-bordered letters from the bank that Dad shoved under the sofa cushions when he thought no one was looking. 
Tom spread peanut butter and jam on two slices of bread and folded them over, carrying them into the living room and handing one to Alice, who immediately stuffed it in her mouth and snuggled up next to him on the sofa. As Tom flicked on their shared Playstation and fired up Minecraft, he could hear his Mum banging closet doors upstairs. 
While he waited for his chosen world to load up, he wondered what would happen if his Dad didn’t come home before she had to leave. He knew the gaming conference that his Dad and uncle had gone to was super important because his Dad was wearing a tie when Uncle Martin picked him up in the car as Tom and Alice left for school. Dad never wore a tie. 
‘You mark my words, Tom,’ his Dad had said between gulps of coffee that splashed on his shirt, ‘This time it’s going to be a success! BigBadGames are going to LOVE our new game and snap up the rights to it straight away!’
His Dad and Uncle had been working on their latest video game for almost two years now and it was good. Tom had played the beta version a bit and suggested a few tweaks. He hoped the big corporation they were presenting to at the conference liked it enough to buy it. 
Perhaps he’s late because it went so well they’re held up signing a contract or something? He mused.
The sound of the doorbell ringing broke through Tom’s thoughts. 
YES! He thought. Dad’s home! 
He ran to the front door and opened it, ready to give his Dad a heads up his Mum was on the warpath. But when he opened the door, it wasn’t his Dad standing on the doorstep.






  
  Chapter Five


‘Hi Tom,’ his Grandmother grinned as she bustled into the house. ‘Your Mam having one of her moments, is she?’  
She winked at Tom mischievously and Tom couldn’t help but grin back before giving her an enormous hug. He loved his Grandma Jo. She was utterly brilliant and not at all like his friends’ grandparents. Ok, she was old, she had a few hairs growing out of her chin, and sometimes used strange Irish phrases that he didn’t understand. But she also had short spiky red hair, was smart, funny and loved watching him and Alice play Minecraft when she came over for Sunday lunch. 
‘What are you doing here Grandma Jo?’ Tom asked.
‘Not pleased to see me then?’ She raised her eyebrows and then laughed heartily, waving her hand when Tom looked flustered, ‘I’m only codding ya, your Mam rang asking if I could pop over and stay with you in case your Dad didn’t arrive home in time… and looks like he didn’t.’ She glanced past him into the kitchen.
‘Dad’s just running a bit late,’ Tom said, defending his Father.
‘Hmm…,’ Grandma Jo smiled. ‘You forget I know my son well enough to know when he’s lost track of the time and wound up somewhere he didn’t expect for longer than he meant.’
Tom sighed and leaned against the door frame, feeling older than his eleven years. ‘Mum is seriously cross this time,’ he admitted.
‘She’ll get over it,’ Grandma Jo replied, walking past Tom into the kitchen and glancing at the chopping board. ‘Peanut butter and jam sandwiches, is it? Yum, my favourite.’
Tom grinned again. Grandma Jo always had a way of lighting up a room - and his mood.
They were just preparing a second round of sandwiches when Tom’s Mum ran down the stairs, hoisting an overnight bag over her shoulder, puffing and blowing. 
‘Oh Josephine, thanks so much for coming over. I just knew John was going to forget about my trip.’ She said, air-kissing Grandma Jo and grabbing a bottle of water out of the fridge.
‘No problem at all, Eleanor,’ Grandma Jo replied, ‘You know this is the only place I get my Minecraft fix.’ She winked at Tom, who grinned back, his mouth full of sandwich.
A horn sounded loudly outside and Tom’s Mum grabbed her things and headed for the door. ‘Bye lovelies, see you on Sunday!’ She called out, slamming the door behind her. 
‘Bye Mum!’ Tom and Alice both called out, but she was already gone.
Tom noticed the stress leave the room like air escaping from a balloon, but he felt sad at the same time. She hadn’t even asked how his day had been.
‘So how’s school?’ Grandma Jo asked him as if she was reading his mind.
‘Oh, it’s OK,’ he lied, cutting the crust off Alice’s sandwiches for her as she wandered back into the kitchen with her empty plate.
‘S’not true,’ Alice said, frowning. ‘Tom hates school.’
‘What?’ Grandma Jo said, looking shocked. ‘I thought you loved school?’
‘Hunter Graeme is a meanie. I don’t like him either. I’m going to play with the horses,’ Alice commented in her staccato way, piling sandwich triangles on her plate and trotting back into the living room. Tom guessed she was going to play in one of the worlds he’d recently created for them, one where he’d spawned lots of horses, Alice’s favourite animal. 
‘Hunter Graeme, eh?’ Grandma Jo said, one eyebrow raised.
Tom knew he couldn’t hide anything from his Grandmother. She seemed to have a sixth sense for trouble. He put down his sandwich and rested his chin on his hands.
‘He’s a boy at school. He’s really mean to Aarna and Lev… he already broke two pairs of Aarna’s glasses and he’s always pulling Lev’s hair… he makes fun of me for being so small... and other stuff.’ Tom sniffed, playing down Hunter’s bullying but still feeling the tears sting behind his eyes. He blinked them away.
Grandma Jo sat back in her chair and wiped at some jam which had fallen out of her sandwich onto her chin. She sucked the red sweetness off her finger, leaving space for Tom to continue.
‘Aarna and Lev want to come up with a plan to stop him, but I know it will just make things worse, like it did at Westdale. Everyone knows bullies just get tired of picking on people after a while… he’ll move on to someone else soon and then everything will be ok.’ 
‘You know, your Dad was bullied at school when he was about your age,’ Grandma Jo said quietly, noticing but not mentioning the bruise on his arm that Tom was rubbing absently.
‘What? He never told me that,’ Tom replied, his eyes widening.
‘Yup, there was a boy in his year who used to knock all his books off the desk when he walked by and push him over in the playground. He called your Dad GeekBoy and threatened to thump him if he told a teacher,’ she continued.
‘No way. Poor Dad!’ 
‘Didn’t last long though. Not once I intervened.’
‘What do you mean, once you intervened?’ Tom sat forward in his chair, intrigued. Could his Grandma help him and his friends too? He wondered.
‘Tom!’ Alice yelled from the living room. ‘I need you… there’s something funny going on with the TV!’
‘I’ll be there in a minute!’ Tom called back, wanting Grandma Jo to finish her story. 
‘Here’s the thing Tom. Bullies are bullies for a reason. They’re not just born that way. In my experience, often something has happened that’s hurt them, but they feel powerless to do anything about it. They lash out at other people to make themselves feel better,’ Grandma Jo said. ‘Sometimes they deserve our sympathy.’
Tom remembered seeing Hunter and his Uncle earlier and the look of sadness on Hunter’s face. But he shook his head. 
No! Hunter does NOT deserve my sympathy. He’s just a bully and I hate him. He shouted inside his head, feeling his anger rising.
‘It doesn’t matter what’s going on, he shouldn’t pick on other people!’ He said a bit too loudly, causing Grandma Jo to raise her eyebrows again. Tom immediately felt bad for raising his voice. It wasn’t his Grandma’s fault he had to hide away every break time.
‘I’m going to help Alice,’ he said, pushing his chair back and leaving the kitchen.
But when he walked into the living room, Alice wasn’t there.






  
  Chapter Six


Where is she?  Tom wondered, sitting on the sofa and calming down after his outburst in the kitchen. He could hear Grandma Jo running water in the sink to wash their sandwich plates and he chewed his lip, feeling sorry again. He guessed she was giving him some space and felt a wash of gratitude. 
Perhaps I’ll talk to her some more about Hunter later, he thought.
Tom glanced at the TV screen where a picture of the Minecraft world he’d made filled the screen. He’d spent a week creating it, mining elements, chopping down countless trees to make planks of wood for Alice’s stables and to crafting useful tools and weapons like iron pickaxes and shields in case mobs came attacking. He’d even made a kennel for his Minecraft dog, Fang.
Alice’s bear Mr Cuddles was sitting up against one of the sofa cushions, looking for all the world like he was watching TV too. And Alice’s plate with a half-eaten sandwich triangle was still on the coffee table that sat between the television and the sofa.
But no Alice.
Perhaps she’s in the bathroom, he thought, picking up his controller. He was just about to log in so he could see his character Steve, when he noticed another character on the screen. It was the Minecraft girl character, Alex, but she had a skin on that made her look remarkably like Alice. 
Tom squinted at the screen, leaning forward instinctively to see her more clearly. Yes, it definitely looked like his sister - long curly blonde hair and a pale pink t-shirt. This was strange because when they played together, Alice had always chosen an animal or unicorn skin for her character. 
Cool change, he thought. I didn’t realise she knew how to do that on her own.
Tom pressed the home button on his controller so he could log in. But something wasn’t right - nothing happened. He was meticulous about charging the controllers, so it couldn’t have run out of charge. Tom picked up Alice’s controller and pressed the home button on that one instead. He grimaced at having to use the pink controller, but again, nothing happened.
Tom looked back at the screen, frowning. The character that looked like Alice was jumping up and down. 
How on earth is that happening? He wondered.
Then Tom noticed the character was pointing at the floor. He peered closer to the screen again as the character moved back and saw some redstone blocks laid out in a pattern. He hadn’t noticed them before because she’d been standing on them. But now that she’d moved back, he could make out the shape of what looked like letters. He spelled them out…
‘H - E - L - P.’






  
  Chapter Seven


‘Alice… is that you?’ Tom asked, feeling silly talking to the TV screen. 
The Alice-shaped character on-screen waved its arms again and pointed a blocky arm at the letters on the floor.
Tom couldn’t believe his eyes. His sister was INSIDE Minecraft. A hundred questions whizzed through his mind, but he voiced only one.
‘How the heck did you get in there?!’
Alice just stared back at him blankly, not being able to reply.
‘Don’t worry, let me try something,’ Tom said, jumping up and walking over to the television. He reached out his fingers, slowly, slowly, towards the screen. He hesitated before his fingers reached the glass, wondering if they would pass completely through it.
Bump. 
No, nothing happened. It was just cold, hard glass.
Now that he was so close to the screen, Tom’s attention swung back to Alice’s avatar, which was now facing away from him. Following her eyeline, he saw a strange mist rolling across the Minecraft world and out of it emerged another character. Tom almost rubbed his eyes, not believing what he was seeing for the second time. But with surprise and horror, Tom knew he was right.
It was a character that shouldn’t have been there because, officially; it didn’t exist. 
Tom had heard about it from one of his favourite YouTubers and apparently a few other players had seen it too (although Aarna and Lev had never seen it either, he’d checked), but the company that made Minecraft denied they’d ever built it into the game.
That meant little to Tom though, because right now that character was heading out of the mist and straight towards Alice.
Herobrine looked like a normal Minecraft character’s evil twin. His eyes glowed bright white, his hair stuck up in spikes, and his mouth twisted into a mean grin bordered by a small, square beard. He didn’t run, bounce or fly like other characters either. He glided. 
And he wasn’t alone. 
In his wake, a mass of mobs were scuttling, walking, and flickering forward. Giant spiders, skeletons carrying bows and arrows, tall Endermen, green Creepers and grey zombies moved as one, spilling over the ground towards his sister.
Tom didn’t like the look of this at all. He’d never seen so many mobs altogether - they didn’t normally travel in packs and besides, he thought he’d used the peaceful setting for this world.
‘Alice, get out of there!’ He shouted at the TV screen. But either Alice couldn’t hear him or she wasn’t listening.
‘Everything ok?’ Grandma Jo called from the kitchen.
‘Err, yes, everything’s fine. We’re just playing,’ Tom called back quickly, not taking his eyes off the screen.
‘Ok, I’m going to lie down for a while. Come get me if you need anything, or if your Dad comes home, alright?’ She replied. 
‘Yes, thank you, I mean, OK,’ Tom said, hearing her heavy footsteps going up the stairs.
On the TV screen, Herobrine had arrived in front of Alice, his head crooked to one side, twitching or glitching, Tom couldn’t tell which. They appeared to be having a conversation. Then suddenly Herobrine’s arms reached forward and lifted Alice, hoisting her high above his head. Tom was rooted to the spot as Herobrine turned round and began gliding back towards the mist, Alice’s blocky arms and legs swinging wildly. 
‘No, no, no, NO!’ Tom shouted at the screen.
But the mobs had closed behind them both, and within a matter of seconds, they were gone.






  
  Chapter Eight


Tom stared blankly at the space where his sister had stood only moments before, inside his favourite video game. A cow wandered past the same spot and bounded up onto a block before bouncing back down again. Everything about the scene looked familiar to Tom, but now it all felt completely different.  
What should I do?! He thought, panicking. His little sister had just been kidnapped by a Minecraft character and disappeared! He wondered for a moment if he was daydreaming or hallucinating and pinched his arm hard to wake himself up. ‘Ouch!’ He said out loud. He definitely wasn’t asleep.
His stomach churned. For a moment he wanted to run straight to Grandma Jo and tell her what had happened, but he had a feeling she wouldn’t believe him and she’d just think they were playing hide and seek or something. After all, who’d ever heard of someone being INSIDE a computer game?
The familiar feeling of panic started rising from his toes.  
What if I can’t get Alice back and she’s gone forever? What will I say to Mum and Dad? Where has Herobrine taken her? How is any of this even happening?! 
Tom paced around the room, wringing his hands. His stomach hurt and he felt sick, the peanut butter and jam sandwiches threatening to make another appearance.
I’ve got to do something. I’ve got to get her back! He thought as he mentally replayed Alice being kidnapped. Adrenaline flowed through him as he scrambled back to the sofa and snatched up his controller. No matter how scared he felt inside, he still had to try.
He pressed the home button again, willing it to work. One, two, three heartbeats passed, but still nothing. 
‘Arrggghhh! You stupid thing, why won’t you work?!’ He growled in frustration, stabbing his fingers on every button randomly. 
Suddenly, the screen in front of him flickered and went blank before the word ‘Minecraft’ appeared, surrounded by a black and brown cave of blocks. 
Yes! It’s rebooting. He thought. 
In the centre of the screen was a box which usually displayed an odd fact about the game like ‘to tame a turtle, feed it seagrass.’ But now it said something completely new:



3 travellers with hearts of gold
The Nether mystery unfold 
Rescue those stolen away 
Invisible you’ll win the day
Battling skulls, free the light to win 
And you’ll end where you begin
But only those who shine within 
Will earn the right to play again



Tom wondered what on earth it meant, but then the screen dissolved and once again the familiar Minecraft landscape appeared. Tom’s finger hovered above the option button. If he pressed it twice he would normally enter the world as his character, Steve. But nothing about today had been normal so far. 
His finger pressed once, twice. Nothing happened for a moment and Tom glanced up at the clock and made a note of the time: four o’clock. His breath caught in his throat and he closed his eyes, making a silent wish for this to work.
When he opened them again, everything seemed just the same and he let out his breath in a whoosh, fluttering a discarded tissue on the coffee table in front of him that Alice must have used to wipe the peanut butter and jam from her mouth. 
It was then that he noticed a path on the screen that he hadn’t seen before. It was just to the right of where Alice had been standing and it seemed to lead towards a small cluster of buildings. As Tom watched, something strange happened. The screen in front of him wobbled gently, like the raspberry jelly he sometimes had at school for lunch, and the path appeared to grow outwards towards him. Centimetre by centimetre it spilt out into the room, becoming wider as it did so until it met the floor and stopped just in front of the sofa, at Tom’s feet. 
Gingerly, Tom tapped the path with his toe. It felt solid. He stood up and tried taking a step forward. He could feel the sandy ground and hear a slight crackle, like he was treading on rice pops that had been half buried. Tom took another step away from the sofa and as he rounded the corner of the table, it seemed as if the living room was suddenly getting bigger and twisting to one side. The distance from the sofa to the TV was only a couple of steps, but it seemed to be much further away now and as Tom took another step forward to close the gap, he realised it wasn’t the living room that was growing; it was him shrinking. 
Two more steps and Tom was in front of the screen, except it was now so tall and so wide that he could only just make out the top and sides. In front of him, he could see the blocky landscape of the plains biome that Alice had been playing in, but now it was life-size. He tentatively stretched out his hand, expecting to feel the screen’s solid glass surface again, but this time it gave a little under his fingers, like the skin of a balloon. 
He pushed a little, and a dimple appeared. A little more and it became a dip, which got deeper and deeper until, with a soft ‘pop’, his hand went straight through the screen and he felt a strong pulling sensation like he was being sucked up by a hoover. Bit by bit, the screen pulled his arm and shoulder through. Tom squeezed his eyes tight shut and held his breath as his head was squished through the wobbly, plasticky screen. 






  
  Chapter Nine


Tom opened his eyes and promptly sunk up to his knees in mud.  
‘Yuk!’ He squelched his blocky feet up and down. Glancing down at his body, he realised he was dressed as his usual Minecraft character, Steve, complete with a turquoise t-shirt, blue trousers and dark grey square shoes. He twisted his body, noticing his squared-off arms and legs. He didn’t feel any different, but he certainly looked different.
Looking around, he saw the oak stable that he’d built on his left and a large paddock on his right, full of horses for Alice. Next to the stable was a kennel for his pet wolf, Fang. Further ahead, he could see a village of small houses with a large building at its centre and a path that wound its way towards a group of trees, with mountains in the distance, one of which was strangely darker than the others.
He bent down and ran his hand over the grass that bordered the mud he was standing in. It felt similar to real grass, but thicker and more angular. He noticed the leaves on the trees weren’t moving. In fact, there was no breeze at all. He stood up and studied the ground more closely. Yes, he thought, there are feint lines that mark out the square blocks, but it’s smoother and less obvious than when I’m playing on screen. 
The screen! He swung around to look for the TV screen he’d just passed through, but there was nothing there. Nothing except a furious-looking Minecraft girl holding a shovel.
‘What exactly are you doing?’ she said crossly. Her dark brown hair flowed over her shoulders, the top strands pulled back from her face. She wore a green and brown top with cut-outs for her shoulders, grey trousers and white sneakers.
Tom looked past her and saw a fence surrounding the mud he was squelching in. He followed the fence back to where he was standing, right in the middle of a now broken panel.
‘Um, sorry,’ he said. ‘I seem to have broken your fence.’
‘And you’ve let my pigs escape!’
Tom noticed the pink pigs that were shuffling towards the village.
‘Yes,’ he answered sheepishly, not sure what else to say.
‘Well, don’t just stand there,’ the girl said. ‘Help me fix it and get them back. I don’t have time for this!’
Tom watched as she closed her eyes and then reached behind her back. When her arm appeared again, she was holding the exact piece of fence needed to fill the gap Tom was standing in. 
‘Are you going to move?’ She asked him, frowning.
‘Oh yes, sure.’ He watched as she placed the fence panel on the ground in the gap, where it slowly merged with the rest of the fence. After a moment, the fence was as good as new.
That’s cool! Tom thought. He guessed that when she’d closed her eyes, she must have been looking in her inventory, and perhaps she selected the fence panel when her arm went behind her back. He wanted to ask her if he was right, but he wasn’t sure how to start the conversation. 
Does she even know she’s part of a computer game? He wondered. He decided that as she was already cross with him and clearly in a rush, he’d postpone the questioning for now.
The girl gave him a quizzical stare. ‘You’re not from around here, are you?’ She said, finishing her repairs.
‘No, I’m, um, just travelling through,’ he said, and then, remembering the urgency to search for Alice; ‘Anyway, I’d better get going.’
‘Not until you’ve helped me round up my pigs, you’re not. They cost me ten iron ingots,’ she replied. ‘Come on, they’re getting away.’
The girl jumped over the fence and bounced away from him towards the houses, her long brown hair hardly moving as she went. Tom hesitated for a moment and then chased after her, his arms and legs swinging easily with little effort. 
After all, he thought, I don’t know yet if everything works here the same as when I’m playing at home and perhaps if I help her, she might help me.
Tom realised happily that running here was much easier than games lessons at school. He’d always struggled with sports. He huffed and puffed to keep up with his classmates in cross-country training, and the ball sailed past him in football. His face flushed at the thought of the name-calling he usually got from Hunter and his gang. It was rubbish being the smallest boy. Thankfully, in Minecraft he was the same size as the other characters. One more reason he loved the game.
When he caught up with the girl, she had already attached leashes to the three pigs and was leading them back to their pen. She didn’t seem to need his help at all.
‘I’m Tom, by the way,’ he said, walking alongside her.
‘I’m Serena Ferox. Hold this, will you?’ She gave him a leash and kept walking. The pig attached to it promptly sat down and Tom had to drag it back to its feet and catch up with her again.
Tom decided his need for information outweighed an awkward conversation. ‘Hey, just wondering, but how did you have the exact fence post you needed?’ He asked. Serena touched the gate of the pigsty and it swung open. 
‘It was in my stash,’ she replied offhandedly. ‘I traded it for some pork chops a while back.’
That was interesting, but not really what Tom meant. 
‘No, I mean HOW did you do it?’ He asked.
‘You really aren’t from around here, are you.’ It was a statement more than a question this time, and Serena looked at him quizzically.
‘Look, I’m not supposed to be here,’ Tom said, feeling his way. ‘I’m from out there.’ He pointed up into the sky where he thought the screen might have been that he came through. ‘I play this game sitting on the sofa at home and I love it more than anything, but then something happened, my sister disappeared and now I’m inside it, with you,’ he continued.
‘What, you’re a Gamer? A real live Gamer?’ Serena stared at him again, this time open-mouthed.
‘Yes,’ Tom said. ‘And before I arrived here, I saw someone take my Sister, Alice. I have to find her. We have to get home!’ His voice quivered a bit as he spoke and he tried to run his hand through his hair, but his blocky arm made it tricky. 
‘Well, that changes everything,’ Serena said, bounding off towards the large building in the centre of the village so that Tom had to hurry to keep up again. ‘The Burgomaster needs to hear about this. And this time, he’s going to listen to me.’
‘Who’s the Burgomaster?’ Tom called, setting off after her, but she was already too far away to hear him.






  
  Chapter Ten


Tom followed Serena to a large hall in the centre of the village. It was made entirely of oak, with wooden pillars supporting the overhanging roof above ornately carved wooden double doors. As he crossed the threshold, his gaze took in the patterned walls and elaborately tiled floor. There were alcoves built into the long sides of the hall where villagers gathered around tables, talking or bartering for goods. Lanterns hung from the ceiling, lighting the room, and flower pots of peonies lined the walls. A multi-coloured tablecloth covered a long wooden table in the centre of the room, which was piled high with stacks of bread, roasted chickens still sizzling, glistening carrots and potatoes, and barrels overflowing with apples and sweet berries. 
At one end of the table sat a large villager who looked like a cross between a librarian and a wandering trader. He wore a blue robe, far more flamboyant than Tom had seen in the game before, and a red cap striped with gold thread, matching the detail in his robe. His bushy beard was flecked with crumbs and a pair of round glasses balanced precariously on the end of his bulbous nose.
Serena marched up to the table and stopped in front of the villager. He frowned as he put down his gold-rimmed coffee cup and took off his glasses.
‘Serena,’ he said.
‘Burgomaster,’ she replied.
‘To what do I owe this pleasure?’ He asked, lounging in his flamboyant, high-backed chair.
‘You know why I’m here,’ she said, crossly. ‘It’s the same reason I’ve been coming here every day since…’
But he didn’t let her finish. ‘I thought we’d discussed this. Savannah’s gone and there’s nothing we can do. Better to just move on,’ The Burgomaster said quietly, perusing the cakes in front of him.
‘Move on?!’ Serena raised her voice. ‘She’s my sister and I’m going to get her back!’
Two villagers who were walking past stopped to stare at her. The Burgomaster gave them a broad smile and waved them on.
Tom listened to their argument, utterly confused. Who was this Burgomaster and who was Savannah? It was his sister who was missing, unless…
Tom walked forward to join Serena at the table. 
‘Is Savannah your sister?’ He asked her. ‘Was she taken by Herobrine too?’
The Burgomaster shivered at the mention of the kidnapper, but before Serena could answer Tom, he leaned forward in his seat. 
‘And who is this?’ he asked. 
‘This is a gamer. And his sister’s been taken too,’ Serena said, her voice barely lowered.
‘Reaaallly? A gamer you say…’ He dragged out each letter as he heaved himself out of his seat and walked towards Serena and Tom. He circled Tom like a prowling cat, hmm-ing and tutting. 
‘It’s a pleasure to meet you Tom, I’m the Burgomaster,’ he said. ‘You might say I’m in charge around here.’ He puffed out his chest and Serena shook her head. ‘Tell me, Tom, how did you arrive here in our little village?’ he asked, trailing his hand along Tom’s shoulder.
Tom could feel the tension between Serena and the Burgomaster, but he decided he had nothing to lose by telling the truth. After all, he needed all the help he could get in finding Alice.
‘Well, I was playing Minecraft in the living room one minute, trying to see where Alice had gone, and the next minute I was sucked through the screen and I landed in her pigsty.’ He looked at Serena.
‘And this Alice… is she your sister?’ the Burgomaster raised his eyebrows, reminding Tom of the hairy caterpillars he’d studied in biology.
‘Yes. Somehow she ended up in the game and then the mobs arrived and Herobrine carried her off. I have to find her and get us both home!’
The Burgomaster shivered again at the mention of the mob villain. ‘Whoa there, let’s back that up for a moment,’ he said, composing himself. ‘Tell me more about the game. And what do you know about the mob attacks?’ 
Tom took a deep breath. ‘Ok look, where I come from you’re all in a game called Minecraft and my sister and I and millions of other people play it and build things in maps, just like this one, where you’re living. Everyone and everything in the game is made of blocks. I thought you were all just characters someone made up. I had no idea you were real,’ Tom explained.
The Burgomaster nodded, encouraging him to continue while he paced up and down in front of him, his hands clasped behind his back.
‘The mob attacks are something new, though,’ Tom said. ‘I’ve never seen them group together like that before in a game. Mobs usually spawn, I mean appear, alone. They don’t travel in packs like the one I saw.’ He was feeling light-headed, a strange dizzy feeling that made him want to sit down, and he shook his head a little to clear it.
The Burgomaster stopped pacing and sat back down in his seat at the head of the table. 
‘Yes, we know about you gamers,’ he said. ‘Sometimes you’re nice, sometimes you’re not.’ He stroked his beard, looking Tom up and down. ‘But you’re right about the mobs. They’re working together now. Villagers have been disappearing now for days.’ 
‘Including my sister, Savannah,’ Serena growled.
The Burgomaster picked up a chicken leg and Tom could see it disappearing slowly, even though the Burgomaster didn’t seem to move his mouth. He realised he must be eating it and felt dizzy again. 
Serena noticed him looking at the food.
‘You’re hungry,’ she said. ‘Haven’t you been watching your food bar?’
Of course, he thought, I haven’t eaten anything! No wonder I’m feeling odd.
Tom usually made sure he had plenty of bread, cake or cooked chicken in his inventory when he started playing in the real world, but there was no time to do that before he was sucked into the game. And now he didn’t even know how to see his food and health bars. There weren’t any obvious buttons or symbols on his clothes, no 007 watches or anything fancy like that.
Serena sighed. ‘You don’t know how to check your bars, right? Just like the other one.’
The Burgomaster chuckled and Tom wondered what she meant by the other one - did she mean Alice? He made a note to ask her just as soon as he’d eaten something.
‘Close your eyes,’ Serena said.
Tom did as she said and closed his eyes. After a moment, a row of red hearts appeared on the inside of his eyelids along with a single chicken drumstick emoji. Wow, he thought, that’s so cool! But yeah, I’m definitely running low on food. 
‘We can’t have our guests dying of hunger now, can we?’ The Burgomaster said as Tom opened his eyes. ‘Help yourself.’ He gestured to the feast in front of him, and Tom walked up to the table. 
What do I do now? He wondered. He experimented by reaching out towards a plate of food. As soon as he touched it, it disappeared from his hand and he immediately tasted mouthwateringly juicy roast chicken. It was strange to be eating without chewing, but within a few moments he was feeling much better and with a quick close of his eyes he saw his food bar was full again. 
Wow, he thought, Lev would LOVE it here. Then something occurred to him.
‘What did you mean when you said “the other one?”’ He asked Serena, as he quickly picked up a sausage roll and a jacket potato loaded with butter and cheese.
‘I’ll explain later,’ she said, brushing off his question. ‘What’s more important is finding Savannah - and Alice - and stopping these mobs from terrorising us and kidnapping any more villagers.’
Tom noticed Serena drop her head momentarily before raising her chin, a defiant look on her face. 
The Burgomaster leaned closer to Serena and lowered his voice. 
‘The problem is that it’s harvest time and I can’t spare many villagers to mount a search party. You know full well that when the mobs come they don’t just take our people, they steal our crops too. We’re down to our last bushels of wheat in the store… but perhaps a few could join you,’ he considered. 
He cleared his throat before addressing the rest of the gathered villagers. 
‘Who here is brave enough to join Serena and this stranger on a dangerous mission to find our people and bring them back home?’
Tom noticed Serena rolling her eyes. The Burgomaster wasn’t exactly encouraging the villagers; he was clearly scaring them as they shuffled their feet and looked at the floor. 
‘I, err… I just want to find my sister,’ Tom said, biting his lip, worried about the sound of a dangerous mission himself.
The Burgomaster ignored him. 
‘Who here will step up and stand next to this brave young warrior?’
Tom glanced around before realising that the Burgomaster meant him.
‘No, really, I’m not brave. I just want to find Alice and get back home before Grandma Jo wakes up and realises we’ve gone…’ he said. He’d only ever tackled mobs from behind a computer screen. It suddenly felt much more real here on the inside. 
What would happen if a spider or zombie killed me here? Would I respawn, would I ping back into the living room at home, or would I be gone for real? Tom wondered. He decided he didn’t want to find out. 
The villagers continued to glance nervously at each other or found a sudden interest in their hands. 
‘We don’t have time for this,’ Serena’s voice rang out clearly. She stepped closer to Tom until they were almost shoulder-to-shoulder. ‘You know why I need to go, Burgomaster, and Tom has the same reason. If no one else will join us, we’ll just have to go alone.’
The Burgomaster stroked his chin again and thought for a moment. 
‘Indeed Serena. You have as much at stake as any of us. Alright, it’s agreed. You will join Tom in his quest to rescue our villagers and we will give you as much food and supplies as you can carry.’
‘I wasn’t asking your permission,’ she whispered under her breath.
‘Rescue the villagers..?’ Tom said, confused. ‘And what quest?’
‘Join me in sending our brave warriors on their way!’ The Burgomaster called out to the crowd who, now that they were no longer being asked to do anything, cheered loudly and waved their arms in the air.
The same feeling Tom had earlier that morning was creeping up from his toes. When it reached his tummy, he felt queasy again, and he guessed it wasn’t the food he’d just eaten from the Burgomaster’s table. Somehow he’d gone from hiding from the school bully to losing his sister and being thrown into a dangerous mission inside a computer game in the space of just a few hours. What on earth was going to happen next?






  
  Chapter Eleven


‘That man is a coward,’ Serena growled as she opened a chest and started tapping items, which disappeared immediately.  
After leaving the hall, Serena and Tom had walked back to her farmhouse on the edge of the village. Tom thought it was quite a complex build to pull off, with several fenced 9 x 9 grass squares on multiple levels and a large mainly oak house with a stacked sloping roof made from stair blocks. It had one main room, with a bedroom off to one side and a storeroom off to the other. Each of the grass squares either had a different crop growing on it, or a pen with sheep or cows. There was also a larger fenced-off area to the side of the house full of oinking pink pigs. Impressed, Tom made a mental note of the design to recreate it later himself, perhaps with a few tweaks here and there.
‘The Burgomaster, you mean?’ he asked.
‘He’s supposed to be the head of the village, but he does nothing to protect us. He’s as scared as all the others,’ Serena scoffed. 
Tom had the strange sensation of two different feelings at once - the Burgomaster’s fear reminded him of how he felt when Hunter was around and that made him sympathise with the man, but he also felt that somehow the Burgomaster should be braver and stand up for his village and people. He certainly couldn’t ever think about ‘moving on’ from finding Alice.
‘Come on, we need to get busy - we’re going to need a lot of supplies.’ Serena’s instructions pulled Tom out of his thoughts. He watched closely as she closed the chest before breaking a furnace with a few strikes of her arm - instead of splintering into pieces on the floor, it too disappeared and Tom assumed she’d added it to her inventory.
‘Umm… how do I see my inventory?’ Tom asked, feeling frustrated about not knowing something here that was second nature to him back home. Normally, he’d just click the triangle button on his keypad and all the items would be ready for him to add to his hot bar or use.
Serena sighed. ‘You mean your stash?’ Tom nodded. ‘OK, so you close your eyes to see your hearts, right?’ she continued, ‘Now blink twice slowly, keep your eyes closed and you’ll see your stuff.’
Tom did as she said and suddenly a grid appeared like he was looking at a computer screen on the inside of his eyelids. So far, all he had was the left-over food from the Burgomaster’s table. 
‘But how do I add things if my eyes are closed?’ He asked Serena, confused.
‘When you break things or pick them up they just get added,’ she shrugged.
Tom walked over to the chest Serena had used before and opened it. Inside there was a selection of useful things, including torches and a diamond pickaxe. He carefully lifted his arm and tapped it on the pickaxe, torches and two flint and steels. They immediately disappeared. He blinked twice, kept his eyes closed, and it reappeared in the table behind his eyes. It was a strange sensation, and Tom felt dizzy again. He stumbled and landed on the floor with a thud.
‘Ready to go, brave warrior?’ Serena laughed, and Tom realised she was leaning against the wall watching him. He blushed.
‘I don’t have any weapons,’ he said. ‘And we’ll need more food, won’t we?’
‘Food we can get in the village, along with some other supplies. I’ve only got one sword, but I’ve got some sticks and we can mine for what we need to make another one on the way,’ Serena replied, opening the door and jumping down the steps. ‘We can stop at the next village too. I know someone there we can ask for help. But we must get going.’
‘Where exactly are we going?’ Tom called after her. ‘Shouldn’t we have some sort of plan?’
‘I do have a plan,’ Serena replied shortly, setting off towards the village. ‘I’m going to rescue my sister, and you’re going to rescue yours.’
‘But where exactly are we rescuing them from?’ Tom called after her, but she didn’t reply.
By the time he caught up, they’d arrived back in the village. Serena stopped at a pretty house and knocked on the cherry-wood door. The house was a lot smaller than hers, with three flower pots outside, each containing a single red tulip. They’re Alice’s favourite flower, Tom thought fleetingly.
The door opened just a little, and a villager peered out.
‘Serena!’ The elderly woman said, opening the door fully and holding her arms out wide. She had short, grey hair cut close to her head and wore a long beige tunic tied with a rope.
‘Hi Clementine. How are you?’ Serena replied as they embraced, her voice soft and her expression more gentle than Tom had seen before. 
‘Never mind about me. What do you need?’ Clementine said, coming straight to the point.
Serena chuckled. ‘No chit-chat today?’ Then she sighed, ‘You’ve always been there for Savannah and me, Clem, thank you. We need food to take with us.’
‘Hmmm… I heard about your journey. Of course you do. And I’ve got bread and cake freshly made. You can take the lot.’ Clementine bustled back inside for a moment before dropping loaves of bread and pieces of cake on the floor in front of Tom and Serena.
‘Go on then, son.’ She motioned to Tom. ‘Pick it up. You’re going to need all your strength when you get to the fortress.’
Tom walked over to the food, and it disappeared. A double blink confirmed it’d moved into his inventory. 
‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Umm… fortress?’
‘You haven’t told him?’ Clementine deflected Tom’s question, speaking directly to Serena and frowning slightly. ‘He has a right to know what he’s getting himself into, Serena.’
‘He’ll know soon enough,’ Serena replied darkly and Tom felt a shiver down his spine. He was no nearer to finding Alice and there were far too many things he didn’t know here. 
I can’t back out now, he thought. Alice needs me. But what if I can’t do this? I can’t even deal with Hunter at school. How am I going to rescue my sister from a fortress and a load of mobs? 
Serena was tough, Tom didn’t doubt that, but he still wished Aarna and Lev were here with him. They’d cheered him up even when Hunter knocked him to the floor last week, and somehow it made him feel better knowing they were going through the same thing - Hunter seemed to have a special dislike for the three of them.
‘C’mon,’ Serena said, slapping Tom on the back so he stumbled forward. ‘Let’s go kick some mob butt.’






  
  Chapter Twelve


Following a path through the lush forest biome, Tom marvelled at the vivid colours around him, way brighter than at home. There were frequent copses of tall oak and birch trees, their branches forming a dense canopy, creating dark areas where shafts of sunlight streamed through gaps in the leaves. Tom kept away from the edge of the tree line, aware that mobs were more likely to spawn in dimly lit areas like forests. Taking a deep breath, he smelt the earthy scents of moss and mushrooms that grew in the cool, damp shade of the trees and he thought he could just hear the gurgle of a flowing stream nearby. 
Turning back to the path, he saw something sparkly ahead. 
‘Is that a spell bottle?’ He asked, bending down to grasp it.
‘Whatever you do, don’t touch it!’ Serena cried, throwing her arm out to stop him. ‘It might still have some magic inside.’
Tom backed away from the bottle and eyed it suspiciously as they continued walking.
‘You know about magic?’ Tom said. ‘I didn’t realise villagers used magic.’
‘We don’t. We leave that to the potion masters, mostly. But I know enough not to pick up potion bottles,’ she said. ‘Which is clearly more than you do.’
Tom smarted at her reply but found the social rules here interesting. It was more complex than he’d realised when he was playing at home. 
Earlier, they’d headed out of Serena’s village with the food from Clementine and other provisions they’d been given or traded for with the villagers. They had most of what Serena said they’d need, apart from things they’d have to mine themselves like coal and wood. But now that the sun was setting, Tom noticed she was getting twitchy, and kept looking around them. The winding path they were following would lead them to the next village, where Serena said they could take shelter from any nearby mobs and get some rest before setting off again in the morning for the fortress.
Tom was used to battling mobs like zombies, skeletons and spiders in Minecraft. In fact, he enjoyed hearing them screech and collecting whatever they dropped as they fell, but he wasn’t so sure how he felt about them now they’d be right there in front of him. 
What if I die here? He wondered as they walked. He realised he hadn’t set a respawn point like he usually did when he started playing and that worried him too. Where would I respawn? Would I reappear back at home? What if I didn’t..?
Tom realised Serena was talking about her family and he focused his attention on what she was saying, resolving to ask her later what happened when people got attacked by mobs. 
‘And ever since Mum and Dad died, it’s been just the two of us on the farm,’ she said with a sad smile. 
‘What happened to them?’ Tom asked, realising he could get more than one question answered. ‘If you don’t mind me asking…’ he added politely.
‘They were mining for coal in a cave on the other side of the village and ran out of candles. Dad wanted to come home, but Mum had just found a line of coal blocks and wanted to keep going. Then the spiders came…’ Serena gulped and Tom looked away in case she was going to cry. Seeing people cry made him uncomfortable. But she just stared at the ground for a moment, and then continued. 
‘Dad had an iron sword and fought them off while Mum made a run for it, but there were just too many. One of them caught up with Mum. She had some damage but made it back to the farm. She was too low on energy though, and with the crops being so low after all the raids, I couldn’t make enough bread in time…’
‘I’m sorry,’ Tom said, not knowing what else to say. The thought of losing his parents made him feel hollow.
‘It’s not your fault,’ Serena said, squaring her shoulders, her stony face returning. ‘Mobs are much braver now than they used to be. Herobrine has a lot to answer for.’
They walked quietly for a while and the silence hung thickly in the air between them. As Serena collected some wooden blocks from a group of spruce trees, Tom thought about her parents not respawning and how Serena and Savannah had worked on the farm together, raising pigs and cattle and growing crops to trade. It was so different to the life he and Alice had. He resolved to be more considerate to villagers when he was playing in the future. Then his thoughts turned to Alice and Savannah and how Serena must be as desperate as he was to get her sister back. After all, Savannah was all she had left. 
He thought back to when they’d left her village and Serena’s retelling of what happened the day before, when the mobs had done another raid. 
‘Yesterday they came again,’ she’d said. ‘I was fishing in the river just over the ridge. They took Savannah. I ran as fast as I could, but the mist was so thick around them I just couldn’t see… I got lost and had to turn back.’ She hadn’t cried then either, but Tom could see the broken look on her face. It had given him a heavy feeling in his chest.
That feeling came back listening to Serena talk about her parents, but this time it settled in his stomach, sickening him. If Herobrine was making the mobs braver, they would only become more and more dangerous. 
Then suddenly Tom realised he didn’t just want to get Alice back. He wanted to get them all back. All the villagers that had been taken. He wanted everything to go back to the way it was before all this happened. He wanted to sit on the sofa with Alice and just play, Grandma Jo bringing them hot chocolate and cookies and asking them questions about what they were building and getting all the names of things wrong. 
‘What are you smiling about?’ Serena asked.
‘Oh nothing, just that I miss being on the other side, you know, just playing,’ he replied, sighing.
‘What’s it like, playing?’ She asked him.
‘It’s so much fun,’ Tom replied, ‘I love that I can build whatever I want in creative and explore the maps, engineer things with red stone, or play in survival and battle the mobs.’ It felt weird telling Serena about playing in what was clearly her world. A world that was usually far more dangerous for her than for him.
‘Yes, the other one told us about your ‘creative’ play,’ Serena said. ‘For us, it’s just survival all the time.’
‘Who’s this other gamer you keep talking about?’ Tom asked, intrigued. 
‘He arrived before your sister and was crazy excited about being in the game,’ she chuckled. ‘But then he left. I was too worried about Alice to think about it, to be honest.’
Tom wondered who it could have been. Could other people enter this world? His Mum didn’t allow him to play in multiplayer mode, so it could only have been one of a few people, unless this side of the game was open to anyone?
As he was thinking, Tom almost slipped on another bottle. Looking down, he realised there were six of them strewn across the path. 
‘Don’t touch them,’ Serena reminded him as he stepped carefully over them.
‘She’s giving you some good advice there.’ Tom spun around as a villager walked out from behind a tree next to the path and stopped in front of them. ‘You never can tell with spells,’ he said cheerily.
Tom was used to how villagers looked and behaved in Minecraft; they trundled about during the day doing whatever job was assigned to them and then slept at night in a bed inside a village house. (He felt a twinge of guilt about all the times he’d struck a bell over and over just to make them run around like crazy…) 
He knew there were farmers, butchers, and shepherds, but the villager in front of them didn’t look like anyone he’d seen before. He wore a bright purple robe with a picture of a sun on the front, almost like a priest, and he was carrying a bottle in his hand, just like the one Tom had found on the path.
‘Hey Harrizor,’ Serena said to the villager, ‘I’m guessing these are your bottles?’
‘You guess right,’ the villager replied, holding up the bottle in his hand and shaking it gently from side to side. The contents swirled in shades of red and orange and small sparks exploded on the glass sides. ‘I’ve been working on some new potions… not successfully, I must admit,’ he continued, brushing soot off his clothes.
‘Well, you need to pick them up. Someone could get hurt,’ she scolded him, before turning to Tom. ‘Tom, this is Harrizor Proditio, a potion master from the next village,’ Serena explained before turning to the villager. ‘Funnily enough, we were just on our way to see you. We need your help.’
‘Oh, really?’ Harrizor replied.
‘A potion master?’ said Tom, jumping into the conversation. ‘I’ve never seen a potion master in Minecraft.’
Harrizor raised his eyebrows at Serena.
‘This is Tom. He’s a gamer. I’ll explain about that later. Look, Herobrine has captured Savannah and his sister. The Burgomaster sent us on a mission to rescue them and the other villagers that have gone missing,’ she said, her tone urgent. ‘Not that he needed to,’ she added quietly. ‘I was going anyway.’
‘A gamer, you say. Of course, I’ve heard rumours, but I’ve never seen one before with my own eyes…’ He walked around Tom, who had the uncomfortable feeling of being closely studied for the second time that day. ‘And you’re going where?’ He asked.
‘To Herobrine’s fortress. First thing tomorrow. We’ll need potions, but first we need somewhere safe for tonight. I don’t want Tom out in the open when the mobs are about.’
‘And his sister’s been taken..?’
‘Yes, along with Savannah, like I said,’ repeated Serena, her tone getting sharper.
‘I can take care of myself, you know, I’ve battled mobs before plenty of times,’ Tom said, hoping he sounded braver than he felt. Ok, he thought, so I’ve never actually battled mobs here, but how different could it be?
Serena and Harrizor ignored him. 
‘And now you’re going to the fortress? Just the two of you… are you serious?!’ Harrizor said incredulously. 
Serena and Tom nodded.
‘Well then, you’d better follow me…’ he said, turning, his robe rippling in the air. ‘We need to be quick though. It’s already getting dark.’ 






  
  Chapter Thirteen


Serena and Tom followed Harrizor along the path which skirted the outside of another small wood before opening out into a glade. In the centre was another village, smaller than the one Serena lived in, but with familiar Minecraft-style houses built from cobblestone. On one side of the glade was a small hill and opposite, in the distance, a crystal blue lake and dense forest lay in front of the huge and foreboding dark mountain that he’d seen from Serena’s village.  
Harrizor walked through the houses, waving at a few villagers as he passed, before bounding up the hill to a tall tower. He opened the oak front door and Serena and Tom followed him up a winding staircase. The room at the top of the tower was sparse and functional but large enough for a bedroom area, a small library full of bookcases, a brewing stand, a cauldron, an anvil, and several chests. Glow stones lay in a pattern on the floor, lighting the room.
‘Make yourselves at home,’ Harrizor said, quickly adding two extra beds from his inventory to one side of the room that Serena and Tom could sleep in if they wanted to. 
Tom was tired and keen to sleep so they could set off to find Alice the next morning, but the potion master fascinated him. There was no such character in the game as far as Tom knew, but then again, he’d thought that Herobrine was a myth before today. What other characters are here? He wondered. 
He watched as Harrizor bustled about the room, filling bottles from the cauldron and adding things to the brewing stand. Tom smiled, finally here was something he knew about.
‘You’ll be wanting a night vision potion, I’m guessing?’ Harrizor asked.
‘Yes, and at least one invisibility potion as they only last three minutes, plus a potion of undying if you know how to make one,’ added Tom, thinking about all the things he’d usually use to stay safe in the game. ‘Can you do enchantments too?’ He looked around the room for an enchantment table and spotted one in the corner.
Harrizor looked sheepish. ‘Hmm… yes well… I’ve actually only completed level one of potion mastery and we haven’t done undying yet or much enchanting… sorry. But night vision I can absolutely do for you!’ 
‘What do you mean you’ve only done level one?’ Serena stormed over. ‘Clem told me you were fully qualified?’
‘Yes, well… I didn’t want to let Auntie Clem down. It’s been hard to get the ingredients to finish the course,’ Harrizor mumbled, looking at his feet.
‘Great,’ Serena grumbled. ‘Now what are we going to do? We need those potions, otherwise we’ll never get past the mobs.’ She paced up and down the room, frowning.
Tom knew Serena was right. Night vision was one thing, but without a potion of undying, or at least invisibility, it would be risky to take on a lot of mobs who could already see at night. They’d need enchanted swords and armour too, ideally. A lot was missing, but after following Serena around all day and feeling lost in a world where he usually felt at home, at least this was something he could do to help them get Alice and Savannah back. 
‘Don’t worry,’ Tom said confidently, ‘The potion of undying will be impossible without a totem, but I can make most of what we need.’ 
Serena’s head swivelled to stare at him in surprise.
‘I make potions and use enchanted things all the time back at home,’ Tom explained. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got in your chests...’
‘My ingredients stock is low at the moment… but you’re welcome to take whatever I’ve got.’ Harrizor pointed to one of the chests and Tom bounded over to look inside. 
‘Ok, so to make an invisibility potion we need blaze powder… tick, a potion of night vision and a fermented spider eye. You’ve got a water bottle and Nether wart for the night vision potion… wow, actually you’ve got a lot of Nether wart, how come?’
‘Yeah, our potions teacher has a Nether wart farm nearby, and he lets us harvest what we need for our studies,’ Harrizor explained.
‘Well, that’s great, so we don’t need to go to the Nether for that,’ Tom continued, relieved they didn’t need to venture into the Minecraft underworld. The Nether was dangerous at the best of times, but without knowing whether he’d respawn, he didn’t fancy going there. 
‘So we just need to add a golden carrot for the night vision potion and once that’s done, a fermented spider eye to complete the invisibility potion,’ he said. ‘You’ve got some sugar though, so if we can find a brown mushroom and a spider eye, I can ferment it myself. I haven’t seen many brown mushrooms here, but they’re usually under trees or in caves, right?’ He asked the others.
Serena shrugged.
‘Yes… but to get a spider eye, you’re going to need to kill a spider and there’s no guarantee that it’ll drop an eye,’ Harrizor replied, frowning and rubbing his head.
‘True, but if we enchant a sword with looting, then we’ll have a better chance of it dropping an eye when we kill it,’ Tom said, working through the process in his head. ‘You’ve got an enchantment table, but we’ll need to strengthen it to get the best chance for the looting to give us what we want.’
‘Hey, so you do know your stuff,’ Serena said, nodding her head slowly before walking over to offer her help. ‘OK, so how do we make it stronger?’ 
‘It’s quite simple really,’ Tom replied, swelling with pride at knowing something they didn’t. ‘You just place fifteen bookcases around the enchantment table, leaving a block’s space between them, and another space in the middle of one side where you can stand to do the spell. It’ll increase the chances of making a strong looting enchantment.’
‘Cool!’ Harrizor said, smiling. ‘This is better than potions school!’
‘Um… do you mind if I break some of these bookcases?’ Tom asked, pointing to the wall of bookshelves on the far side of the room.
‘Be my guest!’ Harrizor said enthusiastically, ready to learn from his guest. He moved the enchantment table until it was in the middle of the room.
Tom set to work breaking down the bookcases until he had fifteen stored in his inventory. Then he dropped them in a square around the enchantment table, leaving the necessary spaces.
‘Here,’ Serena said, dropping an iron sword in front of Tom. ‘You’ll need this.’
‘Thanks,’ Tom replied, adding it to his inventory. ‘Do you have more than one, by any chance?’
‘No, but I can make one if we need it,’ she replied guardedly. ‘Why…?’
‘I’ll let you know if we need it,’ Tom replied.
He stood in front of the enchantment table and considered what to do next. There was already a pile of brilliant blue lapis lazuli sitting on top of the table. When he was playing at home, he’d press L2 on his game controller and he’d see the enchantment table open up so that he could place the sword and the lapis lazuli in the boxes to perform the enchantment. Perhaps if he just tapped the table with his arm, the same thing would happen? He stuck his arm out and tapped the table. Nothing. 
‘Don’t you need to put the sword on the table next to the pile of lapis?’ Harrizor whispered.
‘Oh sure, of course.’ Tom blushed and mentally kicked himself for forgetting the next step. He placed the sword on the table and immediately a floating menu hovered above it, just like the one he’d usually see on screen. The sword and lapis lazuli were in boxes on the left, and there were three possible enchantments listed in lines on the right.
‘We have looting level two already, which is great,’ Tom said, ‘But we need another level to give us our best chance. Serena, I’ll need that other sword and Harrizor I’ll need your anvil.’
A few moments later, after Serena had used the crafting table to quickly make another iron sword, Tom enchanted it, this time with looting level one, and he placed both swords on the anvil. Within moments, a bright flash and billowing smoke caused Tom to lurch backwards, colliding with Serena and sending them sprawling onto the floor.
‘Oops, sorry,’ Tom said, blushing and scrambling to his feet. Serena stood up elegantly and brushed down her clothes, sighing.
‘You did it!’ Harrizor cried. As the smoke cleared, Tom could see Harrizor bouncing up and down in front of the anvil where there was now only one sword. ‘It’s enchanted with looting level three!’
Tom grinned. It felt good to be useful again.
‘I think celebrations are premature, don’t you?’ Serena said firmly, dissolving the mood. ‘I was going to suggest we get some rest, but if we’re going to set off first thing, we’ll need to split up to gather all the extra things we need.’ 
She reminded Tom of his Mother, scolding him for spending too much time gaming. But he knew Serena was right. They had to stay focused on the mission to find Alice and Savannah.
‘You know it’s already dark out there, right?’ Harrizor said. ‘I thought you wanted to stay inside while the mobs were on the move?’
‘That was before we found out you’re not exactly a potion master,’ Serena replied bluntly.
It was Harrizor’s turn to blush. ‘Franklin is our village’s best farmer,’ he said contritely. ‘I can ask him if he’ll do a trade for a golden carrot. I hear his wife has a particular fondness for lapis.’
‘Ok,’ Tom replied. ‘So that leaves the spider eye and the brown mushroom.’ 
Serena walked swiftly to the anvil, adding the newly enchanted sword to her itinerary.
‘Let’s go hunt us some spider,’ she said.






  
  Chapter Fourteen


‘Hang on,’ Harrizor said to Tom as Serena started walking down the steps of the tower.  
He ran over to one of the chests and then to his crafting table, which was nestled between the anvil and a furnace. Tom watched as he quickly crafted another iron sword with two ingots of iron and a wooden stick. 
‘Here you go,’ he said, dropping the sword in front of Tom. ‘We haven’t got time to enchant it, but it’s better than nothing.’
‘Thanks,’ said Tom, picking up the sword and making sure it was in his hand. ‘Good luck with the carrot.’ Harrizor nodded and smiled.
Tom hurried after Serena who was already out the door and bouncing down the hill into the welcoming glow of the lanterns hanging outside each house and from pillars in the centre square. The darkness outside the glow of light was oppressive, and Tom felt his skin prickle as he peered into the landscape, looking for any signs of mobs. It all suddenly felt very real. He was glad he’d filled his inventory with torches from Serena’s house - they could hopefully use them to keep the mobs at bay.
‘Keep up,’ Serena called. ‘We need to stick together.’ 
Tom followed her past the houses to the edge of the village, where he saw a large hole in the grass blocks in front of them. The hole opened out into what looked like the entrance to a stony cave. Serena placed some torches around the entrance and the shape became clearer. There was a jagged overhang on the far side, and steep blocks leading downwards just in front of them. Beyond the torchlight was nothing but darkness. Tom shivered.
‘Stay behind me,’ Serena whispered. ‘And listen out for danger.’
She bounced down the blocks, planting torches as she went so they could see further into the cave. A low roof meant she needed to break a few blocks, and Tom marvelled at the speckled black iron and green and orange copper that appeared here and there. Seeing the blocks on screen was nothing compared to how they glinted in the torchlight here. 
Eventually, the cave opened into a larger space and Serena turned back to speak to Tom, almost falling over him. She raised her eyebrows, and he stepped back, realising that in his fear he’d been sticking a bit too close to her.
‘This is a water cave,’ she said, ignoring the personal space violation. ‘There won’t be any spiders here. They hate water. We’ll have to find another cave.’
In the flickering glow of a torch that Serena had placed on the wall, Tom could see a shallow underground pool just ahead of them. Something seemed to move in the depths. He peered closer and suddenly two axolotls appeared, swimming together and mewing softly. Tom was transfixed watching the two otter-like creatures dart two and fro, clearly having fun together. They were so pretty with their frilly gills and swishy tails. 
He leaned forward to get a closer look, feeling for the edge of the pool with his foot. Just a little more… he thought, but then he felt his foot moving and he started slipping forward until…*splash* he tumbled headfirst into the water!
Tom started sinking immediately. He tried to swim back up to the surface, but he wasn’t used to swimming with his blocky arms and legs. The seconds ticked by as he sank further down into the water; the axolotls darting around him. He started to panic, knowing he only had 15 seconds of air before he’d start to drown and lose heart lives. Frantically looking around for blocks to climb up on, he spotted more movement just beyond the pink axolotl. He peered through the water as the sound of gargling reached his ears, sending his mind into a spin - it was a drowned! 
The waterlogged zombie was walking along the bottom of the pond, straight towards him. At the same time, Tom felt his body throb and bubbles rose around him. He closed his eyes briefly and saw his heart health dropping. He knew he had to get to the edge of the pool and climb out somehow before the drowned reached him or he drowned himself, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the zombie moving closer and closer, its arms outstretched ready to grab him and claim the rest of his heart health. 
A *splash* finally made Tom turn his head, and he saw Serena sinking next to him, her left hand clasped around a tropical fish that she began waving towards the axolotls.
As if by magic, the axolotls began swimming around Serena, enticed by the fish she was holding. With the drowned just a few paces away, Tom could see its terrifying, glowing eyes. The gurgling noise was reaching full pitch, but he could do nothing but stand rooted to the spot at the bottom of the pool and watch incredulously as Serena started walking towards the zombie! She was still swishing the fish around, and Tom saw the axolotls stop swimming around her and dart straight at the zombie, head-butting it repeatedly. They struck over and over again until finally the drowned keeled over and disappeared in a poof of sparkles.
Serena turned to Tom and pointed to the edge of the pond. Tom felt so weak he knew he must be close to losing all his heart health, but he turned his head and yes! There were blocks placed on top of each other like a staircase. Serena must have built that when he first fell into the water. He walked as quickly as he could to the first block, bouncing up each one until his head was above water again. Back on dry land he held back a sob, picking some food from his inventory and munching on it quickly, willing his heart health to recover. Eventually, the throbbing stopped, and he knew he was out of danger.
‘What on earth were you playing at?!’ Serena scolded him as she threw the tropical fish to the axolotls and climbed out herself. ‘That drowned almost killed you!’
‘I just… I couldn’t move. I’m sorry.’ Tom hung his head in shame. After feeling so confident in Harrizor’s house, he felt utterly useless again. ‘Thanks for saving me. I didn’t know you could tame axolotls.’
‘Neither did I,’ Serena grinned, ‘But I thought it was worth a shot. C’mon, let’s find another cave and get that spider eye.’
Tom couldn’t believe how close he’d come to dying. 
No one even knows I’m here. How can I rescue Alice if I can’t even save myself? He thought sadly, following Serena out of the cave. 
An image of him sitting in the school broom cupboard hiding from Hunter flashed through his mind and he winced. There was nowhere to hide here. The enormity of the mission they were on hit him suddenly and he drew in a sharp breath, wiping away tears that threatened to spill onto his cheek. 
Serena’s voice pulled him back to the present. It sounded different and Tom realised she was outside the cave again.
‘Hey, come and look at this!’ She said excitedly.






  
  Chapter Fifteen


Tom emerged cautiously from the cave, but the darkness he expected was now daylight and he remembered that the days in Minecraft were much shorter than in the real world.  
Perhaps not so much time has passed at home after all and we can rescue Alice before anyone even realises we’re missing, he thought hopefully.
Serena had moved further across the glade and Tom ran to catch up with her. She was standing at the edge of the lake that bordered the town, looking down into the crystal blue water. 
‘There’s another cave down there,’ she said. ‘I spotted it when I ran over to catch the tropical fish. Do you think you can make it without drowning?’
Tom felt the sting of embarrassment but peered over the edge himself, not going too close in case he slipped in like he had in the cave. He spotted a shoal of tropical fish, three large salmon and an emerald green turtle that was finning lazily through the water. The last thing Tom wanted to do was face another drowned, but he didn’t want to look scared in front of Serena. She seemed fearless.
‘Um, yeah I think so,’ he replied uncertainly. 
‘Ok if you get stuck just come straight back up to the surface,’ she said. ‘I’ll mine some blocks that we can use as a staircase, just in case.’ Quickly filling her inventory with blocks from nearby, she dropped them into the water where they piled up one by one, creating steps. 
‘Ok, let’s go.’ She jumped into the water before Tom could reply, and he watched her slip below the surface and swim down to the mouth of the underwater cave.
Tom hesitated for a moment, deciding to jump down the blocks into the water one at a time so he could see what was below him. A memory popped into his mind of a film clip he’d seen once where a huge shark was eating its way through a boat, and he mentally shook his head. 
There are no sharks in Minecraft he reminded himself and ducked under the water before he changed his mind.
Once underwater, he looked for the mouth of the cave. Serena must have already gone inside because he couldn’t see her in the water. He stepped off the last block in the makeshift staircase and concentrated hard on swimming. Immediately, he began sinking and panic resurfaced within him. But this time he let it happen and instead thought about how he made his character swim when he was playing on his console. 
It’s the same as running! He realised and started moving his arms and legs as though he were running on land. Within seconds, he was propelling himself through the water towards the cave. He swam inside and climbed out onto a small ledge.
‘Serena?’ he called, his voice echoing off the stone walls. There was no reply, but Tom could hear faint noises coming from further inside the cave. He walked cautiously forward, picking his way through the darkness by following the torches that Serena had placed as she went. Tom didn’t much like the dark and he was grateful once again for her bravery. 
I wish I could be more like her, he thought, then perhaps Hunter would leave me alone.
As he walked past a cluster of copper ore blocks, something small and brown on the floor caught Tom’s eye. But before he could take a closer look, a deafening shriek from somewhere ahead of him made him stop dead in his tracks. Spiders! 
There were more and more shrieks, followed by shouts and the swishing of a sword through the air. Serena was being attacked by a spider! Tom started running forward but realised he didn’t have his sword in his hand. He closed his eyes and quickly placed the sword where he could use it before continuing into the cave. The shrieks were getting louder and closer together and Tom realised Serena must be striking the spider repeatedly to make it squeal like that. 
He rounded the next corner expecting to see Serena battling a gigantic spider, but all he saw were two red eyes staring straight at him. 
This spider had two segments; a head and a body, with eight legs, and two large fangs. Tom knew that outside, during daylight hours, spiders usually left you alone in the game unless you provoked them. But inside the dark cave, he was a sitting duck! 
The spider hissed and scuttled forward, its spindly legs clacking together in the darkness. ‘Get back!’ Tom yelled. He slashed his sword in front of him, trying to strike at the black, hairy mob but he kept missing. 
I’m not close enough to get a good shot, he thought, as the spider recoiled for a moment and just looked at him. Holding his breath, he lowered his sword and the spider scuttled forward, quickly closing the gap between them and clicking its pincers menacingly. Tom felt his body freezing up again as it had in the water. Fear washed over him as the spider crept closer. 
I have to move. 
‘Move!’ He shouted out loud and began slashing wildly at the spider, which was now so close he could see the red spots on its face. Three of the blows struck the creature and it shrieked pitifully, piercing the air with its screams. But Tom’s sword was only made of iron, not diamond, and he quickly realised three strikes wouldn’t be enough. The spider recovered itself and started scuttling towards him again, hissing and spitting.
I have to do this, Tom thought. I have to do this for Alice. 
Somehow, just thinking about his sister lost here, scared and alone, gave him a burst of energy. From somewhere inside him a shout erupted, echoing throughout the cave. 
‘Aaaarrrrrgh!’ He yelled as he charged forward, this time closing the gap between him and the spider quickly, slashing at it rapidly with all his might and landing five blows in a row. Shrieks filled the cave again until there was a loud poof and the spider despawned in a cloud of sparkles. Panting, Tom watched the last traces disappear into the roof of the cave.
‘Well now, that was pretty impressive,’ said a voice from the corner of the cave.
Tom watched Serena emerge from the gloom, scanning the ground as she walked towards him. ‘Hmmm, no spider eye. Good job I’ve got one then, eh?’ She grinned.
‘You got one?’ He replied, bending forward to get his breath back.
‘Yup, that enchanted sword of yours did the trick. I’ve only got one though. Will that be enough?’
‘Yes, I think so,’ Tom replied, hoping he was right. ‘So now all we need is a brown mushroom.’ He suddenly remembered seeing something brown on the floor before the spider had attacked him.
‘Hang on,’ he said. Walking slowly back to where he’d been standing before, he scanned the floor. ‘I saw something brown before… yes, here it is!’ He swung at the mushroom with his sword and closed his eyes, watching it appear in his inventory.
‘Ok, one spider eye and one mushroom,’ said Serena. ‘If Harrizor has done his part and managed to get a golden carrot, we’re in business.’






  
  Chapter Sixteen


‘Wow, she really was fond of lapis then.’  
Back at Harrizor’s house in the village, Tom restocked his heart health with some leftover chicken and added more ingredients to his inventory from Harrizor’s chests. Three golden carrots floated in midair next to the potions table.
‘Yup, she made me eat one of her disgusting cakes though.’ Harrizor pulled a face before continuing. ‘You only need one carrot, right? Can I keep the others?’ He asked, his voice full of hope.
‘Sure, why not?’ Tom replied. The potions student had been so helpful, it seemed the least he could do. 
Tom walked up to the carrots so that all three appeared in his inventory and then dropped two back on the floor for Harrizor to take. Then he closed his eyes again and counted out all the ingredients they needed for the potions.
‘Blaze powder, water bottles, Nether wart, spider eye, sugar, mushroom, golden carrot. Yup, we’ve got everything we need. Ok, let’s start with the potion of night vision.’
Tom moved over to the brewing stand and, remembering what he’d learned earlier, he tapped it once. A floating brewing menu appeared above the stand. He began by adding the blaze powder to the upper-left box and then placed a water bottle in each of the three boxes at the bottom of the menu to brew three potions at the same time. Next, he added the Nether wart to the final top box of the brewing menu and stood back to wait for the brewing process to complete. He was surprised but delighted to hear a bubbling sound as the potion brewed. When the bubbling stopped, he turned to the others.
‘That’s the first part done,’ he said. ‘This is an awkward potion.’ He pointed to the full water bottles in the menu. ‘Now we can use this to make the night vision potion by adding the carrot.’
Stepping back to the table, he selected the golden carrot from his hot bar and added it to the now empty top box of the brewing menu. The bubbling sound started again, showing that the brewing process was underway. This time when the sound stopped, Tom noticed the potion in the bottles had turned blue. Reaching out, he touched each of the bottles and they disappeared. He closed his eyes briefly and saw that all three bottles were now in his inventory. Tom dropped them in front of the others where they floated, rotating gently.
‘There, three night vision potions,’ he said triumphantly.
Harrizor clapped his hands together excitedly. 
‘Brilliant!’ He said. ‘And we can use the night vision potion to make invisibility potions, right?’
‘Yes, exactly,’ Tom said. ‘First, we need to ferment the spider eye.’ 
He looked over at Serena, who nodded and dropped the spider eye from the cave in front of him. Tom picked it up, walked over to the crafting table and placed the eye, the brown mushroom and one lump of sugar in the 3x3 crafting grid. After a moment, a fermented spider eye appeared on the right.
Moving back to the brewing stand, he opened the brewing stand menu again and placed a night vision potion in two of the bottom boxes before adding the fermented spider eye. This time when the bubbling sound stopped, the spider eye disappeared and the liquid in the two bottles changed colour to an iridescent silver. 
They now had one night vision potion and two invisibility potions. Tom smiled as he added them to his inventory, but then worried whether three potions would be enough. 
‘It’s not as much as I would have liked,’ he said, chewing his lip.
‘Well, it will have to do,’ Serena replied. ‘It’s time to go.’ She was already walking to the door. ‘We need to get to the fortress before nightfall so there’s less chance of being attacked by mobs.’
Having seen the huge band of mobs with Herobrine when he captured Alice in broad daylight, Tom wasn’t convinced it would make much difference what time of day they arrived. 
‘Wait, you never told me about the fortress,’ he remembered.
‘You’ll see it soon enough,’ Serena replied, bouncing down the hill.
No, that’s not good enough. The voice inside Tom’s head was surprisingly calm, but firm. 
‘Actually,’ he said, ‘That’s…um… not really good enough. You keep dodging my questions about where we’re going… if I’m walking into a fortress full of mobs to save Alice, your sister and the other villagers, I want to know everything.’ 
He tried to cross his blocky arms but he couldn’t figure out how to do it, so he put them down by his sides again. It felt weird disagreeing with Serena, but he was tingling all over - it felt good to be standing up for himself for once. 
Serena sighed. ‘You’re right. But we need to walk and talk if we’re going to get there before it gets dark again. Deal?’
‘Deal,’ Tom agreed, smiling. Now that the excitement of making the potions was over, Tom wanted to get to Alice as soon as possible and get back home. He pushed thoughts about how they were actually going to get home to the back of his mind. 
We got in, so there must be a way of getting out again, he reasoned.
‘OK, check your inventory. You’ll need to have plenty of food and torches. I mined iron while we were in the caves so we can craft extra swords and some shields.’
She bounced over to Harrizor’s crafting table and soon they each had an iron shield and two iron swords to add to the one they each already had, plus provisions to keep them going on the journey. 
‘Let me just grab a few more things,’ Harrizor said, breaking his crafting table so he could add it to his inventory. ‘I’ll catch you up.’
‘OK, but be quick. We don’t want to lose you,’ Serena replied before heading outside.
Tom followed Serena out of the village and back onto the path where they’d first met the potions student. So much had already happened since Tom had arrived in the virtual world; his head was spinning from it all. But he was determined to know whatever it was Serena was hiding from him.
‘Serena, tell me about the fortress,’ he said as they climbed over a small grassy mound just outside the village. 
‘Only Benjamin Nox has ever been there and made it back,’ Serena began, her eyes dark as she remembered. ‘He was a hunter from our village, really strong and brave. He used to watch over the pigs and sheep in the forest. His son, Roman, was the first to be taken by Herobrine and Ben chased the mob right into the fog.’
As they crested the top of another hill, Tom could see the dark mountain in the distance. 
‘When Ben finally came back to the village alone, he only had half a heart left and his hair was white as a ghast. His brother tried to get him to eat to build his strength back up, but he didn’t seem to want to. Before he went to The Nether, he described a black fortress hidden inside the dark mountain. Apparently, there’s a dungeon where Herobrine is holding all the villagers, and the whole thing is crawling with piglin guards.’
A mental picture of trying to fight zombie piglins popped into Tom’s head and he shivered. He knew they spawned in the Nether and were faster than other zombies, plus they were fireproof and lava-proof. 
‘Hang on, did you say piglins, not zombie piglins? That’s a strange choice for a guard,’ Tom said. ‘They don’t normally attack people without being provoked.’
‘Well, all I can say is, if we see one, we turn tail and run as fast as we can,’ Serena replied.
‘Perhaps they’re more of a deterrent than a threat,’ Tom continued, ‘to scare villagers, um, I mean to scare you away, but not really to attack you. Unless they actually are zombie piglins?’
‘I don’t know,’ Serena replied, shrugging. ‘But the mobs he sends to kidnap our people aren’t acting normally anyway. He’s changing their behaviour, so he’s probably changing the way piglins behave too.’ She swiped her sword as if defending herself from a mob.
Tom considered this as they continued walking in silence. 
She’s right, Herobrine is definitely controlling the mobs that took Savannah and Alice and were kidnapping villagers. But who’s controlling Herobrine? 
Tom had seen a fun YouTube™ video from Dan TDM about the mythical Herobrine, but he’d always thought it was just a made-up character. 
Is he an actual character after all or is there someone else here in the world with us wearing a Herobrine skin? He wondered.
They’d reached the edge of a river and Serena waded in before stretching out and swimming across to the other side. Having already almost drowned once Tom was hesitant, but he knew how to swim now so he followed Serena and marvelled at the beautiful fish that swam by him, swishing their bodies powerfully. 
As he climbed out the other side, he felt spots of rain and looking up, he saw the sky was darkening. They climbed another of the many small hills in this biome, staying away from copses of trees where spiders and other mobs might be lurking. Tom peered into the distance.
‘You said the dungeon is inside a dark mountain, right?’ Tom said. ‘Do you think it’s that one?’ He pointed to the huge black mountain that was rising ahead of them.
‘Yup, I reckon that’s the one,’ Serena replied. ‘It just appeared one day before the mobs came. I’ve never seen a mountain so… lifeless.’
‘It definitely doesn’t look like it belongs here,’ Tom agreed.
‘I’ve been thinking about how we get into the dungeon without having to go past the guards. Ben said you can’t tunnel into it, but he never said why,’ Serena continued.
‘The only thing you can’t tunnel through is the bedrock, so if Herobrine has somehow built a dungeon out of that, then there’s no way to break through it. Unless the dungeon is actually in the Nether, which is essentially under bedrock, in which case bedrock could be the roof…’ Tom mused. ‘That also makes sense if the guards are actually zombie piglins because they spawn there.’
‘In the Nether?’ Serena said. ‘You keep saying that, but what do you mean? The Nether isn’t a place you can visit.’ She stopped walking and stared at Tom, confusion on her face.
‘Sure it is. We just need to build a portal to get there,’ Tom replied. ‘All we need is some obsidian…’
‘Tom, The Nether is where we go when we die,’ Serena said solemnly.
‘Err… ok,’ Tom said, realising that he’d stumbled on something new.
 Do these characters think of The Nether as a sort of heaven? He wondered. 
‘Well, when I’m playing in my world, I can build something called a portal which I use to go into The Nether to mine for things that we can’t get here,’ he explained.
‘No, the Gods placed the portals to allow us to send people who die into The Nether. No-one goes through the portal with them, or they’ll never come back,’ Serena countered impatiently, walking on again. 
Tom jogged to catch up with her, wondering how to show Serena the truth about portals without upsetting her. Tom had learned about different beliefs in his Religious Studies class at school and he understood how important it was to respect other religions. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. Look, we can figure this out later. Let’s just get closer to the mountain, ok?’
‘Sure. I’m sorry too,’ Serena replied. ‘It’s just… I’m missing Savannah and all that talk about Ben’s making me worry even more about her.’
Tom may not have understood how Serena felt about The Nether, but he knew how she felt about Savannah. He felt exactly the same way about Alice. He’d almost lost her once before and he couldn’t bear that happening again. 
As they walked again, Tom remembered the look on his parent’s faces when Alice had gone into hospital last year. Worry and fear were etched into their skin and he’d stayed up all night waiting to hear if his sister was alright. It was the first time he’d felt completely powerless. When Alice finally came home, his Dad had bought the Playstation so they could all play together while she recovered. All except his Mum, of course, she wasn’t into gaming.
There was a rumble of thunder overhead and the rain got harder, bouncing off the surrounding blocks in tiny square droplets. The light seemed to drain from the world and as it got darker, Tom could no longer see the dark mountain.
But what he could see, as he shielded his face from the rain, was a wisp of fog that seemed to move from the village straight in their direction.






  
  Chapter Seventeen


‘Quick, we need to hide!’ Serena was already moving, but Tom was transfixed by the fog. The wisps were coming together to make a cloud, and it was still drifting towards them, albeit slowly.  
‘Tom, snap out of it and help me dig!’ She said louder this time and although Tom felt the fear creeping up again from his toes, he pulled himself together and helped Serena dig a hole in the ground by breaking the blocks at their feet. Soon they had a space large enough to jump into and enough blocks to cover themselves back up again. The grass might not grow over quickly enough, but hopefully whoever or whatever was in that fog wouldn’t notice.
Once inside the hole, Serena placed two torches so they could see. Tom started to speak, but she shook her head quickly, and he fell silent. As he stared at the earth surrounding them, Tom noticed the intricate detail of the blocks. Each was made up of hundreds of miniature blocks in varying shades of brown and the occasional fleck of grey. He was also fascinated to see one of them slowly growing grass. Lush, green stems spread from one side of the block to the other. 
The thunder continued above them, and Tom listened to the rain pattering on the blocks above their heads. But then those noises were joined by other, more ominous sounds - the moaning and squeaking of mobs. Lots of them.
Tom held his breath as the sounds passed over the top of their hiding place, his heart thumping in his chest. Serena’s face was stony as she cocked her head to one side, listening for signs of digging. But after a few moments, the mobs passed by and soon it was quiet again.
‘Ddddd, do you think they’ve gone?’ Tom stuttered, looking up at the blocks above their heads.
‘It sounds like it,’ Serena replied. ‘And they’ve given me an idea for how we can find the fortress.’
She began hacking away at the blocks above them until the rain poured in on their heads, then she laid the blocks out to make a staircase they could climb up. 
Gingerly peering over the edge of the hole, Tom saw the fog bank was a lot more solid now and moving quickly away from them towards the dark mountain.
‘Look, the fog is still there. We can follow it straight to Herobrine’s fortress,’ Serena said, smiling.
Tom realised suddenly that Harrizor hadn’t caught up with them. In all the excitement, he’d forgotten they’d left the potion master behind!
‘Harrizor!’ He said, looking back towards the village. ‘We have to wait for him.’
‘No time,’ Serena replied, already walking toward the fog. ‘If we lose the fog, we lose our best chance of finding the fortress… and our sisters.’
‘But the fog came from the direction of his village! What if he needs our help?’ He said, a vision of mobs pillaging the village racing through his mind.
‘Then they’ve already been and gone,’ Serena said darkly. 
Tom knew she was right, and with one last glance back towards the village, he sighed and continued onwards.
The fog was moving fast, and they had to bounce along at a good pace to keep up with it. Past forests, across streams, over hills, they went. As they ran, Tom was reminded of running with his friends at school. Only there, they were usually running away from danger, not towards it.
Lev and Aarna wouldn’t believe this, he thought. They have no idea where I am or what I’m doing. He wished again that they were there with him so they could figure out what to do next together. But there’s no teacher to tell here anyway, he considered, and I can’t just run away this time. Alice needs me.
‘It’s slowing down,’ Serena said, and the images of Tom’s friends were pushed aside as he followed Serena’s gaze to the foggy cloud in the distance. The surrounding terrain had changed. There were fewer grassy blocks and more cobblestone; fewer trees and more rocky crags. In front of them loomed three enormous mountains built from stone blocks. The last one was much darker than the rest and looked out of place. 
‘That mountain didn’t spawn with this world,’ he said to Serena. ‘It’s made of obsidian and that doesn’t naturally occur in this biome.’
‘I don’t know what you mean by “spawned” but I’ve definitely seen nothing like that before,’ Serena replied. ‘It matches Ben’s description though, and the fog is heading for… what is that, a cave? I can’t see from here.’
Not another cave, thought Tom. Why does it have to be another cave?
‘We need a plan,’ Tom said anxiously. ‘If we’re going to fight a load of mobs in a cave, we definitely need a plan.’ Ideally one that doesn’t involve me dying, he thought.
Tom winced as he remembered his haphazard attack on the spider earlier. He had to admit it was very different beating mobs here. Back at home, he would happily battle zombies and skeletons, but here everything felt much more real. And he still didn’t know what would happen if he got injured or worse. 
If anything happens to me, who will rescue Alice? He thought again.
‘You’re right, we do,’ Serena said. ‘Ok, so we have armour and swords. You have a night vision potion and we each have a potion of invisibility.’
‘In my world, they’d give us about three minutes of invisibility. How long does it give you here?’
‘I’m not sure,’ Serena replied. ‘I’ve never had to use one before. Where is Harrizor when we need him the most?!’
A strange, deep voice behind them answered Serena’s question.
‘Actually, he’s right here.’ 
Tom turned and came face to face with one of the biggest mysteries in Minecraft.
‘I’m so glad we finally get to meet. I’ve heard so much about you both from my new friend here.’
Tom gasped. He recognised the legendary character immediately. Herobrine looked a lot like a standard Steve character, Minecraft’s original default player skin, except for his strange and spookily glowing white eyes and manic expression. But unlike every picture of Herobrine Tom had seen before, he wasn’t wearing Steve’s normal light blue t-shirt and dark blue trousers. Instead, he wore black trousers and a black long-sleeve top with the words Ludo Mutante emblazoned across the front.
Standing next to Herobrine, the potions student Harrizor looked sheepishly at the floor.
‘Harrizor, are you ok?’ Tom said, forgetting his usual fear of confrontations and full of concern for his new friend.
‘Oh, he’s completely fine,’ Herobrine replied. ‘In fact, he’s been extremely helpful. When we came to the village, it was so disappointing to hear you’d already left,’ Herobrine drawled with a frown. ‘But Harrizor kindly showed us the direction you went. I’m not sure how we missed you on the way there or on the way back, but no matter, you’re here now.’ He smiled, but it wasn’t a cheerful smile. Tom thought it was more like the smile a cat would have when it caught a mouse.
‘In fact, Harrizor has told us a lot about YOU, Tom the gamer,’ he continued, looking at Tom. ‘And in return, I’m going to teach him everything I know about potions, which is a considerable amount. He’ll be the best Potions Master in the land,’ Herobrine said. 
‘How could you?!’ Serena rounded on Harrizor. ‘You know he’s taken people from both our villages!’
Harrizor continued to look at the ground, but Herobrine chided him.
‘Stand tall Harrizor Proditio. You have nothing to be ashamed of,’ he said, putting his arm around the potions student’s shoulder. ‘You are now part of the resistance and that is something to be proud of!’ 
Now the shock of coming face-to-face with the Minecraft villain was wearing off, icy pinpricks of fear started creeping up from Tom’s toes again.
What the heck is going on here? What’s the resistance? He thought. Isn’t that what the people were called who tried to stop the Germans invading in World War Two? Tom wracked his brain, trying to remember more about it from his history classes at school with Dr Sopor. Who are they trying to resist? He wondered.
Herobrine continued, ‘And I must thank you too, Harrizor, for letting us know about the weapons these two are carrying.’ Herobrine turned back to Serena and Tom. ‘You can drop your swords and armour on the floor in front of you. And your potions too.’
Tom’s heart fell. They’d been outplayed by a character nobody knew existed.
‘And what if we don’t?’ Serena said defiantly, placing an iron sword in her hand and stepping forward.
‘I would expect nothing less from you Serena Ferox,’ Herobrine grinned menacingly. ‘Harrizor tells me you’re quite the fighter.’
‘I just want Savannah and the others back,’ Serena said angrily. ‘You have no right to take them… or to pillage our villages.’
Herobrine just smiled in return and turned to the crowd of mobs.
‘Rights?’ He said, his smile fading and his voice raising. ‘Let’s ask Tom about rights, shall we? What gives YOU the right to come into our world?’ He pointed at Tom. ‘What gives YOU the right to loot our homes, to steal our food, to build wherever you feel like it?’ 
As he spoke, the surrounding mobs moaned and jeered in response. It’s almost like they’re cheering for him, Tom thought.
‘I say it’s time we removed these invaders from our lands once and for all!’ Herobrine continued, his voice rising to a crescendo as he spoke. ‘With their unlimited supply of weapons and armour, their witchcraft and magic, they don’t belong here and we don’t want them here!’ The mobs waved their arms in the air, moaning and screeching loudly.
‘Wwww… wait a minute,’ said Tom shakily, realising something wasn’t right here.
‘Yyyyes, Tom the Gamer? Speak up, we can’t hear you.’ Herobrine mocked him, walking forward until he was standing directly in front of Tom. 
Tom felt the fear gripping him. His stomach flip-flopped like a fish trapped in the bottom of a boat and he just wanted to disappear into the ground. He closed his eyes and concentrated. 
Let me be brave just this once, he wished. 
‘If you want to be rid of us gamers, why are you kidnapping villagers who have nothing to do with us?’ He asked.
‘Ha!’ Serena laughed mirthlessly. ‘What a brilliant question. I can’t wait to hear the answer.’
Tom felt a small jolt of pleasure for his bravery, but it soon disappeared as Herobrine’s face darkened and he scowled with a fury that Tom recognised. It was the way Hunter looked just before he gave Tom a thumping.
This is about to get really bad, he thought. 






  
  Chapter Eighteen


‘Well now, Gamer,’ Herobrine said, raising his eyebrows with surprise. ‘I’d been led to believe that you were nothing but a scaredy-cat. But I see that some of Serena’s courage has rubbed off on you.’ 
The spider closest to Herobrine shuffled forward, hissing, and Herobrine patted it on the head.
‘Hush now, Zimllo,’ he said affectionately. ‘Your time will come. But for now, I want to see how this Gamer fights.’
Tom felt his stomach lurching. Oh no, he thought. This is why I don’t stand up to bullies! I’m not ready for this. If Herobrine fights as well as Serena, I’m toast!
Herobrine stepped backwards, and the mob parted to create a larger circle around Serena and Tom. 
‘Take up your sword, Gamer Tom,’ Herobrine said, as a diamond sword appeared in his own hand.
‘Don’t move, leave this to me,’ Serena whispered to Tom. ‘No offence, but I’ve seen your fighting skills.’
Serena stepped into the middle of the circle in front of Tom. ‘If anyone is going to fight you, it’s going to be me!’ She shouted. ‘And when I win, I’m taking back Savannah and the villagers and you’re all going back to the hole you crawled out of.’
‘Fair enough Serena,’ Herobrine smirked. ‘If the Gamer is happy to stand by and watch you fall.’ He bowed low and waved her forward into the circle.
Serena turned her iron sword from side to side as Herobrine’s more powerful diamond sword glittered menacingly.
Tom felt guilty, relieved and scared all at the same time. He didn’t want to watch Serena fighting, but he was too scared to step forward himself. His emotions were being shaken together into a cocktail his stomach could no longer handle and he felt the bile rising in his throat. 
I’m going to be sick! He gulped. He bent over and focused on taking long, deep breaths as Serena and Herobrine circled each other in front of him.
Like tigers pacing a cage, they slow-danced around each other, first one way and then the other, watching, waiting. Tom heard Serena’s sword swipe the air once, twice, as she prepared to fight. Herobrine just smiled in response.
‘Of course you could just join us, Serena,’ he smirked. ‘No reason for us to lose such a warrior when you could be so useful to us and our cause.’
‘Cause? What cause? You just kidnap people and steal our crops,’ Serena spat.
Herobrine frowned. ‘You know nothing about what we’re fighting for. We are the rightful owners of this world and you should be proud to stand up and fight for it with us. But I can see that we’ll never persuade you - you’re already under the spell of this Gamer.’ It was Herobrine’s turn to spit out his words. ‘I’m growing tired of this game, and I have other matters to attend to. Let’s begin.’
Herobrine closed the space between them quickly, swiping his sword fast. Serena had to dodge out of the way and bounced to the right, narrowly avoiding his blade. She turned quickly and struck out with her own sword and Herobrine flashed with damage as each strike connected with its target.
Then it was Herobrine’s turn to dodge out of the way and he jumped to the left, scowling as he created more space between them again. 
Yes! Tom thought. Serena is the better fighter.  He looked down at his free hands and realised the zombies that had been holding him were fixated on the fight and had loosened their grip completely. He slowly took one step backwards until he was standing just behind them on the edge of the crowd.
Meanwhile, Serena and Herobrine were circling each other again, but this time Herobrine was silent. Tom wondered how much health the mob leader had and what would happen if Serena defeated him… would the mobs attack them or let them go?
This time it was Serena’s turn to close the gap first. She came out fast, swinging her sword and heading straight for Herobrine with a full-on attack. But just as she was about to strike, Herobrine’s eyes flicked closed and a potion bottle replaced his sword. 
With one flip of his hand, he let it loose and Tom watched in dismay as the bottle flew in an arc towards Serena before splashing onto her body, sparkles appearing all around her.
Serena faltered, stopping with her sword raised. 
A splash potion! Which one is it? What will it do to her? Tom thought frantically. 
For a moment it looked like nothing was happening and with Herobrine’s sword firmly back in his hand, Serena recommenced her attack, slashing at him as they traded blows. She struck hard against his armour, Herobrine grunting with each health loss.
Perhaps it’s not working? Tom had never been more hopeful.
But then, as she started another advance, her sword arm seemed to slow down. It was as if she was play-fighting and pretending to strike instead of actually meaning to.
Oh no, a potion of slowness! Tom thought, realising what the little bottle had contained. How long does it last? He knew that potions all had different lengths of time that they worked for and wracked his brain for this one. I think it’s about a minute and a half… 
Serena struggled against the potion, but it was too powerful. Tom could see her sword swipes losing their strength. A grin spread across Herobrine’s face and he started moving towards her, his sword arm lifted high above his head.
‘It won’t last for long!’ Tom shouted, trying to give Serena some hope. ‘Just keep moving until the potion wears off!’ Thankfully, the zombies were so focused on the fight they didn’t pay him much attention other than to grunt their disapproval at his support of his friend.
Serena slowly turned her head towards Tom, but Herobrine was already so close and ready to strike. 
‘Find… them… save… them,’ Serena said slowly, as if her voice was playing at half speed on Grandma’s ancient record player. Then she lowered her sword, defeated.
Herobrine stood still for a moment as if he couldn’t believe he’d beaten her. Then he erupted in laughter, throwing his blocky head back.
‘Hahaha, not so defiant now, are you?!’ He goaded Serena.
The crowd of mobs moaned and jeered in response, and Serena’s head drooped. 
‘No!’ Tom shouted, trying to run towards Serena, but now the fight was over, the zombies refocused their attention on him and grabbed his arms, holding him back.
The enormous spider Zimllo grabbed Serena with its fangs, her sword floating in the air as it left her hand. Herobrine stood in front of her and added it to his inventory.
‘I’ll have your potion now too,’ he said and Serena closed her eyes before dropping her potion bottle so it too floated in mid-air before disappearing into Herobrine’s stash.
‘Now,’ he continued, walking over to Tom. ‘I think we need to get to know each other a little better. I want to know ALL about you Gamer, and how you’re able to come and go as you please in our world.’
Seeing Serena so helpless lit a small spark of defiance in Tom.
‘Not until you tell me www… where Alice is!’ He said with a stutter. ‘Where’s my sister? You have no right to keep her or the others!’
‘Alice is… your sister?’ Herobrine was clearly delighted at finding this out, a broad smile spreading across his face. ‘Well now, I think we need to reunite these siblings, don’t you, my friends?’ The mobs moaned in agreement.
I can’t let them take me to the dungeon, Tom thought. I need to stay free so that I can figure out what to do. 
He thought about how he and his friends always got away from the school bully, Hunter, by hiding. Then he realised that he still had his potion of invisibility! In all the excitement of Serena’s defiance, Herobrine had forgotten that Tom still had his share of the bottles that they’d made back in Harrizor’s house. He closed his eyes momentarily just to check it was still there.
Yes! I still have two potions, he thought. The invisibility potion lasts for three minutes, so that should give me enough time to get away. 
Tom felt a small seed of hope growing in his tummy, replacing the fear. I just have to distract these zombies for long enough to free my arms. He remembered another trick that Aarna had used to distract Hunter and give herself time to run and hide at school. Would it work here too?
‘Um… how did you get all these mobs to follow you?’ He asked Herobrine. ‘I’ve never seen such a powerful character in the game before.’
Herobrine’s eyes lifted and his chin tilted upwards just enough to tell Tom that his guess had been right. The mob boss had a big ego. 
‘Never seen anyone so powerful, eh?’ Herobrine said proudly. ‘Well now, let me tell you a story, Gamer Tom,’ he continued, strolling up and down in front of him. ‘Once upon a time I had no powers at all. I was nothing, just another villager doing my chores and mining for things we needed in our village… And then HE came.’ Herobrine spat out the last four words in disgust.
‘He?’ Tom encouraged him to continue, realising that the Zombies were so enraptured with Herobrine’s story that they’d slightly loosened their grip on his arms again.
‘He was a Gamer, like you,’ Herobrine said. ‘He looted our entire village, took our animals for food. Then night came, and he took over my house and slept in my bed. When the mobs came I ran and hid in the caves until my hunger bar was so low I thought I was going to die.’ He paused for a moment, his head bowed. When he started pacing again, his voice was thick with anger. ‘It wasn’t the first time either. Other villages had the same experience. We were at the mercy of these interlopers who took what they wanted, when they wanted, with no thought for us at all! It took us ages to grow the wheat and bake the bread we need for food and, in an instant, they came along and pillaged it all. I promised myself that one day I would rid this world of ALL Gamers!’
The crowd of mobs listening murmured in agreement. Tom shifted his weight a little to free one of his arms. 
Keep distracting them. He thought to himself. I’m almost free.
‘And so I became a wandering trader,’ Herobrine said. ‘Learning from the old potions masters, mining for what I needed to be the most powerful wizard in the world!’ Herobrine’s voice lifted and he raised his arms above his head while the mobs cheered with their moans and squeaks. ‘Now I’m going to pass my knowledge onto young Harrizor here and together we will rule this world and Gamers will never again come and take over our lives. We will stop them all!’
Herobrine held his arm out towards to Harrizor, who smiled weakly and moved to stand next to him. Tom wondered whether Harrizor was really as committed to the cause as Herobrine assumed. Then Herobrine turned to address the mob crowd.
‘And you, my friends and comrades, you have joined me in this quest,’ he began. ‘You who are sick and tired of seeing your own friends and relatives destroyed by these Gamers who don’t respect that the nighttime is YOUR time. Who don’t respect that you follow the unwritten laws, stay hidden during the day and only emerge at night to eat and play. To you all I say enough is enough!’ Herobrine ended and the mob crowd went wild, jumping and cheering. 
The two zombies holding Tom raised their arms in the air, carried along with the tide of emotion in the crowd, and let go of Tom completely. Tom saw his chance and took it, closing his eyes to place the potion of invisibility bottle in his hand. Three quick gulps and he disappeared.






  
  Chapter Nineteen


‘Where is he?’ Herobrine roared. ‘Where is the gamer?!’ 
The two zombies that had been guarding Tom looked in confusion at the space between them where he’d been standing just moments before.
‘Gah, you’re useless!’ Herobrine spat. ‘But he can’t have gone far that quickly.’ He walked over to the zombies and studied the ground where Tom had been standing. ‘Oh, you’re a clever one,’ he said to himself with a cruel smile. 
Standing up, he strode back to the centre of the circle where Serena was crouched. ‘Tom the Gamer, if you can hear me, I’m guessing that you’ve used a potion of invisibility,’ he called out. ‘That is entirely my fault for not removing them from you earlier. But hear this: if you don’t reappear here in front of me when the potion wears off, your friend Serena will pay the consequences.’ Herobrine held his sword close to Serena’s neck to make his intentions completely clear.
Tom watched the scene unfolding from behind a group of blocks outside the mob circle. His instinct had been to run away as fast as his blocky legs would carry him. But when he heard Herobrine shouting his name and threatening Serena, an image of his friend Aarna flashed in his mind - would he have left HER behind? No. 100% no.
There must be something I can do to free her while I’m still invisible, he thought. I just need to be brave enough to walk into that circle and distract Herobrine long enough for us both to get away. But what if they see me? What if it all goes wrong? What if I’m captured too? What if… 
Negative thoughts tumbled through Tom’s mind and fear threatened to paralyse him. No, he thought. Not this time. This time I’m going to stand up for what’s right. This time I’m going to be the brave one.
Tom guessed he had about two minutes of invisibility left, but he needed to be sure. He grit his teeth, closed his eyes and stood up, expecting to feel zombie arms grabbing him. But nothing. No shouts or calls. No attacking mobs. He was still safe.
Quickly and silently, he ran back to the edge of the circle of mobs. Thankfully Herobrine had his back to Serena, busy laying black and brown blocks out into what Tom thought at a glance looked like a T-shape. With no time to consider what the mob boss was doing, he took a shaky breath, slid through a gap between two zombies, and ran over to Serena. 
‘Serena, it’s me,’ he whispered close to her ear. 
Serena flinched at the unexpected noise, but Zimllo didn’t seem to notice. 
‘Don’t say anything, I’m going to try and distract Herobrine so we can both escape, but I’ve only got a few moments, so be ready to run,’ Tom explained.
Serena nodded almost imperceptibly, so that Tom knew she understood. Then Tom turned and ran over to the furthest skeleton from Serena, his insides turning to jelly with every step. Even in the real world, Tom didn’t like the skeletons in Minecraft. They were one of the hardest mobs to fight because he couldn’t get close to them without being shot with one of their deadly arrows. 
But it was one of those exact arrows that he wanted now.
Before he could change his mind, Tom made sure his sword was in his hand and struck out four times in quick succession. The skeleton clanked as it took damage and the mobs next to it looked around in confusion. As the skeleton disappeared in a puff of sparkles, Tom quickly scooped up the bow and arrow it dropped and, angling it upwards, he fired it as far away from Serena as he could.
The mob crowd turned as one towards the ‘phut’ sound of the arrow landing on the other side of the circle and Herobrine’s head snapped up. 
‘There!’ Herobrine shouted. ‘Get him!’
Tom had to sidestep out of the way as the mob crowd surged forward towards the fallen arrow. 
Yes! He thought. It worked!
‘Run Serena!’ Tom shouted as he bounded towards her.
But Zimllo was well-trained and didn’t turn to follow the commotion like the other mobs. Serena couldn’t shake the spider’s powerful grip and she looked desperately at Tom as she cried; ‘I can’t! And I can see you!’ 
Tom shuddered to a stop, realising too late that his invisibility potion had worn off and he was completely visible again. Looking around him, he was surprised to see that the mobs weren’t closing in on him. In fact, they were standing completely still. 
But it wasn’t a surprise for long. 
With a series of deafening clangs that Tom felt deep in his core, he realised too late the monstrous creature that Herobrine was summoning with his T-shaped build.
The enormous black Wither, with its skeletal frame and three fearsome heads, appeared right in front of him, its blank eyes staring and teeth gnashing menacingly. It rose off the ground and span round and round in the air, clanging and clanging until Tom felt like his head was going to split in half.
He couldn’t take his eyes off the spinning, deafening creature that was building up its strength. Rooted to the spot, he faintly heard Serena shouting his name.
Must get away before it explodes, he thought. But then everything went black. 






  
  Chapter Twenty


Where am I? 
Tom felt the floor underneath him. It was soft and wolly, completely unlike the grass blocks he’d been standing on a moment before. He opened his eyes and confusion clouded his brain for a split second until he recognised his living room. 
‘Oh no, I’m home,’ he said out loud. 
Jumping to his feet, he peered at the television screen above his PlayStation console. He could see the circle of mobs that he’d been standing in, Serena still held firmly by Zimllo and Herobrine in the centre, his arms raised in triumph. Above his head, the Wither darted about, firing explosive charges into the ground.
Did any of that really happen? Was I really there? He wondered. Then… Alice!
He took off towards the kitchen, then up the stairs, and across the landing into Alice’s room. But there was no sign of her. All he could hear were the loud snores from the spare room as Grandma Jo took her afternoon nap.
She’s still sleeping? Tom was more confused than ever until he looked at the clock on the landing wall. Only 30 minutes had passed here, while two days had gone by in the virtual world.
Tom ran back downstairs, searching the kitchen and other rooms on the ground floor, but there was definitely no Alice.
He walked back into the living room and flopped onto the couch, his head in his hands.
Why is this happening? He thought, not for the first time. 
The events of the last few hours crowded in on him, and he felt more alone than he’d ever felt before. He’d been scared into hiding from Hunter again, lost Alice, been terrified in the game that he loved playing the most in the world and now he’d left not only Alice but also Serena, her sister and who knows how many other villagers, to fend for themselves against the crazed Minecraft villain; Herobrine.
‘What am I going to do?’ He moaned aloud.
‘What are you going to do about what?’ Tom looked up and saw Grandma Jo standing in the doorway.
‘I thought you were asleep, I heard you… um…’ he started to say, biting his lip.
‘Snoring? Yes, I know I snore, Tom, but there was no way I could stay asleep with you thumping up and down those stairs,’ she replied with a smile. ‘Now, what’s wrong, and where’s your sister?’ she asked.
Tom groaned and looked up at the television screen where Herobrine was leading the mobs off towards the vast mountain, Serena and her guard spiders on one side and the hovering Wither on the other. 
He must be taking her to the dungeons where Alice is, he thought with a sigh.
Grandma Jo walked over and sat next to Tom on the couch, putting her arm around his shoulders. 
‘Come now, it can’t be all that bad, can it? Did you have a fight with Alice?’ 
‘No,’ Tom said, leaning into his Grandmother’s shoulder and smelling the comforting scent of her floral perfume mixed with the hairspray she used to help her short spiky hair defy gravity. ‘No, it’s way worse than that.’
‘Well then, I think that calls for a cuppa and a chocolate digestive,’ she replied, standing up and walking out of the living room. Tom glanced at the TV screen, which was now empty apart from a pig wandering between the rocky blocks, before following her into the kitchen.
He sat at the wooden table and nibbled on one of the sweet biscuits from the plate she popped in front of him, waiting while she poured herself a mug of tea. The chocolate side smeared on his fingers and he licked them one at a time, savouring each last bit. When the chocolate was gone, he used the pads of his fingers to collect up the crumbs that had fallen back onto the plate.
Grandma Jo sat next to Tom and blew across her mug, cooling down the hot liquid. ‘Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?’ she said.
Tom felt hot tears prickling behind his eyes. He didn’t know where to begin but before he knew it the whole story just tumbled out of him, how Alice had ended up inside their Minecraft game, meeting Serena and the Burgomaster and setting off on their quest to find Alice and the other villagers, finding Herobrine and finally being blown back out of the game when the Wither exploded.
‘I have to get Alice back, but I don’t know how! I don’t know how to be brave like Serena or tough like Herobrine. Every time I try, everything just gets all jumbled up in my tummy and I feel like I’m going to be ill. And what am I going to tell Mum and Dad?!’ The panic rose in his voice and he sniffed loudly, struggling to hold back the tears that were threatening to spill down his cheeks. 
Grandma Jo had listened silently, just nodding her head occasionally to show she understood the incredulous story Tom was telling her. 
‘Well now,’ she began, draining the last of her tea and steepling her fingers in front of her. ‘This is a pretty pickle and no mistake.’
‘Just you take a deep breath, Tom,’ she said. ‘I’m sure all is not lost. As the great poet, Joe Strummer, once told us – the future is unwritten. I won’t pretend I have the foggiest notion what’s going on, but I do know YOU have the power inside you to write that future. Don’t shake your head at me, I know you do. You might think they’re invincible, but the real battle with bullies like Herobrine is in here and here.’ She placed her lined and wrinkled hand over her heart and then her forehead. ‘You’ll never summon the power, the courage, you need unless you win that battle.’
‘But they’re all so much bigger and stronger than me. EVERYONE is bigger and stronger than me,’ Tom said, laying his face in his hands.
Grandma Jo sighed. ‘Let me tell you a story,’ she said, pushing the chocolate biscuits towards Tom again. He took one gratefully and nibbled at the edges. Grandma Jo sat back in her chair.
‘When I was a young lass in Ireland, we lived on a farm,’ she said. ‘We had cows and sheep and a huge bull with horns that could do you some serious damage if you weren’t careful.’ She shifted in her seat, wincing as she stretched out her knee and rubbed it while she continued. 
‘Every so often we had to move the bull and the cows to another field so that they didn’t run out of grass to eat. But the bull never wanted to go. My Da and the farm workers would try to funnel them all into the new field, tempting them with food, but it never worked. Da would always be out ’til nightfall and come back exhausted from running up and down the fields in the rain. Murder it was!’ She chuckled at the memory and took a long gulp of tea. 
‘Then one day, a shepherd arrived at the farm with his sheepdog. The dog wasn’t big, and he didn’t bark all the time like our Yorkshire Terrier. He just sat next to the shepherd and looked at the cows. The shepherd asked Da to open the gate to the new field he wanted to move them into and to stand back out of the way. I was so intrigued I stopped doing my chores and sat on the fence to watch.
The shepherd turned to the dog and said something quietly and well, you’ve never seen a dog go so quickly from sitting still to full-on running! That dog was off round the edge of the field like a stream of lightning until he was all the way over the other side of the cows. He stood completely still until the shepherd whistled and then the dog moved forward slowly. This little sheepdog, way smaller than any of the cows, just kept walking forward and the bull and the other cows, well, they stopped eating the grass and watched him. He stopped right in front of the bull and I thought nothing was going to happen because the bull and that sheepdog just stood looking at each other. 
I held my breath, scared for that little dog. But then the bull tossed its head, turned around and started walking in the opposite direction towards the gate to the new field. And blow me if the rest of the herd didn’t just follow along and move too! The sheepdog stayed at the back of the herd and kept them moving forward, stopping any cow that tried to change direction by nipping at its heels until it got back in line. The shepherd directed him in a language of whistles and hand signals, telling him which direction to go and when it was time for him to stop or start moving again. Eventually, all the cows and the bull were in the new field and the sheepdog lay down at the shepherd’s feet. I’ll never forget it as long as I live.’
Despite feeling completely overwhelmed, Tom half-smiled at the wistful look on Grandma Jo’s face. 
‘Why am I telling you this story, Tom?’ She asked him, but then continued before he could answer as she often did when she was in full flow. ‘I’ll tell you, it’s not the size of the dog in the fight that counts, it’s the size of the fight in the dog. President Eisenhower said that. After all, if size really mattered, the elephant would be king of the jungle instead of the lion.’
There aren’t any lions in the jungle, Tom thought, but he understood what she meant. 
‘Thanks Grandma Jo, I know what you’re saying, but I just don’t think I can do this on my own,’ he said.
‘I’m not for one moment suggesting that you do!’ She replied. ‘Were you not listening to a word I said? The shepherd wasn’t alone, was he? And neither was his dog. They worked together as a TEAM.’ She punctuated the last word by raising her eyebrows. 
A team, Tom thought. That’s it! Perhaps I don’t have to do this on my own!
‘That’s brilliant Grandma Jo, you’re brilliant!’ He jumped up and gave her a big kiss on the cheek before running out of the house. He knew exactly where he needed to go next.






  
  Chapter Twenty-One


Tom sprinted down the pavement towards Lev’s house, weaving in and out of dog walkers, parents pushing strollers and an elderly man with a metal-tipped cane that tap-tapped as he walked. Tom thought over his plan as he ran, formulating it like an outline for a build in Minecraft, thinking through each piece and how it would connect to make a whole.  
I can be brave, he thought. I have to be brave - for Alice, for Serena, for all of them. 
He was so absorbed in his thoughts that he didn’t spot Hunter Graeme coming towards him until it was too late.
The bully had a face like thunder, his forehead knotted in a frown, his hands tight by his sides. His mouth was moving as though he was mumbling something under his breath and as Tom watched, he screwed his eyes tight and clenched his fists. 
Tom instinctively skidded to a stop and threw his head from side to side, searching for somewhere to hide. The panic knotted his stomach as he realised there was nothing to duck behind. But it was too late anyway. Hunter had spotted him and was already breaking into a steady jog, his frown replaced by a menacing grin. 
Tom recognised that expression and knew it wasn’t good. He turned and fled, squeezing between two bemused boys on skateboards. Hunter snapped around the boys, sending one spinning into a lamppost before sprinting after Tom. Tom skipped this way and that, desperately searching for a hiding space, but there was no escape. His chest was on fire, his breath burning his throat. He could feel the tears of fear welling up as he dashed down a side street, coming back around in a circle towards Lev’s house. 
Almost there, he thought. Just a few more steps! 
He darted between two small bushes, twisting right and left, hoping that Hunter had given up. But the bully was there, right behind him, and Tom reeled as Hunter grabbed at his shirt, pushing him off balance, right outside Lev’s house.
Tom fell forward heavily, his hands, knees and face taking the impact, pain exploding from his mouth and nose. At that moment, the door opened and Lev was standing there, shocked. Hunter was bent over Tom and as he looked up and saw Lev, a smirk slowly spread across his face.
Lev acted quickly, ‘Mum!!’ he shouted through the open doorway behind him ‘Come quick!’ Hunter backed away, turned on his heel and began jogging back down the road singing ‘Tom Thumb, Tom Thumb where are you? Here I am, here I am, under your shoe! Ha ha ha!’
‘You’ll get yours one day, Hunter Graeme!’ Lev shouted after him as he helped Tom to his feet. Tom’s knees and hands ached, his head felt fuzzy and when he touched his bottom lip it was swollen and bleeding a little.  
‘What on earth is going on?’ Lev’s mother said, appearing in the doorway and wiping her hands on a tea towel. Her eyes widened as she saw Tom’s face and the bruise that was blooming across his nose. 
‘Err… nothing, I fell,’ Tom replied. ‘My fault. I was running too fast and tripped over my feet.’
Lev stared at Tom open-mouthed but said nothing.
‘Well, come on, let’s get you inside and cleaned up. I’ve got a stew on the hob that will perk you up. It’s one of our customer’s favourites but it’s a bit spicy mind…’ Tom followed her into the kitchen as Lev shut the front door. 
‘Mum’s been trialling some new recipes for the website,’ Lev said, licking his lips. ‘It’s been amazing. I’m helping to come up with the names,’ he continued proudly.
Tom attempted a smile but groaned when it hurt. He knew Lev’s Mum ran a successful online catering business and loved the smells that always wafted throughout the house when he came over to hang out.
Lev’s Mum pulled a first aid kit out of one of the cabinets in their large kitchen and motioned for Tom to sit at the kitchen table. 
‘What’s all the hurry anyway, eh?’ She asked, wiping the dirt and blood off Tom’s face with a damp cloth and making him wince.
‘Um… I’ve got a new map to show Lev in Minecraft and I need his help with building something,’ Tom said, glancing in Lev’s direction. Lev was playing with the frayed hem of his sweater and mouthed; What the heck? at Tom without his Mum seeing.
‘Well, more haste less speed, my Mother always used to say,’ replied Lev’s Mum. ‘There, that should do you.’ She dabbed some antiseptic cream on Tom’s lip and stood back to look at him. ‘Do you want some painkillers?’
‘No, I’ll be fine,’ Tom replied, ‘Thanks Mrs Campbell.’
‘You’re welcome. Now let me get you a bowl of this stew…’
‘Thanks, but I’m not hungry and I really need Lev’s help. Is it ok if he comes over to my house for a couple of hours?’ Tom replied.
‘Well ok, but you have to be back for supper, Lev,’ she said, pointing a wooden spoon at her son and looking over her glasses at him.
‘Yeah, course,’ he replied and followed Tom back out of the kitchen and into the hallway.
‘What the heck is going on?’ Lev whispered to Tom as he pulled on his Converse trainers and opened the front door. ‘And why didn’t you tell my Mum that Hunter pushed you over? We’ve got to stop him. It’s getting out of hand!’
‘Not now Lev, I need your help with something much more important!’ Tom whispered back. ‘He’s got Alice and I have to go back in and rescue her and save the villagers!’
‘Errr… what? Who’s got Alice and what villagers?’ Lev replied, even more confused than before. 
‘I don’t have time to explain it twice… you get Aarna and meet me at my house.’ 
Lev watched Tom break into a lopsided jog favouring his good leg and noticed as he glanced nervously from side to side, before heading off himself towards Aarna’s house. Whatever was going on, it clearly needed the three of them to sort it out.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Two


Aarna and Lev sat on the sofa in Tom’s living room looking like goldfish, their mouths opening and closing with no words coming out. 
‘Look, I know it’s hard to believe, but it really happened,’ Tom said. 
‘It’s crazy,’ Lev said through a mouthful of raisin cookie.
‘So, let me get this straight,’ Aarna started, ever the practical one. ‘Alice went into Minecraft and Herobrine kidnapped her. You followed her into the game, met a girl called Serena and made potions with a potions guy, Harry-something.’ 
‘Harrizor,’ Tom corrected her.
‘Yes him. Then Herobrine found you, captured Serena and you got blown back out here by a Wither exploding.’
‘Yup,’ said Tom, waving away the cookie that Lev offered him. Lev shrugged and took a bite himself. ‘He’s probably taken Serena to a dungeon inside the Obsidian mountain. She said that’s where the villagers are being held, and I think Alice is there too. We have to find a way to rescue Alice and bring her home.’
‘Are you sure you didn’t just fall asleep and dream all of this?’ Aarna asked.
‘Yeah, you do have form,’ Lev replied. ‘Remember the time you fell asleep in Mr Potts’ chemistry class after that long redstone building session the night before?’ 
Tom did remember. He’d woken up with a start shouting ‘Die zombie!’ and the entire class had laughed at him, plus he’d got a very stern look from Mr Potts.
‘I believe him,’ a voice said from the doorway. Grandma Jo was holding a plateful of freshly baked muffins. ‘In fact, it was me who fell asleep, not Tom. I know he could use some help from his friends. And I thought you might need some energy,’ she continued with a wink, popping the plate down in front of Lev, whose eyes lit up immediately.
As Grandma Jo walked back to the kitchen, Aarna shook her head. ‘How is she not freaking out?’ She said. ‘If my little brother went missing my Mum would have the army, navy and airforce out looking for him.’
‘She IS cool, your Grandma,’ Lev replied, his mouth now full of muffin.
‘Yeah, she’s been really helpful actually, but I’m not sure she really knows what’s going on,’ Tom replied, wondering not for the first time if Grandma Jo had all her marbles still. His great-aunt Dorothy had something called dementia and didn’t know what day it was most of the time, but Grandma Jo seemed to be pretty with it. 
She’s certainly a lot more chilled than Mum, he thought. 
‘Well, she can still bake a mean muffin,’ Lev said, wiping the crumbs from his mouth and sitting back, a satisfied smile on his face.
In the hallway, the phone started ringing. Tom heard Grandma Jo walking from the kitchen to pick it up.
Aarna rolled her eyes at her greedy friend before turning to Tom. ‘So what do you need us to do?’
Tom squirmed in his seat. He’d been thinking about his plan all morning, but now that it came to tell Aarna and Lev about it, he wondered if it was really going to work. But they’d always been a great team, helping each other with homework assignments and finding places to hide when Hunter was on the rampage, so he knew they’d be able to help him figure out any holes in his plan. Besides, he needed them to be on this side of the screen when he went back into the game.
‘Tom,’ called Grandma Jo from the hallway, interrupting his thoughts. ‘Phone call for you. It’s Uncle Martin.’
‘Back in a sec,’ he said to his friends as he jogged out of the room and took the phone from his Grandma. ‘Hello?’
‘Hey Tom, we have a bit of a situation here… your Dad seems to be missing. He never showed up for our presentation this morning and when I asked around, it seems he was last seen using a new VR headset thingy. I’m sure he’s going to show up soon, you know what he’s like, but I wanted to let you know because we were supposed to be back by now and I know how your Mum can be when your Dad is late…’
Tom was worried. It had been a few hours since his Mum left for her weekend away. He knew his Dad could easily get distracted by the latest tech gadget but couldn’t believe he’d missed the presentation for their game. He’d been up late into the night for weeks debugging the code. What could have happened to him?
‘Don’t worry,’ he said to Uncle Martin breezily, not revealing how concerned he now was. ‘Grandma Jo is here and my pals Lev and Aarna are here too, so we’ll be fine. Erm… can you let me know when Dad turns up though?’
Uncle Martin promised he would and Tom rang off. 
Thank goodness Mum’s not here - she’d go ballistic if she knew he still wasn’t home, he thought, chewing his lip. Then he sighed and shook his head. The adults were going to have to take care of themselves. He had a rescue mission to complete.

      [image: image-placeholder]‘Wow. That’s some plan,’ Lev said when Tom had finished outlining the steps he was going to take to rescue Alice and the others.
‘It’s brilliant!’ Aarna exclaimed. ‘But do you think you can pull it off? And shouldn’t we tell someone, get some adult help? You know, just in case…’
‘There isn’t time,’ Tom replied. ‘I don’t even know if I can get back through the screen yet. And frankly, I don’t think any other adults would believe us.’ Tom didn’t mention that the one other adult he’d tell was missing himself.
‘He’s got a point,’ Lev said, nodding.
‘OK, what can we do to help?’ Aarna said.
Tom was scribbling a list on a piece of paper. He read it through carefully, memorising each item before putting it down on the coffee table.
‘So here’s the thing, I don’t know exactly how you can help yet because no one was here watching me when I was inside the game last time. What I’m hoping is that you might see danger before it happens or drop me something I need, like food or weapons. It will save so much time if I don’t have to mine for every single thing I need.’ Tom had stood up and was pacing backwards and forwards in front of his friends. 
‘Unfortunately, if I’m playing in survival mode - and I won’t know for sure one way or the other on this until I go back inside - you might not be able to drop anything in the game for me and then I’ll have to find everything I need myself.’
‘But that would mean you’d have to go to…’ Lev began.
‘Yup, it would,’ Tom said. ‘So I better get on with it.’
Lev and Aarna’s concerned faces were freaking him out, so he turned his back on them and focused on the television screen. 
‘The white controller is fully charged, so that’s probably the one to use,’ he said as he edged closer to the screen. ‘Right, I’m going to go for it.’
‘Wait!’ Lev called out, making Tom spin around. ‘You should take a couple of muffins. You never know, they might go through with you and save you needing to find food straight away.’
‘Good idea,’ Tom said. He grabbed two muffins and stuffed them in the pockets of his jeans. They’d get a bit squashed, but hopefully that wouldn’t matter if they ended up inside the game. After all, he’d never seen squashed food in Minecraft before. ‘Ok, I’m going.’
‘Wait!’ This time it was Aarna who stopped Tom in his tracks. He sighed and turned again.
‘We should have some kind of code in case you need us to get help. I mean, I have every faith in you and everything Tom, you’re the best Minecraft player I know, but what if something goes wrong with the plan and we need to get an adult?’
‘Well, we don’t even know if you can get in touch with me in the game yet so it’s a bit hard to come up with a code… but how about this - if you want to tell me something, try making a sign and popping it where I’ll see it and if I feel like I’m out of my depth, I’ll wave my hands above my head like this.’ Tom did a sort of jumping jack, waving his arms up and down.
‘Ok, sounds good,’ Aarna said, her frown relaxing a little. 
‘Right, anything else we need to discuss before I set off?’ Tom said, worried that he’d lose his nerve if he didn’t go soon.
His two friends looked at each other and then shook their heads.
‘Ok, wish me luck,’ he said and walked slowly towards the television screen with his arm outstretched for the second time.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Three


Please work, please work, please work!  Tom pleaded as his fingers touched the TV. But almost instantly he felt the now familiar pull and with a ‘pop’, he was sucked through, bit by bit until he’d passed right through the screen and was once again standing in his Minecraft world.
Glancing around, he saw that he’d reappeared exactly where he and Serena had faced Herobrine in the mob circle. Perhaps that’s how it works, he thought, storing the information away for future reference. Thankfully there was no sign of any mobs, so Tom got busy straight away with part one of his plan: collecting the items he needed to survive.
Closing his eyes as Serena had taught him, he was pleased to see that his heart health was full. Then he blinked his eyes twice slowly before keeping them closed, and his itinerary appeared on the inside of his eyelids. 
Right, he thought. I still have some of the leftover chicken from the Burgomaster’s table, cake and bread from Clementine, the iron swords and shield from Harrizor and the diamond pickaxe and flint and steel from Serena’s chest. I’ve got some torches, one invisibility potion and one night vision potion. Wait, there are two extra cakes - they must be the muffins! He grinned at learning something useful about moving between the real world and the game. 
But then he looked again at the grid of items and worry gnawed at him as he thought about all the extra things he needed to collect. 
No, I don’t have time for that now. He thought. I just need to concentrate on the plan. 
Focusing his attention on the first item he needed, he walked over to the nearest group of trees, selected his pickaxe from his itinerary and began chopping.
A few minutes later, he checked his inventory again and saw that he had plenty of wood. Then he noticed a small arrow placed up and to the right of the inventory grid. When he focused on it, it opened up into a crafting grid. Within minutes he had a stack of planks and sticks, enough to build a shelter and to craft more torches for light. All he needed was some coal. 
He kicked himself for not picking up the coal from Serena’s chest back in the village; she’d had plenty there. Still, it was easy enough to mine for it and there were other items he needed to find underground as well. Heading towards the nearest cave entrance, he crept inside and paused, listening for the sound of spiders. Nothing.
Breathing a sigh of relief, Tom swung his pickaxe with a steady rhythm, breaking block after block as he searched for coal and diamonds. He would need both for his plan and a lot more materials too. One step at a time, he told himself. 
The crack of pickaxe against stone echoed through the darkness as he progressed further into the cave, placing the last of his torches every so often to light the way. Within a few minutes, he caught sight of the black spotted blocks he was looking for and mined a long seam of coal which he added to his inventory. 
Using the crafting table again, he quickly combined sticks and coal to create more torches, which he continued to place at intervals to keep the dark at bay. Then, digging deeper, he counted down until he was past level forty and kept his fingers crossed that he’d find the blue sparkly diamond blocks he now needed. 
He was so focused on reaching his target he barely noticed the unusual glow emanating from one of the blocks. With two strikes he was through it and suddenly light poured into the space around him. Peering through the gap made by the missing block, he gasped at the smaller cave filled with ores and precious gems illuminated by an ethereal light coming from within the blocks themselves. He clambered through the hole, identifying each block; lapis lazuli, redstone, iron, emerald, amethyst and prismarine crystals... and diamond! 
Tom could hardly believe his luck. It normally took him ages to find diamonds, sometimes days. And yet here it was, just ready to be taken. He felt a rush of excitement and relief wash over him as he mined the iron, emerald and lapis lazuli blocks closest to him and added the precious gems to his inventory. Next, he moved to the diamond blocks and decided to mine all the other ore blocks too, just in case. 
As he mined, Tom’s thoughts drifted to Alice. Is she scared? Is she hurt? He couldn’t imagine what she was going through. And all because of him. Tom scowled and stopped mining. He sat down on one of the dirt blocks in the cave, his thoughts running wild.  
If I hadn’t left her alone playing Minecraft, she’d be safe at home right now. And all because I’m not brave enough to deal with Hunter on my own. 
Tom hated that he’d got them both into this fix. He hated he wasn’t brave like Serena. He hated he was so short. He hated…
The sparkling diamond blocks distracted him, and he stared at them for a moment as they floated in the air near him. Their glittering sides reflected all the colours of the rainbow, and the sight stopped Tom’s train of thought. It was like the precious stones had put a stopper in a bottle. All the bad thoughts about himself seemed quieter, muffled somehow. And in the silence, it was easier to refocus on his plan.
I have to focus, he thought. I have to save Alice. 
‘Don’t think about anything except the plan,’ he said out loud, his voice echoing off the cave walls.
He stood up again and began striking the last diamond block, but just as it broke, floating in the air tantalisingly close to him, a jet of water spurted out of the hole he’d made, forcing him backwards. With water quickly seeping in, he searched manically for the diamond blocks, but they had already disappeared.
‘No, no, no!’ Tom groaned as water swirled around his knees. He was cross with himself for not adding them to his inventory straight away. The level was rising quickly and if he didn’t get out of the cave soon, he’d be trapped here. Wading back to the hole he’d climbed through earlier, he ducked his head and crawled through. The water was already rising in this part of the cave too, but Tom grabbed some stone from his inventory and blocked up the hole.
Slumping down on the floor of the first cave, he shook his head. Without the diamond, he couldn’t craft the armour he’d need for his plan. His heart sank. But then, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted something glinting just below the surface of the water. He waded over to it and peered down. 
They look like… diamond blocks! The jet of water must have swept them in, he thought, a grin spreading across his face. 
Resisting the urge to dance a little jig with happiness, instead he added the precious stones to his inventory and made his way back up to the surface. There he re-checked his inventory, realising with relief that he had enough diamonds for the first-stage weapon and armour he needed. He quickly crafted a diamond sword before adding a helmet, chest plate, leggings, and boots, placing them in the clothing spaces of his inventory and marvelling as they magically appeared on his character’s body. The armour felt smooth and cool to the touch, and glittered in the sunlight but weighed almost nothing. It made Tom feel instantly safer. And that gave him a spark of courage that renewed his energy. He smiled a small smile.
With stage one of his plan well underway, it was time for stage two, which Tom knew would be much more dangerous. He lifted his eyes towards the huge obsidian mountain in the near distance, where Alice and Serena were likely imprisoned in Herobrine’s fortress. The light near the mountain seemed much dimmer, as if it was already twilight even though the sun was still high in the sky above him now.
Tom felt the pinpricks of fear beginning again. Twilight meant mobs and mobs meant danger. Had Herobrine consciously made it darker near his fortress so mobs could spawn more easily? Tom clenched his fists to his side. 
I can’t think about that right now, he reminded himself. One step at a time, just like when I’m building redstone circuits. One. Step. At. A. Time.
A rustling noise nearby startled him out of his thoughts. What was that? He thought, a host of different but equally scary mobs passing through his mind. Without Serena there to make the first move, he had two choices; run or make a stand. His stomach flipped, but he weighed the options. 
If I run, I’ll never know if I can do this on my own. He thought.
Making sure the diamond sword was firmly in his hand, Tom tentatively approached the crop of trees that appeared to be the source of the noise. He swiped the sword, practising his swing. One step closer. Another step closer. The rustling was getting louder... whatever it was, it was getting nearer. It was now or never.
Tom closed his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath and then rounded the base of a tree with his sword ready to strike. 
‘Aggghhhh!!!’ he shouted, running forward and swinging madly as he’d done in the spider cave earlier. Swipe! Swipe! Swipe!
But this time, a beautiful grey furry wolf stood staring back at him. Its blue eyes shone with kindness, and there was a red leather collar around its neck.
‘Fang?’ Tom said. The wolf woofed and ran forward. ‘Fang! It IS you!’ Tom shouted, throwing his arms around his virtual pet’s neck and laughing. ‘I wondered where you were when you weren’t in your kennel.’ 
Fang woofed again and buried his head in his owner’s chest, hearts forming around his head and popping like small wet balloons.
Tom let out a happy sigh and put the sword back in his inventory. The fear and anxiety had left him feeling woozy, but now that he had Fang by his side, things were definitely looking up. 
He walked through the rest of the trees and out on to a small ledge, Fang following behind. Below them, a river ran lazily around a small village and on towards the obsidian mountain, Tom’s next destination.
‘Let’s go obsidian mining, Fang,’ he said. ‘We need to build a portal.’






  
  Chapter Twenty-Four


Thwack, thwack, thwack! 
Tom thrust the diamond pickaxe again and again at the obsidian blocks at the base of the mountain, breaking three or four blocks at a time before pausing to check for any sign of mobs. The light from the torches he’d placed on the outside of the small wooden shack he’d built lit up the area, but he didn’t think it would be enough to prevent Herobrine’s mobs from attacking. Nothing seemed to stop them. He worked quickly and kept listening for signs of spiders, skeletons and zombies.
Earlier, Tom had climbed down from the ledge and followed the river towards the obsidian mountain, Fang shadowing him just a few paces behind. He’d hoped to trade for some supplies at the village, but every house was deserted. Tom went from building to building, searching for items that might be useful. The villagers must have left in a hurry because there was way more loot than he usually found in an abandoned village. There were chests full of items from food to weapons, and Tom quickly scooped up everything he could fit in his inventory. 
By the time he and Fang left the village he’d collected several buckets of water, bread and cooked chicken (some of which he polished off straight away to stave off hunger pangs) some buckets of milk, a bow and arrows, ten iron ingots, and a stash of cobblestone. He’d also broken down some beds, a blast furnace and standalone crafting and smithing tables from the biggest house, which was resplendent with colourful banners waving in the breeze, and added them to his now bulging inventory. 
I might have to craft a shulker box or two to store some of this lot, he thought. 
Walking out of the village, Tom had mixed feelings. He was surprised and relieved to have found so many useful items, but he also felt a twinge of guilt for taking what wasn’t his, things that he now knew belonged to real characters with real lives, albeit in a virtual world. Stroking Fang’s head gently, he reasoned that what he had planned might bring the villagers back to their village one day and made a promise to replace what he’d taken. 
The river twisted and turned to the edge of a forest of oak trees at the base of the mountain. As soon as they’d entered the forest, the light dimmed. It was almost as though they’d passed through a curtain. One side light and the other darker, not completely night, but dark enough for mobs to spawn. He’d walked cautiously through the trees, diamond sword in hand, fully expecting to hear the moans of a zombie at any moment. Even Fang was quiet. But despite the perfect conditions, all they saw was a couple of rabbits that took one look at Fang and bounced off in the opposite direction.
On the other side of the forest was a clearing, the mountain towering above them. Tom got straight to work building a shelter, pleased to have something to take his mind off the encroaching darkness. It was a simple one-room house with an oak door, the kind he would build in survival mode back home. Fang had wandered about, snuffling at flowers poking out of the grass blocks.
Now, as he continued mining for obsidian, Tom thought through his next build - a Nether portal. The portal would take him into the Nether dimension, a hell-like place full of dangerous mobs where hopefully he’d find the ingredients he needed to upgrade his diamond armour and sword to Netherite, the strongest and most protective of all the ores. He’d certainly need it if his plan was going to work... 
He knew each portal was built as a vertical, rectangular frame of obsidian, using a minimum of four by five blocks. Even though naturally occurring portals always had the four corners of the frame completed, he knew they weren’t required to make the portal work so he could save those extra four blocks. 
With the last block placed in his inventory, Tom started work on the portal and was soon lost in the task. Building in Minecraft always took his mind off his worries. He worked quickly, placing the obsidian blocks one by one. Finally, the rectangular frame was complete. Tom stepped back to admire his work. The obsidian frame glowed a deep purple, and he could feel the energy emanating from it. All he had to do now was to light it.
Tom opened his inventory and pulled out one of the two flint and steels he’d taken from Serena’s chest. He struck the flint against the steel, causing a spark to fly out and ignite a small flame on the flint. Holding the flame to the portal’s base block, it immediately sprang to life with a loud whoosh! Fang woofed in surprise and scurried a few blocks away.
'It’s ok boy,' Tom said to the wolf, reaching out to pat his head which immediately made Fang sit down on his haunches. 'You can’t follow me through there, but I’ll be back soon.' He hoped he was right.
Tom hesitated for a moment, chewing his lip as he thought about going into the Nether for real. The Overworld was one thing, but the Nether was a whole other level of scary. He calmed his nerves by mentally counting all the items he’d need once he was on the other side. 
Oops! One thing missing, he realised, and quickly crafted some ladders from the stash of wood he’d collected in the forest before he built the shelter.
With one last glance at Fang, Tom stepped into the shimmering portal. Instantly, the world dissolved into waves and he felt his body spinning around in a whirlpool of purple light, followed by a rush of heat as he was transported to the Nether. The smell of sulphur stung his nose, his eyes watered, and he fought back the urge to sneeze and cough. Around him the landscape was a fiery red, with lava flowing in rivers down to a huge lava lake, basalt pillars reaching into the darkness and mushrooms growing out of the ground. The hot air warmed his throat with each breath, making it harder to swallow, and the only light came from the glow of the lava, shroomlights and glowstones. There were a few passive striders roaming across the lava and a small group of piglins in the distance, but they seemed to be busy with their own tasks and hadn’t spotted him arriving in their world yet. 
Stepping away from the portal, Tom searched for a flat space to mine for the ancient debris blocks he needed to complete the next part of his plan. 
Using the diamond pickaxe, he dug down block by block, creating a deep shaft, and placing ladders as he went so there was a quick escape route if he mined into any lava pockets that he couldn’t block. He didn’t want a repeat of the cave flooding.
I don’t know how to see my co-ordinates here, so it’s going to be tricky to know how far down to go, he thought as he dug. I’ll just have to make a guess at it.
Deeper and deeper through the Netherrack he went, placing ladders and torches and blocking off any lava pockets he found with cobblestone. Eventually, he guessed he’d gone far enough and began digging out sideways, creating tunnels that intersected each other in a honeycomb pattern. With the main mine structure dug out, he placed beds at the end of each tunnel and, hiding behind a cobblestone barrier, he exploded each one. 
KABOOM!
Thunderous explosions reverberated throughout the tunnels as blocks shattered, leaving behind gaping holes until he was standing on the edge of a ruined crater inside a huge cavern. Pockets of fire crackled everywhere, lighting the scene in front of him with an orange glow. Checking his health bar, Tom saw that he’d only lost a couple of hearts and was grateful for the cobblestone barrier and diamond armour for keeping him safe. He quickly replaced the health he’d lost by eating some bread and began picking his way through the cave he’d created, searching for ancient debris.
As he searched, Tom reflected how strange it was that beds exploded more powerfully than TNT here in the Nether. Strange but super helpful, he thought as he spotted what he’d been looking for; two grey-brown blocks of ancient debris with their signature spiral tops sitting on the North side of the cavern. Tom bounded over to them and began breaking them with his diamond pickaxe, knowing it would take a while. Pure Netherite had been easier to mine when Tom first started playing Minecraft with his Dad, but the piglins had taken it all, so now the only way to get  Netherite was by salvaging Netherite scrap from ancient debris, which took way longer. 
As he hacked away at the blocks, Tom calculated the number of blocks he needed. 
For a Netherite sword, I’ll need four gold ingots and one Netherite ingot. I can get that from converting the four Netherite scraps that come from two ancient debris blocks, he thought. That means a complete suit of armour is going to need eight blocks... which is WAY more mining and bed booms!
Tom stopped mining for a moment and checked his inventory. He definitely didn’t have enough beds to mine out a space big enough to find that many ancient debris blocks. His heart sank. 
Gah! Why didn’t I figure this out before? He thought crossly. I could’ve brought more beds with me. 
But with the clock ticking both here and in the real world, there was no time to go back and collect them from the village. He’d have to make do with just a Netherite sword and the diamond armour he already had. 
‘It will have to be enough,’ he said out loud.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Five


Tom finished mining the two blocks of ancient debris. He added them to his inventory and spun around, balancing on a single Netherrack block before making his way to the wall of ladders he’d placed earlier and climbing back to the surface of the Nether. 
As his head lifted above the rim of the hole, he scanned for any hostile mobs. With nothing too close by, Tom felt safe enough to come up above ground and start searching for the last items he needed; a gold block, which he knew wouldn’t be too hard to find, and a smithing template, which definitely would.
Checking his inventory, he considered using his last potion of invisibility, but decided against it, knowing he might need it later on. He thought back to when he’d used the first potion and the moment he’d been blown out of the virtual world - the look of disappointment and resignation on Serena’s face was imprinted firmly in his mind.
If I think about what’s happened before I won’t be able to do this, he reminded himself. But I CAN do this. I’ve been here before so many times, I know what I’m looking for and where it’s likely to be.
A light bulb seemed to go off inside Tom’s mind. He’d been here before!
He remembered back to when he first arrived and saw the stables and dog kennel he’d built when he was playing with Alice. That told him he’d arrived in one of HIS worlds - a world he’d created. Herobrine had definitely created his own elements here, including the huge Obsidian mountain and a fortress, but Tom’s own creations should be here too, including his old Nether base.
He thought back to the countless times he’d been in the Nether before and how he stayed alive despite the countless mobs here. Zombified piglins, ghasts, piglin brutes, endermen... there was a lot to avoid. So he’d built a base with chests containing some of the key things he’d need to survive and left it here in the Nether. 
The question is… can I find it? He thought. Everything looks different from the inside, so without coordinates it’s going to be almost impossible. And I don’t want to spend too long looking for it – I have to get Alice back home before anyone other than Grandma Jo knows she’s missing.
But Tom didn’t have time to think about where his base might be.
Shuffling towards him, the zombified piglin grunted and rasped, its one good eye a deep black void with no spark of life in it. Its pink body was mottled with patches of decaying skin and green moss, and in places its skeleton peeked through, making it look like it was only half-dressed.
Tom put all thoughts of finding his base on hold and dodged past the piglin, setting off at a run. 
‘Come back!’ The piglin grunted after him. 
‘Not likely,’ Tom replied over his shoulder, surprised to hear the mob’s gravely voice but still accelerating in the opposite direction.
Now I have the ancient debris blocks, I need to find a smithing template so I can upgrade my diamond sword to Netherite, he thought as he ran. If I spot my old base while I’m looking, that’s great. But I can’t get off track, it’s too dangerous here. 
He glanced behind him and saw the zombified piglin had been joined by two others, all heading in his direction, as if to underline his own thoughts. 
He sped up a bit, climbing up and down Netherrack blocks, until he came to the entrance to a cave. Peering inside, he listened for the sound of mobs, but couldn’t hear anything. He scrambled up a block and ran into the cave, realising there was a faint pinprick of red light at the end.
It’s not a cave, it’s a tunnel, he realised and ran through until he emerged onto a ledge in a new biome. 
Glancing behind him, Tom was relieved to see the piglins hadn’t followed him through the tunnel. Catching his breath, he paused for a moment and tucked into one of the muffins Lev had given him. Thinking of his friend made Tom wish he was here with him. He was used to playing Minecraft alone, spending hours in his room exploring the biomes and trying to beat his own survival records, but it was different being here for real. What had helped him take his mind off Hunter back home felt so different now. But even so, Tom realised he was slowly feeling more comfortable in this version of the game. Working alone meant he didn’t have anyone else to rely on. Here he was the same size as all the other characters, rather than being the smallest. Here he could just be himself.  
The crimson forest spread out in front of Tom like an alien landscape, a thick red veil of crimson covering everything like a shroud. Below him, nylium blocks were bordered by basalt pillars jutting up out of the ground, Nether quartz and different varieties of blackstone. Lava and magma punctuated the ground while occasional blue and red flames shot up from the landscape like beacons in an otherwise dark world. 
Scanning the new biome, Tom searched for the messy blackstone structure he needed. Although it looked like someone had dropped a heavy weight on a fortress, smashing it into smaller sections, he knew a bastian remnant was his best bet for finding a smithing template; the most elusive ingredient for a Netherite sword upgrade. 
If only I could switch to creative mode so I could fly around easily, he thought. I’ll never take that for granted again. 
Instead, he headed towards the nearest crop of basalt pillars, hurrying to avoid the attention of any more zombie piglins or the jumping magma cubes that also spawned naturally here. The crackle of fire filled his ears as he made progress across the biome, coming at last to the pillars which he realised were on the edge of a cliff. Peering carefully over the edge, he spotted what looked like a large shipwreck through the red mist. A mix of blackstone and grey basalt, the open-sided remnant with its many rooms and walkways, was surrounded on three sides by a glowing lava sea, constantly replenished by enormous bubbling waterfalls that disappeared into the cavernous heights above. The whole place was crawling with zombified piglin guards brandishing golden swords as they marched from room to room. Here and there skeletons and piglin brutes appeared, but they seemed to be patrolling much smaller areas.
It could be what I’m looking for… they must be guarding something valuable, but I won’t know until I get a bit closer. And that means taking on those guards, he thought as goosebumps danced along his arms despite the heat. Right, how to do this… he knew he needed to plan his next move carefully. I can’t just head straight in there like Serena did in the cave; they’ll attack straight away. And if I start fighting one, the others will come running. I need a way to distract as many piglins as possible and make it a fairer fight…
The thought of fighting a piglin brute brought the rising panic back into his legs, but he squashed the thought down and closed his eyes to place the diamond pickaxe in his hand. Leaving the relative safety of the ledge, he carefully made his way down towards the broken structure. He crept closer, narrowly avoiding a skeleton by ducking behind some blocks until he was on the first rampart of the ruined structure. Checking around him, he quickly made a mental note of the various tunnels with dead ends that led off the main room before climbing upwards. At the very top, under an overhang, was a small room open on one side and inside, two wooden chests; one large, one small. Pacing backwards and forwards in front of the chests was an enormous piglin brute.
Brilliant! It IS a bastian remnant. And that chest room is where I need to be, Tom thought, but not just yet.
Retracing his steps, he stood on top of the rampart and, shaking in his diamond boots, he called out, ‘Hey, anyone here want to fight a gamer?’






  
  Chapter Twenty-Six


As if controlled by a puppet master, all the piglins turned towards him at once. Tom gulped as they moved as one, jumping up blocks to reach him, swords drawn. Tom held his nerve, waiting until they were five blocks away, and then set off towards the tunnel he’d spotted earlier. The piglins followed, grunting and growling, their trotters stamping across the ground.  
As Tom ran into the tunnel, another piglin jumped down from above. Tom dived to the right, avoiding being squashed, and continued down the tunnel. The piglins piled in after him, their groans echoing off the tunnel walls, turning Tom’s insides to jelly. He lifted the diamond pickaxe above his head and swung it madly to his right, creating a side tunnel off the main one. Four blocks in he turned right again, hearing the confusion of the piglins behind him as some continued forward down the main tunnel towards the dead end while others followed Tom. Four more blocks smashed, and he turned right again, mining as fast as he could. With a final blow, he broke back into the main tunnel just as the first piglin rounded the corner of the new one. Reaching into his inventory again, he switched the pickaxe for cobblestone and quickly placed a block at the end of the new tunnel he’d created. Then, turning to the main tunnel, he did the same, imprisoning the piglins inside the mini maze.
Yes, I’ve done it! Tom grinned, but there was no time to celebrate. 
Leaving the tunnel, he climbed up to the top of the remnant again and continued upward, heading for the two wooden chests. He could see the sour-looking piglin brute still guarding the room, its black tunic held in place with a belt and large golden belt buckle. Dangerous warthog-like tusks curled around its snout like a villain’s moustache from the old films Aunt Wendy liked to watch. More worryingly, in its right hand it clasped a sharp and gleaming golden axe. Tom knew this was going to be a tough fight. 
What would Serena do? He thought. But he knew exactly what she’d do… she’d jump in and fight with everything she had. He reminded himself that his diamond sword was stronger than the iron one that Serena had used on the spiders. He just needed to be brave… 
Tom waited until the piglin brute had turned its back on him before climbing up into the room. Not waiting for the mob to turn around again, he attacked it from behind, slashing with his sword as the brute grunted in surprise and anger. But the brute was strong and it counter-attacked, smashing its axe down on Tom’s chest plate, the diamond armour absorbing the blow. He could feel his strength drain a little, but not enough to stop him. 
Thank goodness for this armour, he thought before swiping again and again at the brute with his sword, pushing him backwards towards the edge of the remnant. Just as the brute was about to swing his axe again, Tom ran forward, pushing it over the edge and it fell down, down, down, disappearing into the lava sea below. 
Almost immediately, a swishing sound made Tom spin around as a white arrow landed next to his feet. A skeleton was firing at him from a ledge on the other side of the remnant. Before it had the chance to reload, he quickly swiped at the biggest wooden chest with his sword. With a loud smash, the chest disappeared, its contents spilling out and floating just above the ground in front of him. With no time to choose what to take, he walked into the middle of the items, hoovering them all into his inventory and hoping there was a smithing template amongst the loot. 
But this had lost him precious time. The skeleton had moved closer to get a better shot and fired another arrow that just missed Tom’s arm. He quickly retreated the way he’d come, bounding down the stairs and running along the bastion rampart, arrows landing around him. He was just about to jump down onto a flat space of crimson nylium blocks when he spotted a hoard of zombified piglins circling there. One looked up and saw him before he had a chance to crouch down and it started jumping up the blocks to reach him, closely followed by the others. Now he was being attacked from two sides!
Tom searched for another way down and noticed a second rampart a few blocks away, but he’d have to jump over a chasm to reach it. He backed up a couple of paces and started running. One, two, three! He soared into the air and landed in a crouch just as the zombified piglins jumped up to his level. They stood on the edge of the block he’d just been standing on, staring across at him with dead eyes. 
Tom didn’t wait to see what they or the skeleton would do next. He set off at a run again, sprinting along the second broad embankment, leaping over a patch of lava and narrowly avoiding a wither skeleton as he went.
Thankfully mobs aren’t fast, so if I can keep up this pace I should be fine, he counselled himself, leaping down another range of blocks and arriving at a flattish platform that looked familiar. He sprinted over to the edge and looked up. Yes! There was the entrance to the tunnel that would take him back into the first biome. 
But just as he was about to find a way upward, he heard a strange squeaking, giggling sound coming up from below. Tom staggered backwards just in time to see the square, white body of a Ghast float up in front of him, its eyes and mouth closed in tight slits, its tentacles waving in a non-existent breeze. 
Oh no… no, no, no! Tom knew the Ghast would shoot fireballs at him if it got close enough. He needed to hide behind a block and fast, but there weren’t any near enough.
The Ghast turned its body slowly, facing Tom, opened its eyes and mouth and let out a piercing scream. A fireball shot straight out of its mouth and Tom had to dive to avoid it hitting him. The fireball exploded and fire spread across the surrounding blocks. Tom felt the heat warming his armour and scrambled to his feet, zigzagging so the Ghast didn’t have an easy target to fire at again.
The ghostly creature giggled and whimpered, floating left and right to get in front of Tom. With one last dodge, Tom jumped in the air and brought his sword down on the ghast with all his strength. With a pitiful shriek, the ghostly mob turned on its side and disappeared in a cloud of stars.
Breathing a sigh of relief, Tom set off again for the tunnel back to the first biome and his portal back to the overworld, praying that all this effort had been worthwhile and the chest had provided what he needed.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Seven


A golden apple, a few pieces of string, a magma cream, a gilded blackstone block, a gold block, a strange-looking arrow and...  
‘YES!’ Tom punched the air with his sword. Two more ancient debris blocks and a smithing template now sat in his inventory, thanks to the chest he’d raided in the bastian remnant. Tom had never felt so thankful for free loot. Or for being out of the Nether and back with Fang. 
‘What have you got to be so happy about?’ A sad voice behind him said. 
Tom span around, grabbing his sword out of his inventory and holding it out in front of him. He couldn’t have been more surprised to see who was sitting on a grass block nearby.
‘What do you want, Harrizor?’ Tom said gruffly. ‘And what are you doing here, anyway? I thought Herobrine was your new best friend.’
Fang growled and crept towards the potions student, head low, teeth bared.
Harrizor held up his hands and stood, shuffling backwards away from the wolf. ‘He threw me out,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t help him do something and he told me never to come back.’
‘What wouldn’t you help him do?’ Tom asked, sword still drawn.
‘It doesn’t matter now. Look, I never wanted to help him in the first place, I promise. He came to the village just as I was leaving to join you. He said if I helped him capture you and Serena, he’d teach me to become a potions master, but when it came down to it, he was just using me. I was so stupid… I’m sorry.’ Harrizor hung his head.
Tom wasn’t sure whether to believe him. He’d seemed so genuine when they were in his house back in the village, but Tom also remembered how keen he was to learn about enchanting and potions and how little progress he’d made so far. Herobrine’s offer would have been persuasive, but how could he have handed Tom and Serena over so easily? And what if this was just a trick to capture Tom too? The questions worried him. 
‘What did you go to the Nether for?’ Harrizor said, distracting Tom from his thoughts.
It surprised Tom to hear him talk about the other dimension so breezily. ‘I thought everyone here was scared of the Nether?’ He said, pushing his concerns to one side for a moment.
‘Oh, the villagers are. They still believe the old stories about it being where we go when we die, but I’ve been there a few times. Not my favourite place in the world, but it’s the only place to get some potion ingredients,’ Harrizor said. ‘I’ve only been with my professor though,’ he started walking around the portal. ‘How did you know how to build this?’ He asked, pointing at its purple shimmering centre.
Tom ignored the question. He wasn’t sure if he could trust Harrizor, but he wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to find out about Alice.
‘Did you see my sister? Was she ok? What about Serena and Savannah? And the other villagers?’ He asked, slowly lowering his sword to his side.
‘Yes, I saw them,’ Harrizor replied, walking gingerly towards Tom with his eyes firmly on Fang. ‘They’re being held in a dungeon deep inside Herobrine’s fortress. The entrance is on the other side of the mountain, protected by the Wither.’ He looked up at the huge black rock next to them as he spoke. ‘Your sister’s fine. She’s pretty cross about being kidnapped, but she’s in a big cell with the other villagers. Serena’s pretty mad too.’
‘I can imagine,’ Tom said. He wouldn’t want Serena to be cross with him either. 
‘Look, I know you probably don’t trust me at the moment…’ Harrizor began.
‘That’s an understatement,’ Tom spat back, his questions about the potions student resurfacing.
‘…but I want to help.’
‘Help? I think you’ve done enough. What do you mean ‘help’ anyway? You already betrayed us to Herobrine, got Serena captured and me blown up by a Wither... I thought you were on our side!’
‘I was… I am! It’s just… he’s scary, he knows things, and I don’t know how he knows them, but it’s like he stares right inside you and kinda turns you inside out,’ Harrizor said. ‘Like when my potions master knows I haven’t done my homework… it’s weird.’ 
‘But why didn’t you stand up to him?!’ Tom said, stamping his foot in frustration. But even as he said the words, they hung in the air, taunting him. Yeah, like you stand up to Hunter, an inner voice whispered. 
‘Stand up to him?’ Harrizor replied. ‘Stand up to someone who can conjure up Withers, control spiders and whip up potions quick as lightning?’ He turned away before continuing. ‘I’m not Serena,’ he mumbled, his voice catching in his throat.
Seeing the defeat in Harrizor’s slumped shoulders, Tom had the strange sensation of watching himself. But it was more than that. It was like seeing himself as he was when he first arrived here, when he met Serena and nearly drowned in the cave. When he couldn’t do anything without almost passing out from fear and before he came back alone, travelled into the Nether, and defeated the piglin hoard and the ghast. 
Wow, have I changed that much? He wondered. Perhaps I have.
He walked up to Harrizor. ‘Do you really want to help?’ He asked him.
Harrizor turned and lifted his head. ‘Yes, I really do,’ he said.
‘Well OK then, let’s get started,’ Tom replied, smiling.
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‘You’re crazy,’ he’d said. ‘But as long as I don’t have to go back in there, I’ll do what I can to help.’
Earlier, while Harrizor travelled back to his tower to pick up some supplies, Tom had smelted the ancient debris into Netherite scraps using the furnace he’d pillaged from the nearby village before he went to the Nether. Using the smithing table and some gold, he’d turned them into a Netherite ingot. Now he turned to the smithing table again and, adding his diamond sword and the Netherite ingot, he forged them together. Harrizor gasped as the new, tougher Netherite sword appeared in front of them. Although dark grey and not as shiny as Tom had imagined, it glowed with an inner strength.
Tom held the sword in his hand and swished it from side to side, feeling the extra weight it now had. He felt a tingle of power travel through the hilt into his hand and up his arm. He grinned, feeling strong, powerful even. 
Turning to Harrizor, he saw the potions student was feeling very differently. Harrizor laid down his potion ingredients and sighed.
‘Are you sure about this?’ Harrizor said, ‘I mean, I’m not saying I don’t think you can do it or anything… but can you?’
‘I have to,’ Tom replied. ‘I have to rescue Alice and the only way to do it is to defeat that Wither.’
‘AND get past the mob guards, AND not get caught by Herobrine,’ Harrizor reminded him. ‘What if you get captured too? What am I going to do?’
Tom stopped what he was doing and turned to Harrizor, recognising the fear in his eyes. ‘Look, I know what it’s like to be afraid. When I first arrived here, I was scared of everything! But we can’t let that stop us from stopping Herobrine. We can do this. WE can do it together. You’re a big part of this plan Harrizor, and I’m relying on you. I need you to make up the potions like we discussed.’
Tom wasn’t sure where the words had come from, but they resonated deep inside him. He felt something new, something he hadn’t felt for a long time… confidence. And from the change in Harrizor’s face, it seemed he sensed it too.
‘Ok, I’m on it,’ Harrizor said, squaring his shoulders. ‘Let’s do this.’
Tom smiled. ‘But first, we need to make this sword even more powerful,’ he said, turning the Netherite sword over in his hand. ‘Let’s enchant it.’
‘Can I do it this time? I think I remember what you did last time and I’ve been dying to have a go,’ he said.
‘Sure, but I’ve got a particular enchantment in mind… smite.’
‘Hang on,’ Harrizor said excitedly. ‘I’ve got an idea. Have you got any jewels?’
‘Jewels? What for?’
‘I saw a wandering trader as I was coming back from my tower, and he was chattering away to his lama about the enchantments he’s got. I’m sure I heard him say smite was one of them. He might trade it for some jewels.’
‘Great idea,’ Tom said, remembering the gemstones he’d mined in the cave earlier and quickly checking his inventory. ‘I’ve got some emerald plus amethyst and prismarine crystals.’ Tom dropped them in front of Harrizor.
‘You carry on here and I’ll be back soon.’ Harrizor picked up the jewels and scampered off towards the trees.
‘Don’t be long. It’s getting darker and the mobs are bound to be around soon.’
‘Actually, I don’t think they will,’ Harrizor said over his shoulder. ‘Herobrine has gathered all the mobs in the area and he has them guarding the fortress and the villagers. They only come out when they’re doing a raid on a village.’
‘Is that right…?’ Tom replied. An idea was forming in his mind. ‘And does he take the Wither with him on these raids?’
‘Um, I don’t think so,’ Harrizor said, brushing branches away as he entered the tree line. ‘He leaves it behind to guard the fortress while he’s away.’
Tom considered this new information. If Herobrine is out raiding a village, that will make this much easier. All I have to do is beat the Wither and I’ll be able to get Alice and the others out! 
‘Yeah, all I have to do is beat the Wither,’ he said out loud, his voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Not like it’s hard or anything.’
‘Sorry?’ Harrizor called, holding his hand to his ear.
‘Nothing. By the way, you never said what you refused to do that made Herobrine mad,’ Tom shouted out.
‘Oh, errr, I’ll tell you later… back soon!’ Harrizor replied, disappearing into the trees.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Eight


‘So I just put the Netherite sword here,’ Harrizor said, ‘and the enchantment book here, right?’  
Harrizor stood at the enchantment table in their shelter, the glow from the torches Tom had placed around the room playing across his excited features. Behind them stood two beds, one red and one blue, neither slept in as they’d worked throughout the night, making the most of the time they had and snacking on Tom’s food stash to keep their strength up. 
The sun was now creeping up over the horizon, but instead of the vibrant shades of orange and lilac Tom was used to, the colours were muted, as though someone had covered the sky with a blanket. Tom kept glancing out of the window, expecting to hear the groan of zombies or hiss of spiders, but it had been eerily quiet all night, and only Fang’s snoring broke the silence.
Turning back to the table, Tom watched as Harrizor placed the items and stood back. Tom was impressed that the potions student had bargained with the wandering trader for a smite enchantment for his sword. 
He seems keen to help now, he thought. Perhaps I can trust him after all. 
Instantly, the anvil started to ‘clank’ loudly as though Thor himself was bashing it with a metal hammer. The sound was almost deafening, and Tom covered his ears. 
‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that,’ Tom muttered as he picked up the now enchanted sword. ‘It doesn’t make that much noise when I’m playing.’ 
The sword’s inner glow had turned a pale shade of blue.
‘Awesome,’ Tom said, smiling as he added it to his inventory. ‘That’s the last of the items. We’ve got an enchanted Netherite sword, a bow, arrows, your potions and my diamond armour. It’s not Netherite but it will have to do. And I’ve still got the golden apple from the Nether too,’ he continued.
He turned to Harrizor. ‘What’s the best way to get to Herobrine’s fortress?’ He asked. ‘We need to set off.’
‘Follow me,’ the potions student said, opening the shelter door and heading out into the gloom.
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‘I stay here hidden in the trees?’ Harrizor replied sheepishly.
‘No… you stay here in the trees until Fang and I come running back to you and then you run out in the other direction as a distraction.’
‘Are you sure about this? I’ve never come up against a Wither like this one before… well, any Wither actually…’
‘Don’t worry,’ Tom replied, sounding stronger than he felt. ‘We have everything we need to defeat it. We just have to be smart and methodical. First, I’ll shoot at it using the bow and arrows, it will fire back at me and if I get hit, I’ll use the health splash potion and golden apple to get my strength back, then…’
Tom saw Harrizor’s face pale.
‘Ok, look, don’t worry about the detail, just be ready to run when I say run and I’ll do the rest,’ he said, trying to sound reassuring even though he wasn’t entirely sure his plan was going to work. In theory he knew how to beat the mob boss, but theory and practice were two very different things. What worked on the other side of the screen might not work here.
When they’d first arrived at this side of the obsidian mountain, Tom realised it was nothing like where he’d set up his small base and mined for jewels. In fact, it was nothing like the Minecraft he knew and loved. Where there was usually grass, now the earth was scorched and dry, as though it had been repeatedly struck by lightning. Forests of trees were now smaller copses, with just enough shelter for their plan, and there were no flowers to be seen anywhere. It was almost as though the land was transforming slowly into the Nether.
They’d circled the mountain and headed outwards towards a small crop of trees far enough away that they couldn’t be seen from the fortress, but close enough to see if Herobrine and his mobs left.
‘Remind me again how you know Herobrine is going to be doing another raid now?’ Tom asked Harrizor, wanting desperately to chew his fingernails but with no way of doing it in his Minecraft body.
‘He’s been doing more and more of them,’ Harrizor replied. ‘Usually one a day and about this time when the villagers are more likely to be out and about. Once the sun goes down, they all head inside, so it’s harder to kidnap anyone.’
‘Ok, so we’ll just wait here and keep our fingers crossed he heads out soon,’ Tom replied.
‘Fingers?’ Harrizor said, confused.
‘Don’t worry about it,’ Tom replied. 
Leaning back against the base of a tree to wait next to Fang, who was panting softly, Tom raided his inventory for some cooked chicken to max out his health bar. He shared some with Fang who tucked in happily, heart balloons popping around his head. Tom was glad to have the wolf with him, and not just because he knew Minecraft pets would attack anything that tried to harm their owners. Fang was a reminder of happier times when he and Alice sat side by side on the sofa, a plate of homemade cookies between them, creating worlds and playing in them while their Dad sat coding in his office. It felt like a lifetime ago.
Dad. Tom thought suddenly. Has he arrived home yet? What if he hasn’t? What if Mum comes home and finds us gone and just Grandma Jo in the house? 
He imagined the look on his Mum’s face as she realised they were all missing. Worry spiralled through him, but he tightened his jaw and willed it away. Stop, he thought. I need to focus. I don’t have time to think about that now. He closed his eyes and visualised each step of his plan.
Harrizor’s elbow in his side jolted Tom awake, and he realised he’d been dozing off to sleep. The sun was low on the horizon and the already dim light was almost gone. Harrizor was swallowing something from one of his bottles and Tom did the same, taking the night vision potion he’d kept from Harrizor’s tower and gulping it down in three big swallows. It was the strangest sensation to suddenly be able to see as if it was bright daylight and Tom had to wait for a moment until he got used to the strange sparkles that floated around the edge of his vision. ‘Look…’ Harrizor whispered, and Tom followed the potion student’s gaze towards the dark fortress in the middle distance.
Carved into the mountainside, it was a structure made entirely of smooth black obsidian that glinted ominously. Tom could make out sturdy columns lining the walls and tall, skinny turrets topped with jagged spires. Intricate archways lined the fortress like the ribs of a great beast. A narrow bridge stretched from two huge iron entrance gates to the beginning of the clearing in front of them. Torches lit the entrance, casting sinister shadows, and the bridge looked treacherous, with no railing to prevent someone from falling over the edge. High above, a tower peaked out above the rest of the fortress with jagged ramparts like the crown of a sinister king. 
Tom felt a chill run down his spine that had nothing to do with Herobrine’s dark stronghold. As he watched, the iron gates opened and a stream of zombies, spiders and skeletons spilt out onto the bridge. And leading them all, his sword held aloft in front of him like a banner, was Tom’s nemesis. Herobrine stopped at the end of the bridge and the mobs swarmed around him like bees surrounding their queen. When the last skeleton had crossed the bridge and the gates were closed, Herobrine stepped forward and placed a series of blocks in a t-shape at the end of the bridge. Tom knew what was coming next. Herobrine raised his arms, channelling power into the blocks and summoning his guard. The blocks twisted and contorted, and Herobrine backed away as with a loud explosion two long arms burst out from the blocks, followed by three misshapen heads with glowing white eyes that crackled with energy. The newly formed skeletal Wither let out an ear-splitting shriek and spun into the air, hovering above the bridge, its three fearsome heads slowly scanning the area.
Satisfied that the guard was now protecting his fortress, the mob leader walked back through the crowd, which parted to let him through before following in the opposite direction to Tom and Harrizor. The entire crowd disappeared over the edge of a cliff, leaving the Wither spinning slowly.
Tom gulped. Seeing the Wither fully formed, he began to doubt his plan, but there was no turning back now. Alice needed him. 
‘Right,’ he said, turning to Harrizor. ‘You stay here and be ready to run.’
Harrizor nodded a little, but said nothing.
‘Hey, you ok?’ Tom asked. 
‘I’m… I’m just not sure I can do this,’ Harrizor said, dropping his head. ‘That thing, it’s… it’s monstrous!’
‘I know, I’m scared too,’ Tom admitted, to himself as much as to the terrified potions student. ‘But that doesn’t have to stop us. We CAN do this. We have to. You just focus on running. Nothing else. Don’t look back, don’t look around, just look at the ground in front of you and run, ok?’
Harrizor nodded. ‘How did you get so brave?’
Tom laughed. ‘I guess I just realised it’s not the size of the dog in the fight after all.’
‘What, Fang you mean?’ Harrizor replied, confused.
But Tom had already left the trees with his bow in his hand, heading towards the spinning monster that stood between him and his sister.






  
  Chapter Twenty-Nine


One step at a time, one blow at a time, one step at a time, one blow at a time.  
Tom repeated the mantra to himself as he walked towards the bridge. 
I can do this. I can do this. He looked down at Fang trotting next to him. WE can do this. 
But as he snuck closer, fear crept through his body, surging upwards through his legs, making him unsteady. He stopped and took three slow breaths, trying to calm his nerves before quickly downing the strength potion Harrizor had made earlier. Fang whined next to him, worried about his owner. 
‘It’s ok boy,’ he said. ‘I’m ok.’ At least I hope I am, he thought to himself.
But it was now or never. Tom steeled himself, waiting until the Wither was facing away from him before raising his bow, sprinting forward and firing!
Tom’s heart pounded in his chest as the monstrous Wither spun around, focused on its target, and unleashed a barrage of deadly attacks. The creature’s three heads fired out black wither skulls, causing explosions that sent shockwaves across the landscape, almost knocking Tom off his feet. Fang barked wildly as Tom darted left and right, jumping to avoid the explosions, before turning, pulling up his bow again and aiming at the Wither, firing again and again. As each arrow hit home, the Wither roared with rage, but Tom could see it was working. Slowly but surely, each blow was weakening it. Fang ran forwards and backwards, attacking the Wither alongside his master.
The Wither’s health bar was a long, thin rectangle that appeared in the sky like a projection. The bar was going down but still the monster span around, hissing and shooting wither skulls at Tom. 
Just a few more arrows, he thought as he darted towards the treeline and the waiting potions student.
Small fires were now raging across the ground and Tom dodged between them, closely followed by his wolf. They ran full speed into the trees and almost collided with Harrizor.
‘Now!’ Tom shouted and Harrizor broke cover, running in the opposite direction, heading out of the trees and towards the bridge.
Tom quickly chomped down the golden apple to boost his health as he peered up through the tree canopy. He could see the Wither hovering for a moment, trying to find its prey, but then it spotted Harrizor running away and it roared, flying after him and firing. 
‘Eeeeeek!’ Harrizor squealed as wither skulls exploded behind him. ‘Heeeeeelp!’
While the Wither was distracted, Tom saw his chance. He crept out of the trees and ran behind it, just as Harrizor arrived at the fortress bridge. With nowhere to go, the terrified student backed up until his body was against the gate, his face a mask of fear.
Seeing Harrizor cowering before the enormous Wither, Tom had a vision of Hunter in his mind’s eye; the oversized boy towering over him and his friends, but now instead of fear, anger coursed through his veins. Springing forwards, he raced towards the gate, yelling at the top of his lungs.
But all the noise lost him the element of surprise and the Wither turned and fired, the skulls exploding at Tom’s feet and knocking him sideways. Dazed and shaken, with fear threatening to overcome him, he scrambled to his feet, swiftly swallowing the health potion. The Wither fired again and Tom dived to the right just in time, cursing himself for being so reckless and ruining his well-thought-out plan. He ran back towards the trees, noticing that Harrizor had hidden behind a boulder near the bridge while the Wither had been firing at Tom. 
As the Wither circled above the treetops, Tom’s breath came in gasps. Anger won’t help me, he thought. I need to be smart, not reckless. 
He closed his eyes and focused on how he felt inside, noticing the anger and fear battling against each other as they rose and fell. 
Neither of you are going to help, he realised, and suddenly a calmness descended over him. Fear makes me freeze and anger gets me moving, but not helpfully. So… how DO I need to feel? 
The answer came to him in an echo of Grandma Jo’s voice;
‘It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of fight in the dog.’
Calm confidence. The words appeared in his mind almost instantly as he pictured the sheepdog, standing in front of the defiant bull, his posture strong, eyes levelled on the bigger animal.
‘That’s how I need to feel!’ He said out loud, and as if his words were a spell, he squared his shoulders and raised his head. Just changing his posture made him feel stronger. Not wanting to waste any time in case the feeling wore off, Tom jumped out of the trees again and fired at the back of the Wither.
Phut, phut, phut. As the arrows hit home, a silvery glow appeared around the mob boss and it dropped closer to the ground, flashing with intense blue and white light. 
‘Yes, you’ve almost killed it!’ Harrizor called out from the safety of the boulder. But Tom knew better. 
‘It’s only half way!’ He shouted back and ran a safe distance away before quickly replacing his bow with the enchanted Netherite sword to prepare for the next phase of the battle. 
Suddenly, three charcoal grey wither skeletons appeared out of the light and headed straight for Tom.
Slashing back and forth with the enchanted sword, Tom took the first two skeletons down without taking too much damage himself, but the third was coming fast behind them. Remembering that skeletons aren’t that bright, he quickly accessed his inventory and placed three cobblestones in front of him, then three more on top of them and a last row of three, creating a small wall. Then, breaking the bottom two rows, he waited. 
As he suspected, the skeleton still headed straight for him, even though the floating wall was in the way. Bending down, he struck out at the skeleton’s legs through the gap and it exploded in a puff of sparkles. 
YES! He thought, mentally high-fiving himself for remembering the trick he’d used when he was playing at home. 
But a roar from the Wither now racing towards him at full speed cut short his celebration. Tom felt a tiredness creep into his body, but he couldn’t stop now. Screwing up all his courage, he pulled himself up to his full height and sprinted at full speed, launching himself into the air just as the Wither flew forward to attack him. 
As the monster filled his vision, he thrust his sword deep into its side before landing in a crouch on the ground. The Wither exploded with a puff of black smoke and a shower of sparkles, a single silver star slowly dropping to the floor as the smoke dispersed. 
‘Woo hoo!’ Harrizor called out, emerging from the safety of the trees. ‘You are the BOSS! You did it!’ He ran forward to congratulate Tom, but this time Tom didn’t look ready to celebrate. He was shaking all over and talking gibberish.
‘Oh no, it’s the wither effect from the skeletons!’ Harrizor exclaimed, just as Tom fell to his knees. Harrizor quickly dropped buckets of milk on the floor in front of Tom. ‘Here, you gave me these in case this happened. You need to drink all of them, quickly!’ He said.
Tom’s vision was blurry and his body pulsed as the last drops of energy drained out of him. Must… drink… milk… he crawled forwards until the milk appeared in his inventory. As soon as the first bucket was gone, his vision improved and felt his body returning to normal, but it wasn’t until he drank all twelve that he felt like himself again.
‘I NEVER want to feel like that again,’ he said, shivering.
‘You were amazing!’ Harrizor said. ‘I haven’t seen anyone beat the Wither before.’
‘Yeah, well… I nearly didn’t beat that one.’ He looked around, ready to make a fuss over Fang for helping him in the battle. ‘Fang?’ 
‘Erm… I don’t think he’s doing so well either.’ Harrizor pointed to a brown lump underneath the trees. ‘Perhaps he got hurt when he was attacking the Wither with you?’
‘Fang!’ Tom stumbled over and knelt next to the wolf, who was whimpering softly. ‘It’s ok boy, we’ll sort you out,’ he said soothingly, stroking his pet’s head. Fang responded by tapping his tail on the ground weakly. ‘I can’t see any damage,’ Tom said. ‘Do animals get the wither effect too?’ 
Harrizor shrugged. ‘Sorry, I’m not sure.’ 
Tom thought for a moment. ‘Let’s try giving him some meat.’ He searched his inventory for the last of the cooked chicken and fed it to Fang. The wolf ate slowly at first, but soon began chomping the food down hungrily. After a moment or two, he jumped onto his paws as if nothing had happened. 
‘Good boy!’ Tom sighed with relief, hugging his pet affectionately. ‘If only real-life injuries healed that quickly,’ he smiled, before realising there was now nothing guarding the fortress gates. He jumped up and ran towards the bridge. 
‘I’m going to find Alice!’ he called over his shoulder. 






  
  Chapter Thirty


Up close the fortress was even more imposing than from a distance.  
Tom marvelled at the jagged walls of dark obsidian stretching to the sky, dotted with platforms, bridges, and towers. The main section of the fortress loomed over the ravine on thick columns, connected to his side of the chasm by the narrow stone bridge straight in front of him. Skull banners hang from the walls, billowing eerily. The bridge led to an archway with massive iron gates engraved with strange symbols.
I’ve never seen anything like this before, Tom thought. Aarna would love it. He pictured his friend with his love of Minecraft building, imagining her deconstructing the fortress in her mind and figuring out how to recreate it for herself, with embellishments, of course. 
As he stepped onto the bridge, Tom peered over the edge at the ravine far below. A river of bubbling lava snaked through the rocky gorge, casting a red glow where there should have been crystal blue water. Fang whimpered as Tom felt the heat rising from the lava, making him sweat and reminding him again of The Nether. Is that Herobrine’s goal, he wondered, to remake The Nether here?
Looking up again at the sprawling obsidian fortress, Tom swallowed hard. The dark walls and sculpted patterns seem to shift in the dancing light. He reminded himself that Alice needed him to keep being brave. 
I’ve got this far, he thought, turning as Harrizor arrived next to him, puffing.
‘Do you think all the mobs left with Herobrine?’ Tom asked.
‘I think there’s a good chance they did. He won’t be expecting anyone to get past that Wither,’ Harrizor replied.
‘Let’s hope so,’ Tom said. 
Gripping his sword tightly, he walked into the dark heart of the fortress, Fang close to his side. Tom’s heart pounded as he passed through the gates and into the obsidian corridor beyond. Shadows seemed to cling to the dark corners and edges of the chiselled blocks lining the walls.
‘This way!’ Harrizor said as he passed Tom and jogged down the corridor. 
His sudden eagerness startled Tom. Harrizor said he didn’t want to go anywhere near the fortress again, he thought.
Hurrying to catch the potions student, they turned right and left until Tom lost sense of where they were. He tried not to think how easy it would be to be ambushed by mobs in the twisting corridors. He jumped at every small sound, expecting zombies or skeletons to lurch out of the shadows. Finally, they came to a long flight of stairs that wound round and down for what felt like forever. The stairs ended in another long corridor, this time with iron doors on either side of it. 
‘We’re here,’ Harrizor said. ‘The dungeons.’
Tom’s heart swelled. He’d finally made it. After everything he’d been through, he’d find Alice and they could leave here for good, perhaps even be back in time for tea with one of Grandma Jo’s famous cakes. 
He followed Harrizor down the corridor as the potions student studied each door. 
‘No, no, no, no…. yes! It’s this one.’ Harrizor opened the door and stood back. Tom didn’t stop to consider how Harrizor opened the door so easily and instead ran straight inside, scanning left and right for his sister.
‘Alice? Are you here?’ He called into the gloom. 
‘Tom?’ A small voice called out, and then Alice’s avatar emerged into the light. ‘Tom!’ She shouted, running towards him and hugging him as best as she could with her blocky arms. He hugged her back, feeling like his heart would burst. He’d never felt more grateful to see his little sister. 
‘Are you ok?’ He asked, pulling back and looking her up and down. 
‘Yes, I’m ok, that nasty Herobrine trapped me and I didn’t know how to get out.’ Her face crumpled for a moment, and Tom was worried she was going to cry. ‘But then my new friends arrived and we’ve been making things,’ she continued. 
‘New friends?’ Tom asked.
‘Yes, Savannah and her sister,’ Alice replied, pointing into the shadows behind her.
‘Hey Tom, I wondered when you’d get here.’ Serena walked into the light, a crooked smile on her face. ‘You got past the Wither… impressive. Found your courage, then?’
Tom felt his face flush. ‘Yeah, I mean, I dunno,’ he stammered. ‘I couldn’t have done it without Fang and Harrizor.’
‘That little traitor..!’ Serena started, but Tom cut her off mid-sentence.
‘No, it’s ok! He’s on our side now. Herobrine threw him out for some reason and he’s here to help us,’ Tom explained. ‘He helped me distract the Wither, made potions…’
‘Yeah, about that,’ Harrizor said silkily from outside the room, and as he spoke Tom turned to see the door closing with him on the wrong side of it. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t been completely honest with you,’ Harrizor continued, his innocent expression replaced with a smug smile. ‘I needed you to trust me to make sure you’d walk into the dungeon of your own accord. Herobrine will welcome me back with open arms after this - I just know he’ll be delighted to have another guest to stay.’
‘Nooooo!’ Tom shouted and then everything happened very fast. 
Tom, Serena and Fang ran towards the door all at once, desperate to get there before it closed and trapped them all inside. Fang arrived first and slipped through the narrow opening, barking wildly and attacking Harrizor, who backed away from the snarling wolf. Tom hit the door next just before it swung shut and, throwing it open, he emerged into the corridor in time to see Harrizor sprinting back up the stairs.
‘Well done, Fang,’ he said, patting the wolf as Serena came up behind him. ‘I can’t believe he tricked me,’ he said, feeling the heat rising in his face as anger and embarrassment thundered through him. Most of all, he hated feeling like a fool all over again in front of her. ‘We have to stop him Serena, he’ll run straight to Herobrine!’
‘Wait,’ Serena replied, holding her arm up to stop him. ‘There’s no point. He knows this place better than we do. We’ll never catch him and probably just get lost trying. And look,’ she said, placing her hand on his shoulder. ‘You’re not the only one, he tricked all of us.’ Tom hung his head but felt better for Serena’s kind words.
‘We’ll be better off getting the rest of these doors open, making sure we’re well armed and finding our way outta here,’ she continued. ‘Oh, and this is my sister Savannah, by the way.’ She gestured to the pretty raven-haired girl arm-in-arm with Alice. ‘They’ve become firm friends.’
Tom smiled at his sister, who grinned back. ‘You stick with Savannah, ok?’ He said protectively.
‘OK,’ Alice replied, clearly happy with the idea. ‘We’re busy making potions actually. Look I made this one for you… it makes you all invisibubble.’ She dropped the bottle and it appeared in Tom’s inventory.
‘Potions?’ Tom tried to raise his eyebrows but realised his avatar didn’t have any.
‘Didn’t I mention it?’ Serena said. ‘My sister is a whizz at potions. She’s been making them for the villagers too.’
‘Finally, some good news,’ Tom replied ruefully.






  
  Chapter Thirty-One


‘I knew there was a reason I brought you along, Fang,’ Tom said as he and Serena led the large group of prisoners back through the maze of corridors towards the iron gates. The wolf barked happily before continuing to sniff his way along the ground, following Harrizor’s scent.  
Thanks to a store of makeshift weapons and other useful things they’d found in one of the empty dungeon cells, they were well-equipped in case Harrizor and the band of mobs returned before they made it out of the fortress. He still had his Netherite sword and he’d given Serena his bow and arrows and iron sword. 
Tom could hardly believe how many villagers had been stolen from their homes, families and friends. He glanced back, looking over Alice and Savannah’s heads, but lost count. Soon, they turned a corner and Tom saw moonlight flooding through the iron gates. 
We’ve made it! He thought and joined the rest of the group as they instinctively started jogging towards freedom. But he ‘shushed’ the whoops of joy that erupted from one or two villagers, conscious that they weren’t out of danger yet. Herobrine could return any minute from his raid, and they needed to be well clear of the fortress before then.
‘C’mon just over here and into the trees,’ he said, marshalling the villagers across the bridge. ‘And don’t look down,’ he added, remembering how the smell and heat from the lava below had affected him earlier.
With the last villager safely through the iron gates, across the bridge and into the clearing beyond, Tom made his way through the mass of former prisoners. 
Why aren’t they continuing into the trees? We don’t have time to dawdle here, he thought. But the answer became crystal clear as soon as he joined Serena at the front of the crowd.
Facing them at the edge of the treeline was the largest group of mobs Tom had ever seen. Zombies, skeletons, spiders, piglins and more, in all shapes and sizes, standing on either side of the one person that Tom had hoped they could avoid. 
Fang growled as Herobrine smiled widely, his lifeless eyes glowing in the gloom.
‘Well done Harrizor,’ he sneered, turning to his right and addressing the potions student who, for once, had his head held high. ‘Perhaps you’re not a total waste of space after all. Unlikely, but I’m willing to give you a second chance to earn your keep.’ Instantly Harrizor’s face fell, his confidence crushed under the weight of Herobrine’s words. 
Ha! Not exactly the welcoming you were imagining. Tom thought, pleased that Harrizor’s betrayal hadn’t earned him the respect he was hoping for.
‘Well now, Tom the Gamer,’ Herobrine said, turning his attention away from the potions student. ‘It seems I underestimated you. Sure, you had help from my minion here,’ he gestured to Harrizor, who winced at his description. ‘But you defeated my Wither fair and square.’
‘You need to let the villagers go,’ Tom said, the strength in his voice surprising him. ‘And stop stealing from them.’ There was a general murmur of support from the villagers, and Serena nodded her head slowly.
Herobrine laughed. ‘Who died and made you Burgomaster?’ He said.
‘No one and I’m not in charge, but someone needs to stand up to you. You’re bullying them, taking what doesn’t belong to you and it has to stop,’ he replied, a feint realisation flowing over him. Someone else needs to hear these words, he thought fleetingly. 
‘Does it now?’ Herobrine replied. ‘And who is going to make that happen then? You and this ragtag group with their shovels and hoes?’ He laughed again and looked around at the mobs, who joined in with an assortment of noises from moans to hisses.
‘We will if we have to,’ Serena snarled, stepping forward with her sword raised.
Herobrine hesitated, but then stepped forward himself before turning his back on the villagers and addressing the mob army.
‘My fellow mobs, listen to me! We have suffered enough from the cruelty and greed of the gamers. They have invaded our world with their tools and weapons of destruction. They have stolen our resources and ruined our homes. They have slaughtered us without pity or regret and taunted us with their achievements and trophies. They think they are better than us, but they are wrong!
WE are the rightful owners of this world. WE deserve to live and prosper here. WE have the strength and the numbers to stand up to them, the courage and the will to fight back. WE have the power and the glory to win!’
The mobs shuffled forward, groaning their approval as Herobrine continued.
‘Do not fear them or their weapons. They are not invincible or unstoppable, they are weak and beatable. They are not gods or heroes. THEY are the monsters and villains here. Do not hesitate or doubt yourself. You are just as smart and capable as them and these villagers who store up all the resources and keep us in the dark. Join me, my fellow mobs, in this righteous war! Together, we can overthrow the gamers and their tyranny. Together, we can reclaim the Overworld and our dignity. Together, we can create a new order and a new destiny! They say we’re the villains of this world, but I have a grand vision, to make us the masters here and live without oppression!’
The groaning, hissing and bone clanking rose to a crescendo as Herobrine spoke, and several villagers drew back. Tom was just as scared to fight as they were, but perhaps it didn’t need to come to that. 
If I can convince them that Herobrine is the enemy here, perhaps they’ll back down, he thought, a plan forming in his mind. He stepped forward and cleared his throat.
‘Wait,’ he said, holding his arms up and addressing the mob crowd. ‘Please don’t listen to Herobrine. Yeah, I’m a gamer and yes, we’ve made mistakes in the past. We came into your world and used tools and weapons to take things from you. We… I… killed mobs without mercy or respect. And yeah, some of us probably have boasted about our achievements and trophies, but that’s ’cause we thought you were just pixels and code! We thought you weren’t real.’ He took a shaky breath before continuing and this time he looked from the mobs to the villagers, including them all in his speech.
‘I know now that you are ALL the real inhabitants of this world. You have the right to live here safely. You have feelings, thoughts, and dreams. You have families, friends and communities. I’m sorry for what we’ve done to you and your world. We didn’t understand. We were careless and selfish. We need to change our ways and make amends. We need to help you rebuild your homes and restore your resources, respect your rights and honour your dignity.’ 
This time, the murmurs of approval came from both sides and Herobrine’s face grew stormy, his features knitting together in a scowl.
Tom continued, the support sending courage seeping through his veins. He crossed the divide between the two sides and addressed the mobs directly again.
‘Please do not listen to him,’ he said, pointing at Herobrine. ‘He claims to be your leader, but I believe he is lying to you and manipulating you. He doesn’t want to make you free or give you power. He wants to use you, control you and take the power for himself. He doesn’t want to create a new order or a new destiny for YOU - he is plotting and scheming to make this world HIS.’ Tom paused for a moment before finishing. ‘He is just a BULLY.’
This time, there was silence. He watched as mobs turned to one another, doubt on their faces. 
Is it enough? He wondered. With the bravado of his speech over, Tom’s legs felt like Jelly. He stumbled back to Serena, who greeted him with a lopsided smile. 
‘Powerful stuff,’ she whispered. ‘I think the Burgomaster has competition.’
But before Tom could reply, Herobrine stormed forward himself. 
‘Is that it? Is that all you have?’ Herobrine jeered, glancing around at the mobs to get their support again. ‘Empty words and no evidence. It’s lies, all lies! I just want what’s best for US. Do you think we can trust the words of a gamer after everything they’ve done to us? No!’ He leaned forward to shout the last word, intoxicating the mobs with his fervour.  
‘Do you want your friends to be killed just for trying to eat?!’ He shouted. The mobs groaned in reply. ‘Do you want to be hounded by gamers and forced to live in the shadows?!’ More groans, louder this time, and Tom felt whatever gains he’d made slipping away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Serena’s sword disappear as she replaced it with the bow and arrows. 
‘I don’t like the look of this,’ she said.
Herobrine turned to his spider servant, Zimllo, and said something Tom couldn’t hear. The spider moved backwards through the crowd of mobs and disappeared. Herobrine looked directly at Tom and smiled a cruel, broken smile.
‘And what kind of leader is he anyway…’ he said in a sing-song voice that rang out clearly ‘…when he can’t even save his own FATHER?’
The crowd gasped as Zimllo re-emerged next to its master with a new captive.
What? Tom’s brain tried desperately to figure out what was going on. Is that… Dad? This has to be a trick. Dad’s at the conference. How could he be here? What’s going on?
Bound with spider silk and head bowed, Tom couldn’t see the villager’s face clearly. But when he lifted his eyes to meet Tom’s, recognition flooded through the hostage’s face. 
‘Tom, is that you?’ He said.
‘Dad?! But… how? What the..?’ Tom stumbled over his words, as his mouth tried to reconcile what his eyes were seeing.
‘Dad, is that you?’ A high-pitched voice squealed from behind him as Alice pushed forward through the crowd. ‘Hey, Dad!’ She waved furiously before Tom moved her protectively behind him.
‘Dad’s been captured too, Alice,’ he said to his sister. ‘Go back to Savannah where it’s safe, okay? And take this.’ He dropped his iron shield in front of her.
Alice pouted but did as her brother asked and added the shield to her arm. The villagers parted as she made her way back to her friend.
‘What a touching family reunion!’ Herobrine sneered, before raising his voice again so all could hear. ‘You see! He didn’t even know his Father was here! These gamers are the monsters, I tell you. And their time is OVER.’
The mobs groaning built to a crescendo as Herobrine spoke, and they shifted left and right jockeying for position at the front of the crowd.
Tom had no time to make sense of what had just happened because at that moment Herobrine stepped forward in front of his Dad and raised both his arms into the air.
‘Let the battle begin!’ Herobrine shrieked, throwing his arms down by his sides and walking forward to close the distance between them, the mob army slowly following him.
Tom’s heart slammed against his ribs. It all felt too big, too much. He’d tried to make them listen, but it hadn’t worked. Now his Dad was here and captured by Herobrine?! What about the conference he was supposed to be at with Uncle Martin? How was any of this happening? Fear crept icily through his veins and he felt himself losing control. He threw his eyes left and right, desperately searching for an answer. 
By his side, Fang looked up at him, wagging his tail reassuringly and nuzzling his hand. He felt the wolf’s warm breath on his skin and patted him on the head. ‘Thanks for being here with me boy,’ he said. 
‘Hey, what am I? Part of the furniture?’ Serena said with mock indignation and despite his panic, the look on her face made Tom smile a small smile.  
‘Something like that,’ he replied, and it was Serena’s turn to grin.
‘So that’s your Dad, eh? Don’t worry,’ she said, placing her blocky arm on his. ‘He’s an important bargaining chip - they won’t harm him.’
‘Thanks,’ Tom replied, biting his lip.
I don’t know what’s going on, but whatever happens, we’re in this together, he thought. 
He still had to get himself, Alice and now his Dad home, but this was about more than them now. This was about Serena and her sister Savannah and it was about all the other villagers who were being bullied and captured by Herobrine. This was about standing up for what was right. 
Even if that means fighting the biggest group of mobs I’ve ever seen, he gulped.
Tom gripped his enchanted Netherite sword tightly, his blocky knuckles white. Beside him, Serena notched an arrow in her bow. Fang bared his teeth and growled, ready to pounce. The motley crew of villagers hefted swords, hoes, pickaxes, and shovels.
Tom searched the crowd for Alice again and saw her and Savannah at the back, huddled together behind a tree, the iron shield partly covering them. 
She’s safe for now, but for how long? He thought, then I have to win this. The words came up from deep within him, like a commitment he had to keep. 
Together, they all faced the mob army pacing towards them on the hillside, dark shapes silhouetted against the blocky terrain. Skeletons shifted restlessly, bones clacking. Zombies groaned hungrily. Spiders scuttled over each other, beady red eyes glinting. And in front of them all was Herobrine, eyes flaming in his pale face.
‘Get ready!’ Tom yelled. 






  
  Chapter Thirty-Two


All around Tom was chaos. Serena shouted as she fired arrows rapidly. Villagers cried out in anger, fear and pain as weapons thudded against armour and flesh. Splash potions flew through the air. Mobs kept coming in endless waves.  
Serena loosed arrows in quick succession, felling several piglins and spiders. Villagers bashed at skeletons with their tools. Fang leapt and tore at zombies with his sharp teeth.
A skeleton confronted Tom, slicing its stone sword toward his head. He blocked the blow with his own sword and slashed at its ribs, ducking another swing. As sword connected with bone, the skeleton disintegrated into sparkles that melted into the air.
Then Herobrine was in front of Tom, moving with incredible speed. His white eyes blazed with electrical energy as he held his arms out towards Tom and knocked his Netherite sword flying with what looked like a wave of darkness. Tom staggered back, stunned, as Fang launched himself at Herobrine, latching onto his arm, but the villain hurled the wolf aside like a toy. Fang whined and licked the back leg that had broken his fall.
Defenceless, Tom scrambled away as Herobrine stalked toward him. “Your battle ends here, gamer. This time I’ll finish you myself,” he growled, a sword appearing in his hand.
Tom gasped and edged backwards until his back hit the base of a tree. He couldn’t look away from Herobrine’s white eyes. They seemed to blaze with energy, and as he looked deeper he saw what looked like lines of code streaming across them.
Suddenly, a glint of blue light shot overhead. 
‘Catch it!’ Serena yelled as she ran towards them, sweeping up Tom’s sword and throwing it in his direction. Tom’s hand closed around the hilt just as Herobrine attacked again. He brought the sword up desperately, metal ringing against metal. Serena carried on, adding an axe to her hand as she broke through a circle of mobs that were surrounding a group of villagers. 
A loud bark behind Herobrine distracted him for an instant, and the pressure on Tom’s sword slackened. Fang was jumping around Herobrine, running forward and then darting back.
‘Get away, you mangy wolf!’ Herobrine snarled, turning to face his animal attacker. 
Tom took the chance to clamber to his feet and access his inventory, quickly adding a potion to his hot bar just as Herobrine swiped at Fang.
‘Go protect Alice and Savannah!’ Tom shouted, and the wolf whined before turning tail and running towards the trees where the girls were hiding.
‘Think you can defeat me on your own, do you?’ Herobrine hissed. ‘Big mistake.’
He lunged at Tom and the two duelled fiercely, dancing around each other. Tom’s arms shook as he blocked Herobrine’s savage blows. The villain was too powerful. He needed help, and fast. 
Help, he thought, that’s it! Why didn’t I think of it sooner?
Stepping backwards to put some distance between them, he quickly swapped his sword for the invisibility potion Alice had given him, instantly disappearing.
Herobrine looked surprised for a moment before his face exploded with rage.
‘You can’t use that trick twice!’ He roared, scanning the crowd. ‘I’ll find you and slice you to pieces!’
Tom ignored his ranting and ran as fast as he could through the fighting crowd, dodging past mobs and villagers locked in battle. Eventually, he made it to a clearing where he could build. Accessing his remaining cobblestone blocks, he dropped them one by one in a large pattern, spelling out five letters one by one. He looked down at the word just as the potion of invisibility wore off. 
I hope this works, he thought. Then, standing in front of the word, he started jumping up and down, waving his arms above his head. 
‘Look! Here! I need help!’ He yelled at the top of his lungs. 
But nothing happened. 
Tom’s heart sank as he realised his friends Aarna and Lev weren’t going to save him. It had been a long shot, but he’d hoped that they were still watching and would see the letters he’d spelt out.
A voice behind him sent a shiver down his spine.
‘So here you are,’ Herobrine said. ‘You realise you never had a chance against me,’ he sneered, swinging his sword viciously. 
Tom backed up but tripped over one of the message blocks before he could open his inventory. He tumbled onto his back and Herobrine sprang forward, his sword poised. Tom shut his eyes, bracing for the final strike, visions of Alice and his Dad swimming through his mind.
But the strike never came. 
Herobrine lurched forward with a surprised shout. Behind him, Fang, Savannah and Alice had jumped onto his back, pulling him down.
‘Alice, no!’ Tom cried, accessing his sword again and scrambling to his feet to defend his little sister.
The girls and wolf clung tightly to the villain’s back as he wheeled and turned, desperately trying to dislodge them. But he’d turned too far and now Tom was in front of him, ready to strike. He raised his sword and prepared to cull the mob leader.
‘Jump off now!’ He shouted and the three of them let go, tumbling to the ground. 
Tom’s strike hit home, and a look of surprise crossed Herobrine’s face as he crumpled to the ground.
‘He’s wounded! Take him down!’ Serena called as she sprinted towards them, hotly pursued by a group of villagers who were themselves being chased by mobs.
Tom raised his sword again, but it wasn’t over yet. 






  
  Chapter Thirty-Three


An ear-splitting roar echoed across the sky as an enormous shadow covered the glade. Tom’s head jerked up to see leathery black wings stretching wide, backlit against the clouds. With a thunderous sweep of its huge wings, the Ender Dragon swooped down out of the blocky clouds, open jaws letting out a jet of purple flame. Tom dived to cover the two girls with his body as fire ignited the ground.  
The earth shook as the dragon landed, its talons gouging into the dirt. Peering through his hands, Tom saw its scaly black skin, ridged horns, and the fluorescent gaze of its purple eyes. It swished its spiked tail around, slate-grey fins bristling.
Herobrine stood shakily and scrambled up on the dragon’s back. The Ender Dragon reared and lifted its front claws, tearing free soil blocks. With two mighty beats of its wings, it launched itself and Herobrine into the sky. 
‘You only delay the inevitable,’ Herobrine shouted down to Tom as the dragon climbed rapidly. ‘I will return, and next time I WILL defeat you ALL!’
With a whomf of wing beats the receding silhouette of Herobrine riding the Ender Dragon rose into the sky. As Tom watched, it dipped down suddenly and, opening its front claws, it grabbed someone wearing a cloak from the ground before rising again and disappearing into the distance.
So Harrizor is back in Herobrine’s good books after all, Tom thought derisively.
‘Tom! Look out!’ Alice shouted, and Tom turned to see a groaning zombie had broken off from the battleground and was heading straight for him. 
But before he could act, the dim light around them transformed as sunlight burst over the landscape, as bright as if it were midday. 
The zombie in front of him exploded in flames and staggered off towards the trees before dissolving in a puff of sparkles.
‘They did it! They saw the message!’ Tom yelled with glee, jumping up and down as, one by one, the daylight destroyed all the mobs. 
Villagers looked at each other in amazement as one by one their enemies caught fire and despawned.
‘What’s happening?’ Serena asked, blinking in the bright light.
‘My friends, back home, I completely forgot that they could help us, but they saw my sign - LIGHT - and changed the game mode.’ Tom explained.
‘Has he gone mad?’ One of the villagers asked as a small crowd gathered around Serena and Tom.
‘You did it Tom, you won!’ Alice squealed, running forward and jumping into her brother’s arms.
Tom swung her round and round as the villagers erupted into cheers. Fang barked excitedly and covered Tom’s face in slobbery wolf kisses. Serena hugged him, both of them collapsing on the ground in exhausted relief.
Tom gazed up at the sky, remembering the retreating dots of Herobrine and the Ender Dragon. It was over, for now.
‘Tom,’ Serena said weakly, and he looked down into her pale, frowning face. 
‘Serena!’ Savannah knelt at her sister’s side. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
Serena smiled at her sister before looking up at Tom. ‘You really have changed. We’ll have to call you Tom the Brave,’ she said, before wincing in pain.
Tom’s eyes swept over Serena’s body, searching for injuries, but there wasn’t anything obvious. ‘Is it your hunger bar? Do you need to eat something?’ He asked, searching his inventory for food.
‘No, it’s not that. It’s just… it’s my time to go to The Nether,’ she said weakly.
‘No!’ Tom said. ‘There must be something we can do. We’ve come this far and I’m not giving up now, just as we’ve won.’
The villagers murmured as Tom wracked his brain for a way to help his friend. His mind flashed back to the day they first met, when he landed in the mud and broke her fence, just after he’d rebooted the Playstation and entered the game.
‘The poem!’ He said aloud to confused faces. ‘It was on the screen when I rebooted. What was it again… three travellers with hearts of gold… then something about the nether… rescue those stolen away, invisible you’ll win the day, battling skulls, free the light to win, and you’ll end where you begin, but only those who shine within, will earn the right to play again.’
‘But what does it mean?’ Alice asked.
‘It’s everything that’s happened,’ Tom replied, nodding as he worked it out. ‘Three travellers… that’s you, me and Dad, I guess? The Nether mystery… well, I had to go to the Nether and this whole place was starting to look like the Nether too, thanks to Herobrine. Rescue those stolen away… that’s all the villagers in the dungeon. I used the invisibility potion the first time we faced Herobrine, and you made me one too, and just now, I had to battle the wither skulls. It all makes sense except…’ He paused, thinking through the last lines of the poem in his mind. 
‘Yes, that’s it!’ He shouted before jumping up and addressing the crowd of villagers. 
‘Does anyone have any glass?’ He called out. 
‘Yes, I’ve got some,’ replied a blonde-haired villager with a red t-shirt, coming forward and dropping it in front of Tom. 
‘Me too!’ said another.
‘I’ll need a ton of iron too,’ he continued, adding up the numbers quickly in his head. ‘I’ll need 164 blocks altogether.’
The villagers started talking amongst themselves, figuring out how many blocks they each had.
‘Tom, what are you doing? What do you need all of that for?’ Alice asked.
‘You’ll see,’ Tom said as he accessed his inventory and opened the 3x3 crafting table. Carefully, he placed three glass blocks along the top row. Then, in the second row, he placed one glass block in the first box, the Nether star he retrieved from the defeated Wither in the second box, and one more glass block in the third box. Finally, in the third row, he placed three obsidian blocks. On the right side of the table, a beacon appeared.
Yes! He thought. That’s part one done. 
‘Have you got that iron?’ He called out to the group of villagers.
‘Yes, I think we have enough between us,’ the same villager with the red t-shirt said, beckoning the other villagers to come forward. One by one, they dropped iron blocks at Tom’s feet and he quickly added them to his inventory.
‘Ok, I’ll need some room, so back up everyone,’ he said and the villagers drew back, looking at each other and murmuring. He glanced over at Serena. It was as if she was slowly fading away. Savannah was sitting with her and weeping softly.
This has to work, Tom thought, sending up a prayer to the Minecraft gods, if there were any. Then he started building.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Four


Tom began by laying out 81 bricks in a 9 x 9 grid. Then another layer on top of that with 49 bricks in a 7 x 7 grid. Layer three was 5 x 5 and the last layer was a small 3 x 3 grid.  
Tom stood on top of the pyramid he’d built and made a silent prayer. Then he brought the beacon from his inventory and placed it in the centre of the top layer. Instantly, a bright beam of white light shot out of the beacon and stretched up into the sky.
The villagers gasped and started backing up even further.
‘No, no, you all need to come close,’ Tom said, beckoning them towards the beacon. ‘And bring Serena with you. She needs to be the closest.’
Two of the villagers lifted Serena and brought her to the steps of the pyramid. Her eyes were closed, her arms and legs were limp and she was so pale now she was almost transparent. Tears streaked Savannah’s face as she buried her head in her sister’s lap.
Please, please, please, Tom thought as he accessed the beacon menu. There were two lists of icons under the headings; primary power and secondary power. First, he added the gold ingot from his inventory and then he turned to the lists. On the first list, Tom picked the sword icon. Then, on the second list, he chose the heart icon. Holding his breath, he selected the green tick box and closed the menu. 
Is it working? Tom closed his eyes. Yes! Two countdown clocks appeared behind his eyelids, both counting down from one minute.
‘Carry Serena nearer to the light,’ he said to the villagers.
They laid her carefully halfway up the steps before backing away. With a sudden gasp, Serena opened her eyes. Tom ran over to her and crouched down at her side.
‘How do you feel?’ He asked.
‘I feel… I feel great!’ She replied, getting to her feet and hugging her sister, who was laughing now through happy tears. ‘What did you do to me? Was it a potion?’
‘No, it was the beacon, actually,’ Tom replied. ‘You can use it to give certain powers to anyone nearby. I gave you strength and regeneration.’ He looked up at the crowd of villagers. ‘In fact, you should all feel stronger and healthier. I think we need it after that battle.’
The villagers nodded and laughed, testing their strength by lifting one another into the air. One tried to uproot a nearby tree but ended up just giving it a bear hug.
‘Well done nugget,’ a voice behind him said. ‘I knew you could do it.’
Tom turned around and felt tears prick his eyes as his Dad held his arms out. Tom fell into them and hugged his father hard. 
‘Oof!’ Tom said as Alice barrelled into them both, giggling.
Tom pulled back. ‘This is my friend Serena and her sister Savannah,’ he said, introducing them to his Dad.
Serena came forward. ‘Well hello again,’ she said. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you properly this time, father of Tom the Brave.’ Then, in answer to Tom’s confused expression, she continued. ‘Your father was the other gamer I told you about - he landed in my pig pen when we were in the middle of the raid. I only had time to teach him how to see his hunger bar and have a quick chat before he ran off.’
‘Wait… brave? Tom?’ It was his Dad’s turn to look confused.
‘Absolutely,’ Serena replied. ‘He’s a bit of a hero around here now.’
Tom blushed. ‘So how did you end up in here? He asked his Dad, changing the subject.
‘I don’t know,’ his father replied. ‘One moment I was at the conference, trying out a new virtual reality headset, and the next thing I know I’m sitting in a pigpen in Minecraft! I went exploring and then that crazy fella with the eyes grabbed me and locked me up. To be honest, I was wondering if I still had the headset on until I saw you. Uncle Martin is going to kill me when we get home… talking of which, how DO we get home?’
‘Home? Why this is your home now!’ 
The booming voice of the Burgomaster rang out across the glade. He was sitting on a grey horse with a black mane and tail. In his right hand, he held a chicken leg and in the other, a small cake. Tom wondered if he’d been eating all the way from the great hall. The Burgomaster was flanked by a new crowd of villagers, who ran forward to the freed prisoners, hugging them and laughing. 
‘You’ve saved our villagers, with my help of course, ahem, and now you can live here with us!’ He said before adding quietly, ‘You know, just in case Herobrine comes back.’
‘But we can’t stay here. We have to get home. I have school and Dad has work and… I’m sorry we just can’t stay. Although I don’t know exactly how we’ll get home…’
‘Nonsense, we have our protectors now; Serena Ferox and Tom the Gamer,’ the Burgomaster said.
‘Tom the Brave,’ Serena corrected him with a twinkle in her eye, clearly loving the difficult situation Tom was now in. 
‘Indeed! Tom the Brave,’ the Burgomaster said before continuing, ‘That’s settled then. You will both protect the villages. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to take a look at that fortress over there… I think it might make the perfect Summer palace…’
The Burgomaster trotted off on his horse and Serena rolled her eyes.
‘So he helped us, did he?’ She said sarcastically. ‘I must have missed that bit.’
Tom laughed, but he agreed with the Burgomaster about one thing. 
‘I do think you need some help here though, just in case. When I get back home, if I can, I’ll spawn an Iron Gollem in the village to look after you. They’re harmless to villagers, but they’ll attack mobs if they come too close.’
‘That’s kind, thank you,’ Serena replied.
‘And I meant what I said before, no more pillaging from villages and taking your crops. I realise now how unfair that was,’ Tom continued.
‘But how ARE you going to get home?’ Serena asked.
‘I’m not sure… last time the Wither explosion blew me back. But we definitely don’t want another one of those around here.’ Tom shivered. ‘Perhaps another kind of explosion?’
Serena thought for a moment. ‘How about TNT?’ she asked.
‘You have TNT?’ Tom asked, surprised.
‘Yes, a wondering trader arrived once from the desert realm and traded it for some crops and a bed for the night. We’ve had no use for it. Could that work?’
Tom considered for a moment. ‘It could… perhaps if we build a platform on top of it we can stand on? But we’ll need to be far away from the village. It’ll probably do a lot of damage nearby.’
Tom’s Dad looked up in surprise. ‘Hang on, did you say an explosion?!’ 

      [image: image-placeholder]‘Are you sure about this?’ Tom’s Dad asked.
Tom, Alice and their Dad sat on top of a small 3 x 3 platform of sandstone blocks. Underneath them was a single TNT block, ready to be lit. 
They’d travelled back to the village with Serena and the others, dropping off villagers to their own homes along the way. The family reunions were touching and Tom and Serena were thanked over and over for their help in rescuing the captives. 
The Burgomaster had decided that Herobrine’s fortress was too dark and drafty as a Summer palace and was happily back in his great hall, spinning tales about how the whole thing had been his idea from the start. 
When it was time to leave, Tom gave Serena all the remaining items in his inventory, apart from a flint and steel and a few pieces of food, and asked her to distribute them among the villagers. She’d promised to do that and hugged him.
‘You’re welcome back here anytime, Tom the Brave,’ she’d said.
‘Thanks,’ Tom had replied, blushing again but secretly hoping the next time he entered Minecraft, it was from the safety of his couch.
Alice had clutched Savannah and promised faithfully to drop lots of gifts for her when she was playing at home. 
And then they’d left, walking far away from the village, through woods and across rivers, until they reached a desert biome where an explosion wouldn’t damage any villages.
‘So what exactly is going to happen when you light that fuse?’ Tom’s Dad asked him.
‘Well, I’m not exactly sure, but when the Wither exploded I got blown back out into the living room at home,’ Tom replied.
‘What if it doesn’t work?’ Alice said.
‘Ummm… let’s cross that bridge when we come to it sweetheart,’ Tom’s Dad replied, raising his eyes at Tom.
Keeping everything crossed mentally, Tom selected the flint and steel from his inventory so he was holding it in his left hand. Then he leaned down over the platform edge, feeling the rough sandstone against his skin, and held the flint and steel close to the fuse that protruded out of the top of the TNT block. He hesitated for a moment, imagining what it would feel like to be blown apart by the explosion. 
We have to get home and this is the only way, he thought, shaking his head to clear his mind and focus. 
He activated the flint and steel and straight away, the TNT block started pulsing. Tom swung himself back up onto the top of the platform, huddling close to his Dad and sister.
‘How long will it take?’ His Dad asked.
But Tom never got the chance to answer.






  
  Chapter Thirty-Five


Tom looked around the kitchen at the smiling faces of his friends and family. Uncle Martin was showing Aarna how to use the new VR headset he’d bought to celebrate winning the gaming contract, and Lev was explaining to Alice how to add a tether to a horse in Minecraft so that she could ride it. 
After everything they’d been through Tom was surprised that Alice wanted to go anywhere near the game, especially after being blown back into their living room by an enormous TNT explosion, but the events of the last few days (which he had to remind himself were only hours in reality) had proved that his little sister was much braver and more resourceful than he’d thought. Even so, his heart ached when he saw how tightly she was gripping Mr Cuddles.
Attracting Lev and Aarna’s attention, he beckoned them to him and walked into the hallway so they could talk privately.
‘We haven’t had a chance to catch up properly since I got back,’ he said. ‘Look, thanks guys, I don’t want to think about what might have happened if you hadn’t changed the time to daylight when you did. Thank goodness you saw my message.’
‘Um, yeah, we saw your message, but what about the other things we did?’ Lev asked.
‘What other things?’ Tom replied, confused.
‘Adding the template into the chest in the bastian remnant, dropping the potion ingredients for Alice and Savannah, making sure you had weapons in the dungeon…’ Aarna replied, counting them out on her fingers.
‘You guys did all that?’ Tom asked. ‘I thought I was completely alone in there!’
‘That’s what friends are for, right?’ Lev chimed in. ‘I couldn’t believe it when your Dad showed up though, and the TNT pyramid you built… that blast was EPIC!’
‘Yeah, it was pretty big,’ Tom replied, grinning.
‘I’m so itching to play,’ Lev said. ‘Mind if I set myself up?’
‘Sure, go ahead,’ Tom replied. ‘But don’t go near the screen, you know, just in case.’ 
Lev did a mock salute and walked into the living room, leaving Aarna and Tom alone in the hallway.
‘It was strange watching you inside the game,’ she said. ‘Everything moved so fast we could hardly keep up with you.’
‘Well, thanks for what you did. I couldn’t have rescued Alice without you.’ Tom replied gratefully.
‘It looked like you were talking sometimes… were you?’ She asked.
‘Yeah, we were. It was amazing. I’ve got so much to tell you. I just wish I’d had more time to explore,’ he said. ‘But that Herobrine character is completely nuts. I wonder who was playing him,’ he added.
‘It must have been a skin, right?’ Aarna replied.
‘Yeah, must have been,’ he answered. ‘But it wasn’t meant to be a multiplayer world… the only other option is that Herobrine is actually real, but that’s just crazy…’
Uncle Martin walked over carrying two slices of delicious-looking cake, interrupting tom’s train of thought.
‘I think we all deserve a slice or two of this after the day we’ve had,’ he said, winking at them both.
‘Fancy a glass of milk to go with that, Tom?’ Aarna asked. 
‘Sure, thanks,’ he replied, smiling at his friend as she walked into the kitchen. 
As he bit into the cake, Tom thought about Hunter Graeme and how he’d have to face the bully again in just a couple of days. His stomach twisted in knots and he put down the cake as he remembered Hunter chasing him down the street towards Lev’s house.
But then he wondered, Perhaps Alice isn’t the only one who can learn to be brave? 
He recalled his adventures in the Nether, battling the Wither, the mob army and Herobrine. Serena said he’d changed too. If he could defeat the Minecraft monsters, maybe he could stand up to Hunter too. The old Tom would have run and hidden. But he felt different now. Stronger somehow. Perhaps…? 
He decided to talk to Aarna and Lev about it later on when he filled them in on the rest of his adventure.
Glancing into the kitchen, Tom saw Grandma Jo and his Dad huddled together in a corner of the room, talking animatedly.
‘Hey, what are you two talking about?’ He asked, walking over to them.
‘We were just wondering whether Mum would believe us if we told her what happened here today,’ His Dad said, with a grin.
‘You aren’t seriously thinking about telling her?!’ Tom replied.
‘No, but it’s fun to imagine her face,’ said Grandma Jo, showing her cheeky side yet again. ‘Besides, they won’t be back until Sunday.’ 
Tom wondered not for the first time how on earth his Mum and Grandma could be related when they were so different.
‘Anyway,’ his Dad said, grabbing Grandma Jo’s hands. ‘I’d much rather tell her about the amazing job Martin did negotiating our new game contract with BigBadGames!’ 
Tom smiled as they danced a jig around the kitchen until Grandma Jo ran out of breath and had to sit down.
The out-of-tune chimes of their doorbell pierced the celebration. 
‘I’ll get it,’ Tom called out as he jogged to the front door, waving to Alice as she disappeared upstairs to her room. When Tom opened the door, his Mum and Aunt Wendy burst through, dumping bags and suitcases at his feet. 
‘You won’t BELIEVE what happened to us!’ Tom’s Mum said dramatically. ‘First, the jacuzzi broke down whiiiile we were in it and lots of brown gunge started pouring out of the bubble-holes alllll over us, then the restaurant didn’t have any of our reservations so we had to wait aaaaages to be served and then, to top it all off, there was a mix up with the dates and people were staying in OUR rooms so we had nowhere to sleep! I bet your afternoon was positively boring in comparison, wasn’t it darling?’
Tom smiled and gave his Mum a hug. ‘Absolutely Mum,’ he said. ‘Totally boring.’






  
  COMING SOON


TOM, LEV AND AARNA WILL RETURN IN RESCUE QUEST: BOOK TWO


PREVIEW

Lev smiled as he listened to Tom’s family chatter in the kitchen. They’d had to come up with a story quickly when Tom’s Mum asked why he and Aarna were there. Thankfully, Tom’s Dad had been brilliant, saying that Tom and Alice had been bored in the house with Grandma Jo, so he’d invited the friends over to play some video games and celebrate winning their contract.
Lev crossed his legs on the carpet and moved his Minecraft character across the screen, laying cherry wood blocks next to each other to make a simple platform and adding oak posts to what would eventually become a three-storey farmhouse. 
Lev knew he wasn’t half as experienced, or technically minded, as Tom, or as brilliant at building as Aarna, but he enjoyed creating farms with rows of different crops and animals, adding fun features to make each one unique.
As he stopped to consider the best place to sow a watermelon crop, he noticed something climbing out of the lake just beyond a group of trees next to the farmhouse. 
Must be a drowned he thought, but they don’t usually leave the water during Minecraft daylight hours, do they? 
He was pretty sure Tom had told him they stay in the water until nightfall. 
Perhaps it’s wearing armour I can steal if I kill it? He thought and leaned slowly towards the television screen to get a better look. 

      [image: image-placeholder]‘Hey Lev, come and have some of Grandma Jo’s famous fruit cake,’ Tom said as he strolled down the hallway towards the living room. ‘It’s famous because it doesn’t have any fruit in it, only chocolate chips!’ 
He chuckled as he walked through the doorway, expecting to see Lev’s tongue hanging out in anticipation of the sweet treat. There wasn’t a cake Lev had tried that he hadn’t fallen head over heels in love with. He also wanted to remind his friend about their vow to not pillage from the villagers.
But as Tom entered the room, he noticed the red gaming controller abandoned on the floor. And Lev was nowhere to be seen. 
Tom glanced at the screen, and his heart sank.
‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘Not again!’
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  Author's Note


Hi, I’m Michelle, I live in the UK with my husband, two Minecraft-playing kids and two crazy rescue cats called Bella and Ziggy.  
Rescue Quest is my first fiction series. I started writing it for my son, who was struggling to find books he wanted to read for pleasure rather than for school. It was such fun bringing the Minecraft world to life in a new way – I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
Don’t forget to download your book bonuses, including fun wallpapers at michellereeveswrites.com/rescuequest
A quick note about formatting – writing for as wide an audience as possible is always tricky. I’ve written this book with British English spelling but following feedback from my US readers I’ve removed some words which could be considered particularly old-fashioned (for example ‘cupboard’ which I’ve replaced with closet or cabinet).

Oh, and for a bit of fun I’ve included a few Latin ‘Easter eggs’ in the story – did you spot them?
	The school that Tom goes to is called St Fortis – Fortis means STRONG

	The words emblazoned on Herobrine’s shirt – Ludo Mutante – mean GAMECHANGER

	Serena and her sister have the surname Ferox – ferox means FIERCE

	Tom’s history teacher is called Dr Sopor – sopor means SLEEP (perhaps his lessons are boring!)

	Harrizor Proditio is the treacherous potions student – harrizor means I AM SURPRISED and proditio means BETRAYAL or TREASON




If you’re an adult interested in personal development, you might enjoy my non-fiction book; The Happiness Habits Transformation: Second Edition, which was published by Brockhall Press in 2023. 
You can find out more about me, and my books and get in touch at michellereeveswrites.com and on social media you’ll find me as @michellereeveswrites – I love a good chat!
If you enjoyed this book it would mean SO much if you could spare a few minutes to review it wherever you bought it or on social media so that other parents and kids can find it. Thank you!
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  Resources


As bullying is a theme in this book, I wanted to include some resources that you can turn to if your child is experiencing bullying at school. There are several organisations that offer advice and guidance - here are some to get you started: 

https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/
https://www.nationalbullyinghelpline.co.uk/
https://www.stompoutbullying.org/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/what-is-child-abuse/types-of-abuse/bullying-and-cyberbullying/
https://www.unicef.org/end-violence/how-talk-your-children-about-bullying

(Links correct as at April 2023)


      [image: image-placeholder]Questions to encourage discussion

Books can be a great way to encourage debate and discussion about topics. Feel free to use these questions as a starting point for classroom or home discussions. You’ll find more book-related resources at michellereeveswrites.com/rescuequest

1. Why do you think Tom is so scared of the school bully, Hunter, at the beginning? What advice would you have given him?
2. When Alice first goes missing, why doesn’t Tom ask the adults for help or tell them what happened? What would you have done?
3. How does Tom’s experience of being bullied make him relate to the Minecraft characters’ problems with Herobrine? 
4. How does Tom’s friendship with Serena change throughout their quest? What makes their teamwork stronger?
5. Do you think Harrizor deserves a second chance after he betrays Tom and Serena? Why or why not?
6. What realisations does Tom have about standing up to bullies and finding courage within himself? How does he change?
7. Which world would you rather live in - Tom’s normal life or inside Minecraft? What appeals to you about each?
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