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My name is Whisper. I am the stuff of nightmares. I lurk in shadows, waiting for the unwary and the foolish. I pounce when you least expect it. I am all your fears made flesh.

Yes, my name is indeed Whisper and I am a cave spider. I live deep in the heart of an abandoned mine and if I’m honest, the lack of sun makes me really grumpy. Well, you’d get all touchy if you never got to feel the sun on your face, wouldn’t you? Is it any wonder that I get my fun by attacking passing Minecraftians?

Still, for all that, it’s not a bad life. There are lots of other cave spiders for me to play with and I get along well with the zombies and skeletons that wander in and out of the mines. They often bring me lots of gossip and news about what’s going on in Minecraftia. Apparently, there’s a wolf that’s been travelling around the world doing amazing stage shows! Can you believe it? I’m not sure that I do. They say that he talks and everything. Does that sound real to you?

There’s nothing like that deep down in the mines. The most entertainment we get is when somebody discovers a new way of spinning cobwebs. There was great excitement when my Uncle Myst created a cobweb that was almost perfectly square. It took him days to do. He was really annoyed when a clumsy skeleton broke it by walking through. He’s been trying to make a square ever since, but he’s never been able to achieve the same level of perfection. Poor guy.

That’s why I don’t bother with making beautiful webs. What’s the point when anyone walking into them breaks them? No, I just throw a bunch of silk across the corridor and wait for somebody to walk into it. It works just as well, even if it isn’t the most beautiful web the world has ever seen, at the end of it I still get something to eat.


Day 2




A group of Minecraftians came down to the mines today. We get them down here on a regular basis. They seem to think there’s treasure to be found without realizing that any treasure has long since been plundered. Most of the time, all they find is me and they soon regret coming down in search of gold or diamonds.

I could hear the five of them coming from a mile away. I giggled to myself at the thought of the looks on their faces when they encounter me. I’m one of the biggest cave spiders in our mine and I can look really scary when I want to.

Quickly, I wove a large cobweb across the corridor and then hid on the ceiling, waiting for my prey. As they drew closer, I heard them laughing and talking, telling each other all about the treasure they hope to find.

“I want to find a huge treasure chest filled with lapis lazuli,” said one.

“I really want a new saddle for my horse,” said another. “Although I wouldn’t say no to a big pile of gold!”

“I just want an enchanted book,” said a third. “That’s all I want. You guys can keep the rest of the treasure as long as I get the book. I’ll make my own treasure!”

I chuckled quietly. “All you’re going to get is a nasty surprise!”

I’d set up my web just past a bend in the corridor so the Minecraftians wouldn’t see it until it was too late. Sure enough, as they came round the corner, they ran straight into my trap!

“SPIDER!”

[image: Image]




Their panicked cries were music to my ears. Before they could draw their swords, I dropped down on them, taking out two of them when I landed straight on top of them. Two more ran away screaming without even attempting to fight.

The last Minecraftian fumbled for his sword.

“Stay back, foul fiend!” he cried as he tried to wave me away.

I edged towards him, grinning wickedly.

“Just as soon as I get my sword out, you’ll be sorry!”

I carried on moving towards him, knowing that he didn’t stand a chance.

Just as I was within pouncing range, he gave up and ran away. Oh well. Two Minecraftians were still plenty to eat for supper.


Day 3




Can I tell you a secret?

I hate meat. I don’t like the taste, I don’t like the texture, and I hate the fact that you have to eat it raw.

Yes, yes. I know I’m supposed to be a mean, big, bad spider, but just because I know how to win a fight, doesn’t mean that I have to like meat. It’s just that meat is all there is to eat down here in the mines.

I looked at the two Minecraftians I’d captured yesterday, all trussed up in ropes made of cobweb. They looked very sad and sorry for themselves.

“What am I going to do with you two?” I sighed. I couldn’t really let them go. I’d never hear the end of it from the other spiders if I did, and once word got out that the spiders in the mine didn’t eat people, we’d be inundated with Minecraftians. At the same time, I couldn’t face the thought of eating yet another adventure seeker. I’d be picking bits of bones out from between my fangs for days afterwards. And there was always a weird aftertaste that lingered whenever I ate humans.

“Oh well. Suppose I ought to give you to my family. My cousins have been saying that it’s been ages since they enjoyed a nice juicy Minecraftian steak.”

“Please don’t do that, Mr. Spider,” begged one of the Minecraftians. “I’ll give you all the gold I have!”

“What would I want with gold?” I scoffed. “I live in a mine! If I needed gold, I could get it.”

“But this is an abandoned mine,” pointed out the Minecraftian. “All the gold has long since gone.”

“So?” I shrugged. “I don’t care. I don’t want gold anyway. I’m just saying that if I did want gold, I’m sure I could find some for myself.”

“What about a book?” he offered. “I bought a really great book the other day. It’s called Diary of a Minecraft Zombie Pigman. It’s really exciting! It’s all about a pig that gets turned into a zombie and then tries to save the rest of the pigs on his farm.”

“I’m sure it’s all terribly interesting,” I sighed, not wanting to let him know that actually it did sound rather good. “But I’m a cave spider. My life is exciting enough as it is! I don’t need any books to spice things up.”

“Spices! I’ve got spices in my backpack!” cried the Minecraftian. “You could use those to cook something different for dinner!”

I yawned. “Bored now,” I said to him. “You’re lucky. I won’t eat you for dinner tonight. I’m too tired to bother. Perhaps tomorrow.”

The way his face turned white at the thought was priceless. I couldn’t help but laugh.
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When I woke up the next morning, there was only one Minecraftian tied up in the corner of my cave.

“What?” I scurried about the cave looking for his friend. “There were two of you here before! Where is your friend?”

“Gone far away where you will never find him!” replied the remaining adventurer smugly.

“Really? We’ll soon see about that!”

There were two ways out of my cave. I looked from one to the other, debating which way to go. I started to move towards one of the exits, and noticed the quick look of relief passed over the Minecraftian’s face.

“A-ha!” I crowed. “He’s down here then.”

“No! He isn’t! Honestly, he isn’t!” That was all the confirmation I needed and I went down the corridor my lunch had used to escape.

I didn’t have far to go before I found him. He was wriggling along the floor like a worm, still tightly wrapped in my web.

“I have to compliment you on the strength of your silk,” he said as I picked him up and threw him over my back to carry him back to the cave. “I did my best to break free, but it was impossible. I would have escaped the mine by now and been able to get help for if your web was like other spiders."

“So you’ve been captured by cave spiders before?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” he grinned. “Quite a few times in fact. It’s an occupational hazard when you’re an adventurer like me.”

“Yes, well, this is the last time you’re going to be captured, because I’m not like the other spiders. I’m not going to let you escape.”

“I’ve already almost escaped,” he pointed out cheekily.

“Almost isn’t good enough,” I replied loftily, tossing him back on the floor to teach him a lesson. “Now crawl back to the cave where we left your friend and I’ll say no more about it.”

Watching the way he painfully inched back the way he’d come was hilarious. I almost regretted the fact that I was going to have to eat him sooner or later. This meal was proving to be most entertaining!


Day 5




When I opened my eyes after a good night’s sleep, I was startled by the fact that the adventurer’s face was inches away from mine.

“Aargh!"

“Good,” beamed the adventurer. “You’re awake. I thought you were going to sleep all day!”

“I don’t know why you’re so excited about the fact that I’m awake,” I grumbled. I never was a morning person. “I thought you’d have been happy to let me sleep for as long as possible, given that I’m only going to eat you.”

“I’ve been here 2 days already and you haven’t eaten me yet,” he pointed out. “I figured you realized what good company I am!”

“Really?" I yawned widely, stretching as I made sure he had a really good view of my sharp fangs. “What’s to stop me from eating you right now?”

“You’re not going to do that,” he said, although the little tremble in his voice suggested that he wasn’t nearly as confident as he might like me to think.

“What makes you say that?”

"Don't annoy him, Barry!" hissed the other adventurer, before I could reply.

“You should listen to your friend,” I advised. “He’s a lot more sensible than you are.”

“Him?” Barry looked over his shoulder and sneered. “He’s not really my friend. He’s just someone I met while travelling. I barely know his name.”

“Of course you do, Barry! I’m Cyril! Remember?”

“I meet so many wannabe adventurers, it’s hard to keep track of you all," dismissed Barry. “You can eat him if you like. I don’t really care.”

“Hey!” protested Cyril.

“What can I say?” shrugged Barry. “If anyone is going to be eaten around here, I’d rather it were you not me.” 

I sat back, amused at the scene playing out before me. Barry was right. He really was rather entertaining. I was going to miss him once he was inside my tummy.

“Anyway," said Barry. “Now you know both our names, it’s really only fair that you should tell us your name."

“Fair?" I replied. “What gave you the idea that being the prisoner of a cave spider had to be fair? You’re going to be dinner soon enough, remember?”

“Dinner, schdinner,” shrugged Barry. “We can at least be civilized, can’t we?”

I looked at him appraisingly. “All right,” I said at last. “I suppose it can’t do any harm to have you know my name. I’m Whisper.”

Barry gasped. “Not the Whisper?” he asked.

“Why? Have you heard of me?”

Barry nodded, eyes wide. “Everyone’s heard of the fearsome cave spider Whisper,” he told me. “You’re a legend! The stuff of nightmares! It will be an honor to be eaten by you.”

I preened myself. “That’s good to know.” Maybe Barry would live just one more day. He was proving to be much better company than expected.


Day 6




"Don’t worry. I’m going to try to persuade him to let go. You’ll be home before you know it.”

“But Barry, what if you don’t persuade him? I can’t be eaten by a cave spider! This is supposed to be my big adventure. It can’t end with me inside a spider’s belly!”

“It won’t. I promise. I’ve never let you down before and I don’t intend to start now. That’s what big brothers are for, isn’t it?”

“Barry! I think the spider’s waking up!”

I heard shushing noises and scuffling as the two adventurers try to get back to where they’d been when I’d fallen asleep. I yawned slowly and deliberately, pretending to wake up gradually, not wanting to let them know that I’d overheard their conversation. Brothers, eh? That put a different spin on things. I was going to have to be careful around Barry. Far from not caring if Cyril got eaten, he would fight to the death to defend his brother and I have the scars to prove how hard someone would struggle when their family was being hurt. I’d never lost a fight yet, but something told me that Barry would be harder to defeat than anyone I’d ever faced.

“Well, it looks like today is your lucky day,” I told them. “I’m not going to eat you for breakfast. I go to visit my mom once a week and she cooks for me. You’ll just have to wait here until I get back to see how much room I have left for dinner."

I went over to spin some more silk to make sure that they were tightly restrained. By the time I was finished, the two brothers were covered in silk and all you could see were the tips of their noses poking out.
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“That should keep you out of mischief,” I laughed as I scuttled off down the corridor to go and see my mom.

When I arrived at the cave my mom lived in, she was just putting some boiled flies on a plate for me.

“Whisper! Perfect timing.”

I went over to her and kissed her on the cheek before taking the plate of flies from her. I’d never had the heart to tell her that I hated stewed flies. All those furry legs and crunchy wings. Yuck!

“How is it?” asked mom.

“Delicious!" I mumbled around a mouthful of flies, desperately trying to swallow it down while I hid my revulsion. “Your best ever!"

“I’m glad you like it,” beamed mom. “I do worry about you, all alone in that cave at the other end of the mine. You always seem so skinny. Are you sure you’re eating enough?”

I glanced down at my bulging belly. Only my mom could say that the largest cave spider in the mine looked skinny. “Yes mom,” I sighed “I’m eating enough. In fact-”

I stopped myself just before I could tell her about the two Minecraftians trussed up in my cave. Normally, I was more than happy to share food with my family. In fact, it gave me a good excuse not to eat the humans if I shared them with my family.

But Barry was special. I really didn’t want to share him with anyone else.

“In fact what, dear?” mom asked.

“Nothing.” I shook my head. Barry was all mine and he was going to stay that way.
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“You know, Whisper, if you’re not going to eat us straightaway then the least you could do is feed us. I’m wasting away to nothing!” complained Barry.

I looked at him and his brother. It had to be said that they both looked smaller than when I’d first captured them. “You have a point,” I finally admitted. “I guess I better have you for breakfast then.”

Cyril gasped, but Barry shook his head. “What’s the point in that? We are not going to be more than a mouthful, now that we’ve wasted away so much. Wouldn’t it be better to fatten us up first?”

“I suppose so,” I sighed, not letting them show that I was secretly relieved at being given the excuse not to eat them for a few more days. The longer I put off eating them, the harder it was to even consider it. I should have eaten them when I first captured them. “Do you fancy some flies? I can probably get you some rotten meat. There are plenty of zombies lurching about the place.”

I could tell that Cyril was trying to stop himself from throwing up.

“That’s very kind of you, Whisper,” replied Barry, “but unless you fancy eating poisoned food, I suggest you give us proper, decent, human food.”

“Well you’re out of luck,” I shrugged. “I haven’t got any human food about the place.”

“If you could just free my hands I could fetch something out of my backpack,” suggested Barry.

“Do I look like I was hatched yesterday?” I scoffed. “I’m not going to give you the chance to try and escape. No, you can tell me what is in your backpack and I will fetch it for you.”

“Fine,” shrugged Barry. “You didn’t strike me as the type of spider who would be happy to spoonfeed humans, but if that’s what you want to do, then be my guest.”

I chose not to react to his provocation. Once I’d fattened up him and his brother, I would surprise my family with a lovely feast. I hadn’t kept them captive for this long only to have them get away thanks to my own stupidity.

I went over to the backpack and flipped it open. “What am I looking for?”

"If you dig about, you should find some pumpkin pie, a few slices of melon, and if I recall correctly, birthday cake. It was one of the other adventurer’s birthday just before we came into the mine and we all celebrated together.”

I pawed about in his bag and soon found the cake he was talking about. As I lifted it out of the bag, the smell hit me. “What’s that delicious aroma? I’ve never smelled anything like it!”

Barry blushed. “Why thank you," he said. “I baked it myself as a surprise for Hannibal. We ate most of it at the party, but I managed to save a couple of pieces for me and Cyril. It is one of the best cakes I’ve ever made, if I do say so myself."

I took a large bite of the cake, ignoring the look of jealousy on Cyril’s face.

“Hey!” protested Barry. “That cake was meant to be for us!”

“I’m a legend, remember?” I reminded him. “You should be honored to have a spider like me eating your cake.”

“True, true,” nodded Barry, but I could tell that he wasn’t happy about the loss of his cake. I’d never tasted anything so good, and I soon finished it all up.
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All night I dreamt of that delicious cake. I couldn’t stop thinking about how moist it was, how it had just melted in my mouth, leaving behind an incredible chocolate flavor that I still craved.

I had to have more of that cake! But how could I find more, stuck as I was deep in the heart of an abandoned mine?
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I looked at Barry. Barry looked at me.

GURGLE!

“I do apologize for my stomach,” said Barry sarcastically. “It won’t shut up. It keeps trying to tell me how hungry it is and how much it needs food. If you’re going to eat me, please just hurry up and do it already. It’s getting really boring, sitting around twiddling my thumbs, waiting for you to decide whether you’re going to sauté or fricassee me.”

“Sauté? Fricassee?” I had no idea what he was talking about.

Barry sighed. “They’re different ways of cooking meat,” he explained. “Surely you must have experimented a little?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “My mom always does the cooking and she tends to boil everything to death, if you’ll pardon the pun.”

“Poor you.” Barry shook his head. “If all you’ve ever had to eat is boiled everything, no wonder you’re so grumpy. Let me cook for you. If you think that cake was good, just wait and see what I can do with a few mushrooms and onions.”

I studied him thoughtfully, narrowing my eyes. “If this is just a ruse so that you can escape, I’ll wrap you up in so much silk that you’ll hardly be able to breathe, before pulling your brother’s arms and legs off right in front of you.”

Barry and Cyril gulped. They had no idea I would never do this. I might be a spider, but I’m not cruel.

“Don’t worry,” Barry reassured me. “I just want to cook you dinner. I’m sure that once you’ve tasted what I can do for you, you will agree that it’s a huge waste to eat me when I can keep you in good food the rest of your life.”


Day 10




I watched as Barry worked his magic in a cauldron. “First you boil up some water,” he explained. 

I raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, I know your mom boiled everything,” said Barry, “but trust me. By the time I’m done, you won’t recognize the ingredients. I’m sure your mom does her best, but I’ve trained with some of Minecraftia’s top chefs. I can do things with a couple of vegetables and a handful of spices you couldn’t even imagine.”

“We’ll see,” I said. “Remember, if I don’t absolutely love this, your brother gets eaten instead and then so do you.”

Barry looked at me witheringly. “Way to put your chef under pressure, Whisper,” he told me. “Do you want the best mushroom stew in the world or not?”

“Sorry, Barry.” I couldn’t believe it. I was actually apologizing to a human. What was the world coming to?

After that, I watched in silence, leaving Barry to get on with his job without distraction. I had to admit that although it wasn’t cake, the smells wafting from the cauldron were still pretty amazing and I found myself drooling at the thought of what was to come.

At last, Barry took a sip of the sauce and nodded in satisfaction. “Do you mind if Cyril and I have some stew with you? After you’ve had the lion’s share of course,” he added hurriedly. 
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“It’s just that we’ve been living off dust for the past week and this really is a form of torture to make me cook for you if I can’t eat any of it.”

“All right,” I agreed. “I’ll let you have some of the stew on the condition that you make me something different the next meal.”

“Deal!”

I loosened Cyril’s bonds enough that he could hold a bowl of stew and for the next 10 minutes all that could be heard in the cave was the sound of three bowls of mushroom stew being hungrily devoured.

“Is it all gone?” I asked in disappointment as I ate every last morsel from my third bowl of stew.

“Sorry, Whisper. That was the last of it. Was it okay?”

“Okay?” I thought for a moment, not wanting to let him know how amazing it was. “It will do. But make sure you make something even better next time if you know what’s good for you.”


Day 11




When I woke up the next morning, only Barry was sitting in the cave.

“Where is Cyril?” I raged, rushing around the cavern trying to get a feel for where he had gone.

“Cyril is safe,” Barry told me. “He only really came down to the mine to keep me company. Mom worries about us if we go off by ourselves. I don’t know why. I’m old enough to look after myself and you’ve seen how useless Cyril is in a fight.”

“I don’t care about your mom,” I shouted. “Cyril was destined for the dinner table. You’ve stolen my food!”

“Calm down, Whisper!” Anyone would think that Barry was talking to one of his adventurer friends and not a big, powerful cave spider with the strength of 1000 men. “You don’t need Cyril when you’ve got me to cook you anything you can think of. I’ll keep your belly full as long as you want. Name anything you want, anything at all, and I’ll cook it for you. I’m sure you’ll agree that it tastes better than my brother ever could.

“What about some chocolate cake?” I asked hopefully.

“Hmmm,” mused Barry. “Sorry, Whisper. It’s almost impossible to bake cake in a cauldron. I was only able to bake that one for Paul because we had just fought a witch so I could use her oven. If you want more cake, you’ll have to leave the mine.”

“Never!” I roared. “I’m a cave spider. I was born a cave spider and I will die a cave spider. My home is here and I’m not leaving it - and neither are you.”

“Fine,” shrugged Barry. “But if we’re staying down here, then either you’re going to need to build me a really good kitchen or you’re going to have to accept the fact that I will never be able to bake you a cake.”

No cake? I didn’t like the idea of that. On the other hand, I had no idea how I could build a kitchen in the heart of an abandoned mine.

“I can see that you’re not sure what to do,” said Barry. “How about a baked potato while you think about what you’re going to do?”

That day I discovered that I didn’t just like mushroom stew and cake. I also really liked baked potatoes.


Day 12




“Have you noticed that everything you’ve asked me to cook is vegetarian?” asked Barry, as he chopped up some melon for me.

“Vegetarian? What on earth is that?”

Barry laughed. “I can’t believe you’ve never heard of a vegetarian. It just means someone who doesn’t eat meat.”

“I’m not a vegetarian!” I raged. I’m a strong and powerful-”

“Yes, yes, I know,” nodded Barry as if he’d heard it all before. “You’re a strong and powerful cave spider. Nobody could possibly defeat you in battle. You’re big, you’re mean, and you’re scary.”

“You dare to mock me?” I shouted.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” chuckled Barry. “Anyway, just because you’re vegetarian doesn’t mean that you can’t be strong and powerful. Some of Minecraftia’s most famous heroes have been vegetarians. Joel the Great, Bob the Destroyer, Engelbert the Merciless - the list goes on!”

“Are you making those names up?” I never could tell when Barry was being serious, and the more time I spent with him, the more I was convinced that he was making fun of me most of the time without me even realizing it.

“Of course not! If I had my history books with me, I could show you. Of course, if we left the mine, we could head straight to the nearest library and I could teach you all about them.”

“Yes, well, we’re not leaving the mine, ever! So stop going on about it and get cooking. I’m supposed to be having dinner with mom today and if I have a full tummy before I get there, it’ll be easier to choke down whatever it is she’s boiled for me today.”

“Why don’t you cook for her?” suggested Barry.

“Don’t be silly!” I spluttered. “I wouldn’t have a clue what to do. Anyway, mom likes cooking for me. I don’t think she’d know what to do with herself if I made her dinner.”

“I think she’d love it,” said Barry, “but it’s up to you. She’s your mom and you know her best.”

He went back to chopping up fruit, but his idea stuck with me. Maybe I should cook something for mom. Or even better, get Barry to cook something for her and pretend that I’d made it!

That was it! It was a genius plan!


Day 13




Getting Barry to cook from my mom was a terrible plan. It wasn’t that she hated the food. Far from it. In fact, that was the problem. She loved it so much that she wants me to cook for her again next week for a dinner party that she’s holding. This means that I have to cook in front of people and create something that’s as good as what Barry does.

How am I going to do that?? I start shivering with fear every time I think about it and I never feel afraid, not even that time when 10 Minecraftians attacked me with arrows while another two came up behind me with enchanted axes.

“What’s wrong, Whisper?” asked Barry. “You look as miserable as someone who’s lost a gold bar and found a poisonous potato.”

“It’s all your fault,” I said miserably. “If you weren’t such a good cook, then mom would have hated your food and I wouldn’t have to cook dinner for my family next week. How I supposed to do that? I have no idea how to transform a mushroom into something delectable. That’s your job. It’s the only reason I keep you around.”

Barry subtly tugged at the long, thin chain of spider silk I used to keep him in my cave. Although he hadn’t shown any signs of trying to escape, I wasn’t taking any chances. Barry was going to stay with me for the rest of his life no matter how long - or short - that was. “I’m just glad I can be of service,” was all he said.

I slumped down in my nest resting my head on one of my eight arms. I’ve never felt so depressed in my life.

“There is something you can do,” said Barry out of the blue.

“What?”

“You could let me teach you how to cook.”

“Me? Learn how to cook? Don’t make me laugh!” Truth be told, I would laugh, if it wasn’t so serious.
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“I mean it,” urged Barry. “I reckon you could be amazing in the kitchen. I mean, you’ve got eight legs. Think about how many vegetables you could chop at the same time! You’d be brilliant!”

“Do you really think so?”

“I really do,” Barry reassured me.

I thought about it for a moment. “No,” I finally said. “I could never cook as well as you do. There has to be another way.”

But what? I didn’t have a clue.


Day 14




“All right, Barry,” I said. “Show me what to do.” If I had sleeves, I’d roll them up. As it was, I’d been lying awake all night, worrying about how I was going to make dinner for mom. Barry’s offer to teach me how to cook was the only plan that had any chance of success. If he couldn’t teach me in time, then the only thing left would be to run away and join the circus and I hated clowns.

“Let’s start with something simple,” suggested Barry. “Do you think your mom would like a baked potato? I know it’s not very exotic, but if she’s only tasted them boiled, it would be something new for her and you can always top them with whatever you like.”

“Including Minecraftians?” I said slyly.

“If you insist,” replied Barry, refusing to flinch at my bait.

I thought for a moment and then nodded. “You’re right. Mom has only eaten boiled potatoes and she didn’t really like them very much. Maybe if she tried them a different way, she’d really like them and if they are as easy to make as you say, then I won’t look too stupid at the dinner party.”

“All right then,” smiled Barry. “Let’s begin!”

I spent all day chopping, slicing, and dicing vegetables as Barry talked me through the various ways of preparing them.

“You’re a natural at this, you know,” he told me. “I knew you would be. Anyone with this many arms and legs as you have is bound to find it easy to get around the kitchen.”

“Stop talking! Keep cooking!” Secretly, I was really proud that Barry had told me what a good chef I was. Coming from someone with his talents, it was high praise indeed.
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By the end of the day I’d mastered baked potatoes and had made a reasonably decent attempt at a mushroom stew. It wasn’t quite as good as Barry’s, and I wasn’t sure that I’d remember how to make it without him by my side telling me what to do, but it was a start.

I was beginning to feel that I wasn’t going to make a complete idiot of myself at mom’s dinner after all. Still, I didn’t have much time before the dinner party and I had a lot to learn.


Day 15




“You know, this would be so much easier if I could take you with me to the dinner party,” I told Barry.

“But wouldn’t your spider family want to eat me?” he pointed out.

“You’re right,” I sighed. “I’m beginning to wonder if you’re ever wrong!”

“I’m not,” grinned Barry. “Still, you have to admit that as much as you might want to serve me up as an appetizer, if you do that, you will never know about all the recipes I could have taught you. Is it really worth risking missing out on all that delicious food? After all, I still haven’t told you my cake recipe. Could you really live with yourself if you knew that you were responsible for missing out on being able to bake as much chocolate goodness as you could ever want?”

I cast my mind back to that glorious day when I’d eaten a piece of cake. “Why must you torment me so?” I cried. “You know that we can’t bake cakes in the mine. I don’t have an oven. It’s cruel taunting me with the thought.”

“No crueler than keeping me tied up in a cave away from my family and friends,” Barry pointed out.

“You’re just a human, nothing but food for cave spiders,” I replied. “Everybody knows that humans don’t have feelings. Not like cave spiders do. Stop trying to trick me like that.”

“I’m not trying to do anything,” said Barry. “All I’m trying to do is show you what a talented chef you are and let you know that there are plenty of opportunities outside of the mine for someone with your potential. What you choose to do with that information is entirely up to you.”

“Well we’re not going to leave the mine, so you can forget about that,” I told him gruffly. “Everything I need is right here.”

“Everything you need except what it takes to bake a cake,” muttered Barry under his breath.

I decided to ignore him. I was getting the distinct impression that Barry was getting ideas above his station. Ultimately, the only reason he was still alive was because I chose to let him live. Perhaps it was time to remind him of that.

“I think that’s enough for today,” I decided. “It’s been a while since I went out and visited my zombie friends.”

“Zombies?” exclaimed Barry. “I’ve always wanted to talk to a zombie! The problem is that every time I try to get close to one, they try to eat my brains. Maybe with you by my side, I could have an actual proper conversation with one.”

“By my side?” I laughed.  “Foolish human! You’re staying here. I’m not going to take my slave to see my friends.”

Before he could say anything else in protest, I spun a web around him, making sure to thoroughly cover his mouth so he couldn’t cry out for help. 

I left him subdued in my cave for the afternoon. Maybe that would teach him not to get any fancy ideas.


Day 16




I spent the entire night out with a bunch of zombies. I didn’t have as much fun as I was going to tell Barry I had. After a while, zombies are really boring to be around. They’re not exactly known for their amazing conversation. And they’re so slow! Spiders are used to zooming about the place. It’s really hard to race around when you have to wait for a lurching zombie to catch up with you.

Still, even though I hadn’t had the best of times, I didn’t crawl back to my nest until the wee hours of the morning. Barry was fast asleep, although he couldn’t have been comfortable propped up against the side of the cave the way that he was. I tiptoed over to my nest, trying not to wake him.

“What are you doing?” I exclaimed to myself. “Why are you trying so hard not to wake the food?”

I shook my head. I really was getting too attached to Barry. He taught me a lot about cooking, but perhaps it was time to go it alone. I was sure I could experiment with different recipes using all the techniques Barry had shown me.

I watched him sleeping. He looked so innocent, like a sleeping hatchling. Maybe I should use him in a stew for my mom. There was something deliciously ironic about the idea of cooking the chef using one of the recipes he had given me.

It wouldn’t have been that long ago that an idea like that would have made me laugh out loud. So why was it that when I looked at Barry and thought about cooking him, my heart was filled with dread?


Day 17




“Why are you looking at me like that?” asked Barry.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re having a really, really sad thought about me or you’ve got some terrible news, but you don’t know how to break it to me.”

I smiled weakly. “I don’t know why you would think that,” I told him. “I’m just thinking about mom’s dinner party and what I should cook for her.”

“Well if we had a proper kitchen,” said Barry pointedly, “I’d suggest that you bake her a pie. But since you refuse to leave the mine with me and find somewhere with an oven, then why don’t you use that old favourite - stew?”

“Mom likes meat,” I replied. “You’ve only shown me how to make a vegetable stew. I don’t think mom would be very happy if I showed up with what she calls rabbit food. Even if I think it’s the nicest rabbit food ever made.”

“It’s pretty easy to add meat to a vegetable stew,” remarked Barry. “You just need to make sure that you brown it first and then leave it to simmer in the rest of the stew for at least half an hour.”

“Thanks for the tip.” A little tear ran down my cheek. I sniffed loudly turning away so that Barry wouldn’t see me cry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I am Whisper! Every Minecraftian’s nightmare come true! I’ve killed plenty of Minecraftians in my time. Why should this one be any different?

Barry came up behind me, and rubbed my back. “Hey, Whisper. Don’t be upset. Everything is going to be just fine. You’re a natural when it comes to cooking.”

“It’s not that,” I sobbed, tears flowing freely now. “It’s just…”

“That there’s a part of you that thinks I should be the main course?”

My jaw dropped. I looked at him in amazement. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

Barry shrugged. “You’re a cave spider. It’s only natural that you should consider doing what most cave spiders do.” He patted my shoulder and moved away. “But you’re not like most cave spiders. You’re special. You’ve got a talent, a real talent that should be nurtured. You’re not going to eat me. I’m the first person to see who you are, who you truly are. We’re buddies, you and I, and you don’t eat your buddies, do you?”

I shook my head slowly. “No, you don’t. Especially not your best buddy.”


Day 18




I took a deep breath, attempting to unravel the nervous knot that had tied itself in the pit of my stomach, before stepping forward into mom’s cave.

“Ah, Whisper!” Mom smiled and came over to hug me hello. “I was beginning to worry that you weren’t going to come. My guests are getting very hungry you know.”

I gulped as I looked around the room to see not one, not two, but ten of my aunts and uncles, all smiling at me in eager anticipation of what I was going to cook for dinner.

“Don’t worry, mom,” I told her. “I’ve done a lot of the preparation for dinner already. I spent the whole afternoon chopping, slicing, and dicing meat and vegetables so that you wouldn’t have long to wait between courses.”

“Between courses? You mean you’re going to treat us to more than one dish?”

[image: Image]




“Of course! You’re my mom. I want to make sure that you have the best dinner party ever.”

“Right then,” Mom smiled. “We’d best stop talking. You know where the cooking area is. I’ll let you get on with it.”

I did indeed know where the cooking area was. After all, it’s where mom made me all those boiled meals growing up. I never thought she would let me cook out there though. She was always very protective of her cooking area.

I laid out all my prepared ingredients and gathered the tools I would need, just as Barry had recommended. His words of advice echoed through my mind. “Just stay calm, Whisper. Breathe. You know you can do this!”

Barry and I had practiced making a rabbit stew over and over, and now I had bowls of the stuff back in my cave, most of which would go to waste. Luckily, Barry had said that he really liked rabbit stew, and since I hadn’t exactly been feeding him up while he’d stayed with me, I had no doubt that I would go home to quite a few empty bowls.

As I started to get into the rhythm of cooking the stew, I found myself humming a little tune.

I’m making a rabbit stew

I’m making it just for you

Barry showed me what to do

It’s great to try something new!

“At last!” exclaimed my uncle Tulip, as I approached the table carrying a ball of rabbit stew in six of my eight legs. “I was beginning to waste away from starvation out here!”

“Sorry you had to wait so long,” I apologized. “Hopefully, once you’ve tried some, you will agree that it was well worth the wait. I added a super-secret blend of special herbs and spices to bring out the flavor of the rabbit. Bon appetit!”

I held my breath, as mom and the rest of my family slurped up the stew.

Silence.

Instead of the cries of universal approval I’d been hoping for, there was nothing but the sound of spiders spooning stew.

At last, mom threw her spoon into the bowl and sat back in her seat. “Oh my goodness me, Whisper!” she gasped. “I’ve never tasted anything so good in my life. This is even better than that time a cow wandered deep into the mine shafts and we ate beef for a week. You’re going to have to cook my dinner more often!”

“Yes, Whisper,” agreed Uncle Tulip. “This really is rather good. I never would have expected you to have made something so delicious. Are you sure your mom didn’t make this?”

I laughed. “I’m sure. And if you like that, just wait until you see what I’ve got for desssert. Fruit salad garnished with fruit flies!”


Day 19




“So your family liked your cooking?” asked Barry, when I returned to the cave the next morning.

“They didn’t just like it - they loved it!” I beamed. “They couldn’t stop talking about how great the food was, and it’s all because of you. I can’t thank you enough. You even got my grumpy aunt Joan to smile, and that’s a big achievement.”

“It was nothing,” said Barry modestly. “You’re the one that did the hard work. I just nudged you in the right direction.”

“Anyway,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking and I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s time to let you go.”

“Let me go?” Barry raised an eyebrow. “The great and frightening Whisper is letting a Minecraftian go? I didn’t think that anyone ever escaped the lair of a cave spider.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything,” I told him. “I should never have kept you tied up here for so long. It was selfish of me. You have a family of your own and they must be missing you.”

I untied the chain of silk tethering him to the cavern wall.

Barry rubbed his ankle where the chain had been irritating his skin. “To tell the truth,” he said, “I’ve really rather enjoyed staying with you. I figured out pretty early on that you weren’t going to eat me.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes. You were too interested in talking to me. You never have a conversation with your food.”

I said nothing. He was right. It wasn’t normal to chat with someone you were about to devour.

“Besides,” Barry went on, “I’m not really the adventuring sort. I’d much rather chop vegetables with a knife then fight monsters with it. I was planning on entering Minecraft Chef until Cyril convinced me to go adventuring with him. He told me that I might find a new book of recipes hidden in the caves. Mom always worried about him going off on adventures by himself, so I decided to keep him company, just in case. I’ve had more fun with you than I ever did fighting monsters.”

“What’s Minecraft Chef?” I asked.

“It’s a competition for chefs from all over the world to come together and show off their cooking skills,” explained Barry. “It’s not long until it starts, and I was hoping to persuade you to come and compete with me. I think you’d do really well.”

“Compete with you?”

“Yes,” nodded Barry. “Every chef is allowed an assistant. I’d love it if you were mine. You could even enter one of the beginner’s categories.”

I thought about it. “I’m not so sure. I’ve never left the mine. Few cave spiders who leave ever return to tell the tale. We are much safer down here.”
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“I thought you were the big bad Whisper?” taunted Barry. “I didn’t think you were afraid of anything!”

I looked at him, eyes narrowed. “I’ll think about it.”


Day 20




I thought about it. I thought about nothing else all night and then all day and all night again. I didn’t like the idea of leaving the mine. I’d lived here all my life and life was good. At the same time, the thought of being able to finally bake a cake was tempting. Very tempting. And not just a chocolate one either. Barry had told me that there were all sorts of cakes. Upside down cake, ginger cake, marble cake, gateaux, Danish pastries - the list was endless and they all sounded incredible!

For the first time ever, I had absolutely no idea what I should do.


Day 21




[image: Image]




There were so many reasons not to go with Barry. I’d only just started cooking properly. Okay, so I’d impressed my family at the dinner party, but that was just one dinner party. It wasn’t a professional competition where top judges from all over Minecraftia would expect to be impressed.

And speaking of my family, what would I tell mom? She had no idea that I’d kept a human alive in my cave for so long. If she knew, she’d demand that we ate him immediately! But if I didn’t tell her about Barry, then how was I going to explain leaving the mine? What possible excuse could there be for leaving my home?

As it was, despite my removing his chains so that he was free to go, Barry seemed content to hang around in my cave. He didn’t pressure me to join in the competition. Instead, the two of us spent many a happy hour experimenting with different combinations and cooking times to come up with a signature dish that Barry could enter into the competition. He told me that there was a part of the contest for cooking with just a cauldron, so it was good practice for him to work with me like this.

I wasn’t sure that Barry was telling the truth, but I had become used to him being around, and I wasn’t looking forward to the day I would have to escort him above ground. Although Barry thinks that he would be perfectly capable of getting out by himself, the fact that I’d been able to capture him so easily, meant that there was a high probability that another cave spider would pounce on him before he got more than 10 paces, and I highly doubted that any of the other spiders around here were vegetarian. There would be no pleasant conversations and cooking lessons if my uncle Tulip or auntie Joan got their spider legs on him.

I just couldn’t make up my mind on what to do. I decided to sleep on it. Maybe I’d be able to make a decision in the morning.


Day 22




“Wake up, foul fiend!”

Blearily, I blinked open my eyes. It always took me a while to get started in the morning, and having eight eyes to coordinate made it even harder.

“Cyril? Is that you?”

“Silence! I don’t want to hear any of your wicked words! You’ve held my brother captive for weeks! You’re going to be punished for what you’ve done!”

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. I really didn’t need any of this right now. “I know that Barry wouldn’t want me to hurt you, so I suggest that you leave right now and we’ll say no more about it,” I said to him.

Cyril laughed. “You’re in no position to be giving out orders. I’ve got you right where I want you. By the time I finished with you, you’ll wish you’d never heard the names Barry and Cyril.”

“That’s it. You asked for it!” I made a rush at Cyril, intending to overpower him and wrap him up in silk as a lovely gift for Barry, but I couldn’t move!

“What have you done to me?” I raged.

“Potion of weakness, sucker!” crowed Cyril. “Combined with a potion of slowness and some good old-fashioned ropes, you won’t be going anywhere anytime soon. Now what should we do to you first? Chop off one of your legs? You killed my brother. Did you really think you could get away with it?”

“What are you talking about? I haven’t killed Barry. He’s around here somewhere.” I looked around but I could see no sign of him.

“More lies!” Cyril shook his head. “Still, I suppose it’s not your fault. You are a monster after all and I should expect a monster to lie. Nevertheless, you’re going to pay the price for what you did to Barry.”

“But I didn’t do anything!” I protested as Cyril raised his sword high above his head.

I closed my eyes and tried to scuttle away from the reach of his weapon, but it was no use. I couldn’t move. Whatever he had done to me, I was stuck where I was, powerless and helpless. This must be what my victims had felt like over the years. It really wasn’t nice and I vowed that I would never again harm another human - that was, of course, assuming that I could get away from Cyril.

“Cyril! What on earth do you think you’re doing?”

I opened a couple of eyes. The first thing I noticed was Cyril’s sword, just a couple of inches away from my head. The next thing I saw was Barry walking into the cavern, his arms full of mushrooms.

“Barry!” cried Cyril. “You’re alive!”

“Of course I’m alive,” replied Barry. “I told you I’d be fine when I let you go. You should know you can always trust me to keep my word. Now let poor Whisper go. We’ve got work to do.”

“Poor Whisper? He’s an evil cave spider! Who knows how many people he’s killed and eaten over the years? Even if you’re okay, that doesn’t mean that we should let him go. We’ll be doing the world a favor taking out a villainous monster like him.”

“Killed people, maybe,” said Barry. “But he was only doing what his family wanted him to do and I know that I can certainly sympathize with that. As for eating them, I think you’ll find that Whisper here is a vegetarian. He doesn’t actually like meat.”

Cyril looked at me in disbelief. I nodded.

“It’s true,” I told him. “I don’t like meat. Never have. And since your brother started teaching me how to cook, there are 1001 things I’d much rather eat than a Minecraftian. Given a bit of time, I think I can persuade the other cave spiders that it’s better to eat a decent plate of bacon and eggs than it is to bother with humans. Let me go and this could be the dawn of a new age of peace between spiders and Minecraftians.”

“So come on, Cyril,” urged Barry. “Put down your sword, and let me and Whisper get on with preparing for Minecraft Chef. The competition starts in a few days, and I’m never going to be able to persuade Whisper to help me with you threatening him like that.”

Cyril stared at me long and hard before finally sheathing his sword. “All right, Barry. Since you asked so nicely, I’ll let the spider go.” He glared at me. “But one sign of trouble and that’s it. No second chances. I’m not risking either of us getting caught up in a web ever again.”

“Good!” Barry clapped his hands together. “Now who’s ready for some dinner?”


Day 23




It was strange having two Minecraftians as houseguests. I’d become used to having Barry around, but Cyril was a different matter. I’d never really liked Cyril, and it appeared that the feeling was mutual. He was constantly making petty comments toward me or telling Barry that they really needed to leave if he wanted to enter Minecraft Chef.

“All right,” sighed Barry at last. “If you really want me to go, I’ll go, Cyril.” He turned to me. “This is your last chance, Whisper. Come with me now and see for yourself how incredible Minecraft Chef is, or stay down here in the caves and never taste chocolate cake again.”

Never taste chocolate cake again?

I made up my mind. “Give me a few minutes to pack my things and I’m coming with you.”


Day 24




From the first moment I felt the sun on my skin, I fell in love with Minecraftia.

“I had no idea it was so beautiful up here,” I breathed, as I gazed around at the landscape before me. It seemed to go on forever.

The entrance to the mine where I lived was set on the side of a hill, which gave me an unbelievable view of the land around. There were hills, forests, and fields as far as the eye could see and it was all so green! Birds sang in the trees, as the sound of animals snuffling around in the undergrowth filtered through. It was a far cry from the groans and moans of zombies and skeletons wandering the mines.

“I can’t believe you’ve never left the mines before,” smiled Barry, clearly delighted that I was so impressed.

“What do you expect from a cave spider?” sniffed Cyril. “The clue is in the name, dummy!”

Barry ignored his brother, clearly used to these kinds of comments from him.
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“Come on, Whisper,” called Barry over his shoulder, as he started to run downhill. “Last one to the bottom is a rotten egg!”

He didn’t stand a chance against me. Cave spiders are one of the fastest creatures known to Minecraftia. It’s why we can leap out at our prey without them being able to run away from us. Once I started scuttling, I soon overtook him and I was at the bottom of the hill within moments, looking back up at Barry following me, Cyril bringing up a distant rear.

“Man, you’re fast!” panted Barry when he caught up with me. “If I were half as fast as you, we’d be able to get to Minecraft Chef in no time. As it is, I’m worried that we’ve left it a little too late to make it to the contest.”

“Why don’t you ride on my back?” I suggested. “I’ve carried humans on my back plenty of times before. Okay, they were tied up with silk, but it’s probably a lot easier carrying someone who actually wants to be on my back!”

“Good idea,” nodded Barry. He scrambled up onto my back, just as Cyril caught up with him.

“Sorry, Cyril,” I said smugly. “There’s only room for your brother up there.”

“That’s okay,” sneered Cyril. “I wouldn’t want to ride on a stinking cave spider anyway.”

“Now, now,” soothed Barry. “That’s enough fighting you two. Cyril, I suggest you go home and tell mom that I’m entering Minecraft Chef again. Tell her I know that she was disappointed when I didn’t win last year, but this year I promise I’m bringing home the prize. There’s no need to mention that I’ve been held captive by a cave spider all this time.”

“Are you kidding? I’m not stupid enough to tell mom that you almost got yourself eaten!”

I glared at him. “If either of you were going to be eaten,” I told him, “It would have been you first. Although I reckon that you’d taste really bitter with that attitude problem of yours and I’d need extra tomato sauce for that big chip on your shoulder.”

“I said enough!” barked Barry.

Cyril opened his mouth and then closed it again, clearly thinking better of whatever it was he had been going to say. “I’ll see if mom wants to come and watch you cook again,” was all he finally said.

“Good. You do that,” nodded Barry. “Now, Whisper, we need to head west. The competition starts soon and I intend to win!”


Day 25




I didn’t run as fast as I usually would. I was too distracted by all the new sights and smells around me. I’d never seen a lake before, so when we came across one, I desperately wanted to jump in and swim, but Barry wouldn’t let me.

“There will be time enough for that after I take home the Minecraft Chef crown,” he told me. “As it is, if my calculations are correct, registration closes tomorrow, and if we don’t get there in time to sign up, then we might as well have stayed in the caves.”

“Don’t worry, Barry,” I promised. “I’ll get you there in time, no matter what.”

I doubled my pace, running faster than the wind in my desperation to reach the site of the contest. Barry was my best friend and I wasn’t going to let him down.


Day 26




“That’s amazing!”

I couldn’t believe my eyes. There, spread out before us across the plains of the Savannah, were countless tents belonging to wannabe chefs and experienced cooks, all gathered to compete in Minecraft Chef.

“I had no idea there would be so many people here.”

“Minecraft Chef is the biggest culinary event in the world,” Barry told me. “The competition has been going for over a hundred years, and although other contests have been set up, none of them are as prestigious as Minecraft Chef.”

“What do you get if you win?” I asked.

“What do you get?” Barry looked me, eyes open wide. “You get the right to say that you are the best chef in all of Minecraftia. What more could you want?”

“So there isn’t any prize?”

“The prize is that you get to win,” explained Barry patiently.

I didn’t get it, but it was clear that winning the title was important to Barry, so I nodded as if I understood.

“Although there isn’t an official physical prize,” Barry went on, “winners of the title always go on to have a highly successful catering career. They get to work in the top restaurants with top chefs. The experience is invaluable. My ambition is to open a restaurant of my own one day, and winning Minecraft Chef will open a lot of doors for me.”

He slid off my back. “Come on, Whisper,” he beckoned. “We’d better go register before it’s too late.”

“We? But I haven’t said whether I was going to enter the competition or not.”

“Don’t be silly!” said Barry. “Of course you’re going to enter. Why else would you have left the mine?”

We moved off to join the back of the queue of would be contestants lining up to put their names down for the competition. I couldn’t help but notice that wherever I went, people stared at me.

“Don’t mind them,” whispered Barry. “Most of them have never seen a cave spider before, let alone one who can cook with his eyes closed better than most of them can. As soon as they see you fry up some pork chops, they’ll soon stop staring and start wishing you were their assistant.” He yelled at the people staring. “But you can’t have him! He’s my assistant! Mine, I tell you!”

I blushed and ducked my head down, wishing the ground would open and swallow me up. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. I was a cave spider. Who was I kidding? There was no way I could be a top chef.
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Day 27




I stood nervously next to Barry, waiting for the starting whistle to blow. There would be three days of cooking, and at the end of each day, chefs with the lowest scores would be eliminated from the contest until the final winner was crowned. During the course of the event, there would also be mini competitions in different categories, including Best Newcomer and Best Dish Cooked in a Cauldron. Despite my protests, Barry had entered me into both categories.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured me. “Even if you don’t win anything, it’s good practice to enter the competition. You never know just how good you can be unless you test yourself, and there’s no better challenge than Minecraft Chef.”

“If you say so,” I muttered, but I had no idea whether Barry heard me, because the whistle blew, marking the start of heat one.

After that, my world became a blur of chopping and passing Barry equipment and ingredients as he called for them. All those weeks working together in the mines really paid off, and we worked together as one well-oiled machine, never dropping anything, unlike the poor assistant working on the station next to us. He was so nervous, he seemed to drop everything the moment he was asked for it and listening to his chef shouting insults at him, I felt as though I wanted to go over there and tell him to calm down.

There was no time to intervene, though, because Barry needed me. The challenge was to create a pumpkin pie in under 30 minutes and they had erected wood powered ovens especially for the competition. I’d never seen anything like it, and I wondered whether I’d be able to get one for mom once the contest was over.

“Time!”

“Really? So soon?” That was the fastest 30 minutes I’d ever experienced, and I waited nervously as the judges slowly made their way from table to table before they were finally standing in front of us.

The three judges each pulled out a clean fork and took a bite out of Barry’s pie. They said nothing as they chewed and swallowed, simply making notes on their clipboards before moving on to the next entrant.

“Do you think that went well?” I asked Barry.

“It’s hard to say,” he replied.

We didn’t have to wait long. Ten minutes later, the judges had totaled up their scores and announced the unlucky few who would not be progressing to the next stage of the contest.

“We’ve done it, Whisper!” cried Barry joyfully. “We’ve made it through to the next round! I’ve never done that before! I knew that you would be good luck for me!”

Barry had never made it through to the second round of the contest? But he was the best chef I’d ever known. If someone like him had never managed to go far, then just how good would the winner have to be?

I really didn’t think I was ready for this.


Day 28




The next day, our challenge was to create a stew of our choosing.

“I’m calling this caveman stew,” Barry told me. “It’s in honor of our time together in the mines, and my plan is to make a stew that tastes as though it’s stuffed full of meat, but is actually vegetarian.”

“I like that idea,” I nodded. “Just tell me what you need me to do and I’m right by your side.”

“I must admit that there is a strategy to my plan,” Barry confessed. “I’ve heard that two of the judges are vegetarian, and although they managed to eat meat for the sake of the competition, I bet they’ll love it if I can prove that I’ve thought about the needs of my diners. The other judge eats meat, which is why I wanted it to taste as though this is like any other rabbit or chicken stew. That way, he’ll think that I’ve made the stew just for him.”

“Cunning,” I grinned.

“There’s more to winning this contest than just being able to cook,” Barry explained. “I really think I’ve got a good strategy this year. If we don’t make it through to the final round, I’ll be shocked.”

Sure enough, Barry was right. His vegetarian rabbit stew was called out for special mention when they announced who had made it through to the final stage of the contest. The judges called it “divinely mouth-watering,” and “the best stew I’ve eaten all year.”

Barry was one of only 10 competitors to make it through to the finals, which would be in two days time, to give the contestants enough time to plan their last dish. Tomorrow, it was my turn to take center stage as the special category cook offs were going to take place.


Day 29




I wiped my sweaty legs on my apron to try and dry them for what seemed like the thousandth time.

“Don’t worry, Whisper,” soothed Barry. “I love your idea for a cauldron cake. Nobody has ever figured out how to make a good cake using a cauldron. You should get extra points for innovation alone.”

“Yes, well, I’m still not entirely sure that this is going to turn out all right,” I said. “I haven’t actually had a chance to test out my recipe yet. This is all still theory. I might look like the biggest genius Minecraftia has ever seen or I might just make a fool out of myself.”

[image: Image]




“You haven’t tested out your recipe?” gasped Barry. “There’s a time and a place for experimentation, Whisper, but Minecraft Chef isn’t it. I thought this was something you did while we were still back in the mine. If I’d known you were planning on cooking something for the first time, I would have advised against it. It’s not too late to change your mind. You can just do a mushroom stew. I know we did stews yesterday, but if you get the mushrooms just right, the way you always do, you’ll win bonus points and you should place well.”

Barry’s words struck fear into my heart. I thought I’d been doing the right thing by attempting my cauldron cake. Now he’d got me questioning my decision.

“Okay, Barry. You’d better go and fetch me the ingredients for mushroom stew,” I told him. “Hurry! We haven’t got long before the competition begins.”

Barry dashed off to bring me back what I needed, but it was too late. The whistle blew and I was left with no choice but to stick with my plan.

I was just going to have to bake the best cauldron cake Minecraftia had ever seen and hope the fact that it was the only cauldron cake Minecraftia had ever seen would be enough to see me through.


Day 30




Today was the day. The moment of truth had arrived.

I’d done my best with my cauldron cake, but I had no idea what the judges thought of it. As usual, their faces betrayed nothing of their reaction, and although I tried to peep over their shoulders to read their hastily scribbled notes, I hadn’t been able to make out a word. I’d have to wait until today’s final announcement after the last round of cooking to discover whether my gamble had paid off.

Today’s challenge was to bake your signature dish, so, of course, Barry had chosen to bake a chocolate cake. As he pulled it out of the oven, my mouth watered in anticipation. It was all I could do to restrain myself from reaching out and grabbing a large handful to stuff in my mouth.

“Easy, Whisper,” soothed Barry. “I’ll make you a cake of your own tonight, no matter what the result.”

The judges appeared to take ages to deliberate, but at last they were ready to announce the results.

“Barry! Over here, Barry!”

I looked over and saw a woman who looked a lot like Barry waving at him, Cyril standing by her side.

“Mom!” cried Barry. “You came!”

His mom pushed her way through the crowds to give Barry a huge hug. “Of course I came,” she told. “Did you think I would miss seeing my son compete? You know that I’m your biggest fan!”

“Thanks mom,” smiled Barry giving her a hug as the head judge stepped forward to announce the results.

“First of all,” he began, “I’d like to thank all of our participants. The standard this year has been exceptionally high and anyone who has had the courage to enter the contest should be applauded for their efforts.”

Dutifully, the crowd clapped and cheered.

“However,” he went on. “There can only be one winner and it is my great privilege to announce that in third place goes to Barry Higgins.”

“Barry!” gasped his mom. “That’s you! You came third! That’s amazing!”

Barry made his way to the stage to collect his trophy. It wasn’t first place, but I could tell from the look on Barry’s face that it didn’t matter. He’d come in third out of all the top chefs in Minecraftia, which was an amazing achievement.

“Now before I announce the ultimate champion,” said the judge, “I have a somewhat surprising announcement. As you all know, we run a contest for beginner chefs. This is a great opportunity for those new to cooking to showcase their talents and experience what it’s like to compete against others. This year, one new entrant impressed us so much that he won not one, not two, but three of the amateur categories. Please welcome to the podium, the winner of Best Newcomer, Best Dish Cooked in a Cauldron, and Best New Innovation, Whisper the cave spider!”

I couldn’t believe it! I’d won! Not just one, but three prizes!

As I scurried over to the stage, nobody seemed to care that I wasn’t human. I was surrounded by smiling faces, and nobody was smiling more than my good friend Barry.

“Well done, Whisper,” he grinned. “I knew you could do it! Now let’s come back next year and win this whole thing.”

I reached out and shook his hand. “That sounds like a great idea.”

I knew that with my best friend by my side, we’d conquer the world - and without harming a single human.
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