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Episode 2 
Hunt For The Hidden Empire

				The Star Defenders have taken their fight directly to Lord Nether. Their first attempt to destroy the Mind Crafter failed, yet they exploded the Death Cube, forcing the Minecraft Empire to regroup and form a new base in a top secret location. But things are worse than before. Ryan, Sky, Flynn and Ava were captured by Endermen guards on the frozen planet of Iceatope. They will have to escape if they are going to continue their mission to destroy the Minecraft Empire and save the galaxy.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1 
The Underground Cell

				I slowly pulled myself to my feet. Ouch! My head hurt.

				I put my hand on the back of my head and felt a small bump. Something had obviously struck me.

				I walked over to the cell door and strained to look out through the rusty bars. There was a corridor leading away from the cell with another locked door at the far end. On the sides of the corridor were a handful of other cell doors.

				I feared my time as a Star Defender was over and that I would never see Sky, Flynn or Ava again. Luckily, my fear was quickly banished as a face I knew and loved pressed itself against the bars of the cell door beside mine.

				“Hey, loser!” came the sassy voice. It was Sky. “Can’t believe you fainted up here!”

				“Up where?” I asked.

				“Wow! You really blacked out for the whole thing, didn’t you?” Sky questioned, before continuing to tell me exactly what happened. “You fainted and the Endermen guards put cuffs on us and took as to the only other door in the hut. The door opened into an elevator and they brought us underground. I got the impression there’s quite a complex down here, but we never got the chance to see it. We were led straight down this corridor and locked up.”

				“Keep it down, you two!” came Ava’s voice from behind one of the other doors.  Flynn and I are trying to get some sleep!”

				“You’re kidding, right?” Sky laughed.

				“Of course!” Flynn replied. “Now how are we going to get outta here?”

				I pushed and pulled on the jail door. Not surprisingly, it didn’t move.

				I looked around the cell. There were no windows and no other doors either.

				“We might have to wait for the Endermen guards to come back and then try to outsmart them with our awesome fighting skills,” I said.

				The others agreed. It seemed like it would be our only way out of the underground Empire base.

			

			
				We sat tight and waited. Eventually, I could hear the unmistakable noise of the Endermen guards approaching. I glanced through the bars as the door at the far end of the corridor swung open. Into the corridor stepped two tall Endermen guards followed by what looked like a Zombie General.
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				They strode past the cell containing Flynn and Ava and the one with Sky. It appeared they were heading towards my cell first. I needed a plan and quickly. I looked up to the ceiling. Above me the roof was held up by a series of wooded beams. They were spaced a couple of meters apart. I had little time to wait. As the idea shot into my head, I put my plan into action.

				I climbed up the door as quickly as I could and thrust myself between the beams in the ceiling. Don’t think this was easy... it wasn’t. In fact, it was harder than I had imagined. I pushed my body out horizontally, thrust my arms and legs out straight and pinned myself to the ceiling, pushing against the beams with every ounce of energy I had.

			

			
				I held my breath as I hovered above the ceiling and looked down as the cell door opened. The Endermen guards entered first. They stepped into the center of the cell and then stood to attention as the Zombie General stepped through between them. They looked around. The Zombie General did not look happy.

				“Where is prisoner 116?” he thundered. “Why isn’t he in his cell?”

				I could feel my muscles beginning to shake. I knew I couldn’t hold myself to the ceiling for much longer.

				“Check on the location of the prisoner,” the Zombie General ordered as he pointed to the Enderman guard on the left.

				The Enderman guard nodded and strode from the cell. I could hear it walk down the corridor and then the sound of its footsteps vanished.

				This was good news. Now I only had two mobs to destroy. The Zombie General turned to leave. He was directly below me. My chance had arrived...and I took it!

				I unclenched my muscles and dropped from the ceiling onto the Zombie General. I clattered onto his head, knocking him to the floor. The Enderman guard was huge, but dumb and slow to react. I reached out and grabbed its blaster, blasting it back against the cell wall before watching it drop lifelessly to the floor. I jumped into the air, releasing the Zombie General from my grasp. I pointed the blaster at it and fired. The Zombie General cried out, flashed in a ball of light and then vanished completely.

				“Yes!” I cried, punching the air.

				“Ryan?” called Sky. “You okay? Talk to me, Ryan.”

				I stepped outside, grabbed the keys from the wall, and walked to Sky’s cell to unlock the door. “I’m good, Sky,” I replied. “Just defeated a Zombie General and an Enderman guard on my own, so feeling pretty awesome!”

				“Okay, show off! Nice work. Now stop yapping about it and let’s get outta here.”

				Sky had a point. There would be plenty more Enderman guards where that one came from, so the last thing we should be doing was hanging around.

				We ran over to Flynn and Ava’s cell and let them out. Then, we ran towards the door at the end of the semi-lit corridor. I peeped through the bars and turned the handle. The door was unlocked, but what lay beyond was a mystery. I clenched the blaster in my hand and led the way forward.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2 
The Empire Outpost

				I took one step and then stopped. There were loads of corridors stretching off in different directions. I glanced down each one. They were all empty.

				I could hear the faint noise of a generator or something large humming, but as the noise echoed around the underground lair, it was hard to tell which corridor the noise came from.

				“That sound could be the elevator shaft,” Ava suggested.

				If she was right, then that would be our best and quickest route back to the surface. I took a guess at which tunnel and slowly began to move down it with the blaster at my side.

				“Hey, guys,” whispered Flynn while tapping me on the shoulder. “You realize we only have one blaster between the four of us, right?”

				I was annoyed that Flynn was even talking, so just nodded in reply.

				“We’ll, don’t you think the blaster should be held by the person who’s the best shot?” he added.
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				I knew what Flynn was getting at. Statistically, I was probably the worst shot out of the whole group, and Flynn was obviously becoming anxious that I was the one in the lead.

			

			
				“I did just defeat an Enderman guard and Zombie General single-handedly, you know!” I replied, trying to strengthen my case.

				“Yeah, but Sky once took down six Endermen guards, two Cave Spiders and a Zombie Pigman with nothing but a slingshot... and she was blindfolded at the same time!”

				“So what are you saying?” I shouted, turning to face Flynn.

				“He’s saying I should have the blaster,” Sky interrupted as she swiped the blaster from my hand before I had the chance to argue.

				She stepped ahead of me with the blaster outstretched in front of her and Flynn and Ava followed.

				I was pretty annoyed, although deep down I knew Flynn was right. I had always been a poor shot. Maybe my miraculous escape from the cell was just lucky!

				Suddenly, Sky stopped.

				“Shh!” she said, signaling us to stand still.

				We were almost at the end of the corridor. Beyond it was a small room with the elevator on the other side. Patrolling in front of the elevator doors was a lone Enderman guard, holding the blaster at its side as it marched up and down.

				Sky crouched low to the ground and waved her hand for us to do the same. Flynn, Ava and I stayed concealed in the corridor as Sky slowly crept forward. There was a large crate near the elevator on some sort of trolley contraption. Sky made her way towards it in top stealth mode. She ducked behind it and peered out at the Enderman. From her hiding place, she took aim and fired!

				Boom!

				With one clean shot, the Enderman guard hit the ground in a ball of light and vanished. The impact sent its blaster spinning across the floor towards us. Flynn grabbed it first. Although I remained unarmed myself, I was grateful that we now had two blasters between us.

				Sky jumped out from behind the crate and pressed the elevator button.

				“Come on!” she called, turning towards us. “Lord Nether and the Mind Crafter are still out there. We’re still no closer to destroying the Minecraft Empire than we were before. Let’s get moving.”

				Sky was right. It felt like our plan to rid the galaxy of the evil Minecraft Empire was in full swing, yet so far we had accomplished very little. Okay, I guess we had tracked down the Mind Crafter (and lost it…) and destroyed the Death Cube, but with Lord Nether and Emperor Ender still hiding in the galaxy with the Mind Crafter, no one was safe.

			

			
				The elevator arrived. We stepped inside and began our journey back towards the surface. As the elevator went up, two things ran through my mind. First, would DEFENDER 1 and 2 still be outside the hut, and second, would the temperature outside be as cold as I remembered?

				The moment the elevator reached the top and the door opened, the second question was answered—it was freezing!

				We stepped out into the hut.  It looked like it had been abandoned. There was no fire burning and no sign of any Endermen guards. I took a couple of deep breaths and saw several clouds of steam blow from my lips. I put my hands to my mouth, trying to warm them.

				The others must have been as cold as me, yet Sky didn’t let this slow her down. She moved quickly from the elevator to the hut door and pushed it open. As she did, the ice cold wind swirled into the hut and I could see nothing but snow beyond. That, and in the distance a blizzard was approaching.

				“Let’s see if we can find DEFENDER 1 and 2 quickly,” I said, moving to the door with the others. “Once that blizzard hits we’ll have no chance of seeing our hands in front of our faces, let alone our spacecraft.”

				We stepped out into the snow. It crunched beneath our feet. The sound made me remember playing in the snow a few years earlier with mom and dad. Those happy days seemed a long time ago. That was before the Minecraft Empire rose to power and cast fear across the galaxy.

				“Well, are you coming or not?” Ava said. I looked up and realized the others had already spotted the spacecrafts and were running towards them.

				I nodded and began to move as quickly as I could in the ankle deep snow.

				We were halfway to the DEFENDER 1 and 2 when the wind got stronger. I looked to the horizon. The blizzard was almost on us. Then, as I squinted into the swirling snow storm, I could see something moving. I stopped and squinted harder to get a better look. It seemed the snow storm wasn’t a natural occurrence. Amongst the swirling blizzard I could see three colossal Cave Spiders. Each was the size of a building. They looked angry and they were heading straight for us!

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3 
Cave Spider Attack!

				“Run for the ships!” I cried, picking up the pace as quickly as I could.

				“That’s what we’re already doing, Ryan!” Flynn replied, a little too calmly. “Keep up with the plan!”

				“No, I mean seriously, run!”

				I caught up with Flynn, grabbed his shoulder and spun him around to face the oncoming blizzard.

				“Cave Spiders,” I puffed. “Three of them.”

				Flynn’s mouth dropped open. “They’re the size of my old house!”

				“That’s right,” I continued, “and they’re heading straight for us.”

				[image: 10.jpg]


				The Cave Spiders were moving quicker. We had to do the same.

				We shoved our legs through the thick snow as quickly as we could until we reached our vehicles. Sky and I climbed into DEFENDER 1 while Flynn and Ava jumped into DFENDER 2. I fastened my seatbelt as Sky switched on the rocket thrusters.

				We were ready to take to the sky...but nothing happened.

			

			
				“Come on!” I cried, turning to my side to see the Cave Spiders less than a hundred meters away. “We’re gonna get eaten!”

				Sky punched the controls and jumped out of the cockpit. She ran round to the back of DEFENDER 1 and began tampering with the fuse unit.

				“Try that!” she shouted as the blizzard erupted around us.

				I moved into the front seat, hit the rocket thrusters and BOOM! They fired up perfectly. Sky closed the fuse unit and began to run back to the cockpit, but it was too late. The shadow of the Cave Spiders loomed over us.

				“Go!” Sky cried. “Before we get crushed!”

				Without her? I looked round to see Sky running towards DEFENDER 2. She jumped in beside Flynn and Ava. Their cockpit closed and they blasted into the air. It was time I did the same. The closest colossal Cave Spider raised its leg over the top of DEFENDER 1, I grabbed the throttle, pushed it forward and blasted from the snowy ground without a second to spare. The huge leg came crashing down into the snow where our spacecraft had been as the rockets at the back of DEFENDER 1 took me clear of the danger zone. However, the danger wasn’t over yet.

				I shot out across the snow, following in the trail of DEFENDER 2 as the Cave Spiders unleashed their weapons. Laser beams suddenly shot from their red eyes with unforgiving aim. The first shot flew straight towards me. I dipped my wing, but the laser hit the tip, knocking me off course and sending me swerving to the side.

				“We need to take these giant Cave Spiders down before they blow us up!” Ava cried over the radio.

				She looped DEFENDER 2 higher into the air and began to speed straight towards the first Cave Spider. I did the same, but having sustained a direct hit, DEFENDER 1 was now harder to maneuver.

				I watched as DEFENDER 2 opened fire on the Cave Spider’s head. I assumed Sky was at the controls as the aim was perfect. The lasers hit the leading Cave Spider firmly in the face. A small explosion erupted from the Minecraft mob and then it vanished.

				The explosion sent a fountain of snow into the air as I approached. The snow engulfed me as I hit top speed. I couldn’t see a thing.

				Then, as I came through the blizzard I saw that DEFENDER 2 had rounded on the second Cave Spider and was firing will full impact at the mob’s butt. Within a few seconds, the rear of the colossal mob exploded in a ball of light. There was nothing left of it, except a hole in the snowy ground.

				There was one Cave Spider left. Unfortunately, I was flying directly towards it!

				I pushed forward on the control lever and took DEFENDER 1 down between the legs of the spider, but not before it could attack again. As I dived, the lasers from its eyes struck an electrical panel beside the cockpit. My flaps were working at half speed.

			

			
				I swerved between the legs of the beast that was obviously being controlled by Lord Nether and his Mind Crafter, but moving DEFENDER 1 was now almost impossible. 

				The tip of the wing scrapped one of the legs as I pulled out the back and somehow managed to avoid crashing into the ground. I looked back at the Cave Spider as DEFENDER 2 unleashed one final flurry of laser blasts. The Cave Spider groaned, hissed and then burst into a ball of light and joining its cousins.

				We had done it. Now it was time to get off of Iceatope and regroup on the nearby planet of Golem World, a world populated by nothing but Villagers and Golems.

				“Set co-ordinates for NW2563,” Flynn said as DEFENDER 2 shot from Iceatope’s atmosphere.

				I struggled to steer DEFENDER 1 on the same course, but just about managed.

				However, as I rocketed back into space I heard a colossal POP! come from the back of my spacecraft. Half the rocket boosters suddenly failed. My power began to decrease.

				“I’m not gonna make it with you guys,” I called over the radio as I spotted Iceatope’s nearby moon to my right. “You head on to Golem World. I’m going to see if I can make it to that moon to repair DEFENDER 1.”

				“You sure?” Sky asked as the radio signal began to crackle.

				“I’ll be fine,” I replied. “I’ve got the coordinates for Golem World. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

				I turned DEFENDER 1 towards the nearby moon as the thrusters popped once more. This time, smoke began to pour from the left thruster. My power was decreasing fast. I felt every muscle in my body tense up. I briefly closed my eyes and prayed I’d have enough power to make it to the surface of the moon.

				DEFENDER 1 began to shake violently as I broke through the atmosphere of the moon. I was surrounded by clouds and mist as I hurtled toward the moon’s surface. I couldn’t see a thing.

				I pulled back on the control stick to slow my descent. DEFENDER 1 responded, but just barely. Suddenly, a huge spark shot from the control panel. I grabbed the control stick with both hands and pulled it backwards. The controls didn’t respond. I was hurtling towards the ground through the thick mist. I had no way of landing the spacecraft. There was nothing I could do. DEFENDER 1 dropped into free fall.

				As the mist cleared, I could see the swampy moon surface fast approaching. I pushed my hands against the control unit in front of me and braced for impact.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4 
The Last of the Solar Defenders

				DEFENDER 1 smashed through a cluster of trees, lurching me from one side to the other. I could see small parts of my spacecraft being ripped from the main body as I tore through the vines and branches that surrounded me. Then, with no room left to descend, DEFENDER 1 plummeted at full speed in to the thick, murky swamp water below.

				I jerked in my seat with nothing but my seatbelt to save me as DEFENDER 1 crashed into the water. I waited. I opened my eyes. I sat upright and looked at my hands, legs and the rest of my body. I was alive! I couldn’t believe it.

				I undid my seatbelt and opened the cockpit. There was a thin mist all around and the smell reminded me of a mixture of rotten bananas and unwashed socks!

				I tried the radio to call Sky, Flynn and Ava. The radio was out. I had lost contact.

				I cried out in frustration and smashed my hands onto the control panel. I was stranded. With nothing else left to do, I climbed from the cockpit and jumped down onto the soggy moon surface. The place wasn’t like any moon I had ever been on before. Most moons in the solar system were barren, desolate places with nothing but miles of sand or moon dust. However, the moon of Iceatope couldn’t have been further from those places. It was packed with foliage and life at every turn. Square looking bugs ran along the long, rectangular branches. Lizards with black-shaped bodies crawled slowly along the ground. Then, I heard something that stopped me in my tracks. It was the sound of a large mob.

				I went to pull my blaster from my side before realizing I didn’t have one. I searched for anything to arm myself. The best thing I could find was a thick, fallen branch. I picked it up. It was damp and covered in moss. I struck it with my other hand and the branch immediately broke in two. I shook my head. What kind of fighting weapon was that?

				But, before I could find anything to take its place, the mob was upon me.

				“Are you here for Master Golemson?” the figure said.

				I spun around to be confronted by a huge Iron Golem that towered over me. If it had chosen to pummel me with its fist, then it could have knocked me straight into the ground like a nail. Luckily, it did no such thing.

				“Are you here to see Master Golemson?” the Iron Golem said once more.

			

			
				I had no idea what to say. I hadn’t planned to crash on this swampy moon and had no idea who this Master Golemson was.

				“Can Master Golemson fix my ship?” I eventually replied.

				The Golem laughed. “He can fix anything.”

				Without giving me a chance to reply, the Golem turned its back and began walking away. After a few long strides it turned around and glanced at me before slowly continuing. I came to the conclusion that this Golem wanted me to follow it, so I looked back at my ship and then reluctantly followed the seemingly harmless Minecraft mob.

				We trekked for several minutes. We went through thick undergrowth and stepped over endless tree roots that twisted from the ground. Eventually, we came to a clearing. There in the faint mist ahead of us sat a stone building. It had no windows and a single door that was just about big enough for the Golem to fit through if it ducked... which is exactly what it did!

				“Master Golemson lives here,” the Golem boomed, poking its head back out.

				“Wait!” I replied. “If he can just help me get my ship fixed and get me outta here, then that would be great.”

				The Golem vanished inside the stone building and I decided to follow. Inside the place was pretty neat. There were some stools and a table, all made out of stone, and some food on the table that looked like burned lizard’s intestines! They looked disgusting and I quickly grabbed a long stick to push them as far from my face as I could.

				As I turned around the Colossal Minecraft mob vanished into an adjacent room.   It was gone for several minutes without a sound. Then, in dramatic style, it re-emerged; only this time it had a sash draped across its chest.
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				“I am Golemson. How can I help you?”

				I stood up in shock.

				“You’re the same Iron Golem who just walked into that room,” I replied. “You’re just wearing a sash!”

				“Correct you are,” the mob boomed before sitting down on the stone stool beside me.

				I didn’t know what to do. I guess the only thing now was to see if this weird Golem could actually help me.

				“So, what do you know about fixing spacecraft?” I asked. “See, I’ve got this vehicle, DEFENDER 1. It’s crashed in your stinky swamp and I need to get it working again. The destiny of the galaxy kinda depends on it.”

				The Golem said nothing. He just stared at me. To be honest, the whole situation was kinda weird.

				Eventually, after several minutes of silence, the Golem spoke once more.

				“You are Ryan of the Star Defenders,” he said to my complete amazement.

			

			
				My mouth dropped open. How the heck did this Golem know who I was?

				“I know many things,” the Golem said, obviously reading my mind. “I am Golemson, the last master of the Solar Defender movement.”

				I could hardly believe what I was hearing. I had heard of the Solar Defenders, of course I had. Who hadn’t? They waged war against the Minecraft Empire over two centuries ago.

				“Impossible!” I snorted. “No way are you part of the Solar Defenders. They’re all dead. Got killed off two hundred years ago.”

				The Golem laughed. “Not all of us,” he replied, leaning closer to me. “Only I remain. I’m the last of the Solar Defenders. I am the only one to hold their secrets and the only one to hold the last of their ancient weapons—the Laser Slicer.”

				I could hardly believe a word I was hearing. Had I really accidentally discovered the last remaining member of the Solar Defenders? They were our idols. During their reign, the galaxy was the most peaceful it had ever been.

				The Golem rose from the stone stool and strode to a wooden chest beside the door. It crouched down, undid the lock and pulled the top of the chest open. Then, it pulled out the most amazing weapon the galaxy had ever known. The weapon that every potential defender of the galaxy had only dreamed of. It was the weapon of the ancients. I held my breath as the Golem turned around. In its arms was the last remaining Laser Slicer. Then the Golem passed it to me. It appeared the fate of the galaxy was now in my hands.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5 
The Laser Slicer

				I think I remained silent for a long time. All I could do was stare at the rectangular tube in front of me. It had carvings on it that depicted ancient battles and markings that looked like sword and blaster marks. The weapon had obviously seen a lot of action.
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				“It is yours,” Golemson said. “I’ve grown old. You coming here is a gift. I have waited for this moment. I bestow the luck of the ancients to you Ryan of the Star Defenders. You are the chosen one. It is you who will save the galaxy from destruction. You alone will defeat the Minecraft Empire.”

				“That’s impossible,” I replied. “I can’t defeat an entire empire single-handed.”

				“True. You will need help, but ultimately the fate of everyone lies with you.”

				Golemson closed his eyes and sat back down. As he did, he began to glow and flicker.

				“What are you doing?” I asked, slightly panicked by what was happening.

				“My time has come,” Golemson said. “But I shall be with you in spirit. I shall be by your side. I shall be with you in your darkest moment.”

				With that, Golemson faded completely and vanished.

				The stone building was eerily quiet. All I could hear were the crickets and noises from the lizards outside. I looked down at the Laser Slicer and gripped it firmly in my hands. I rose from my stone stool and wandered outside.

				I was still in shock. It was only then that I realized DEFENDER 1 was still submerged in the swamp. I headed back towards the spacecraft wondering how I was going to fix it, but as I approached the swamp I was greeted by a vision that produced a smile so wide my face almost cracked!

				There, in front of me, standing perfectly on the land was DEFENDER 1. It still had weeds from the swamp draped over it, and was dripping with muddy water, but it was out.

			

			
				I looked around. Could this be the magical work of Master Golemson? I wondered.

				I looked down at the Laser Slicer and decided it was time to check it out. I held it in my hand, stretched out my arm and fired it up.

				Suddenly, a bright blue laser light extended out from the rectangular tube. It hummed with energy and its glow lit up all of the surrounding swamp land, sending box-shaped scuttling creatures running for cover.

				I swished it around from one side to the other. It was the most amazing weapon I had ever seen. To be honest, I thought it was a thing of legends.

				I turned to face a giant tree that twisted into the air, and I looked at the laser beam and then at the thick tree trunk. I swung the Laser Slicer back and let it fly!

				I brought the laser blade through the misty air and hit the tree. To my amazement, it cut straight through the twisting bark and sliced through the tree truck like a hot blade through a giant marshmallow.

				I retracted the blade and watched the tree. It swayed gently in the misty... and then began to fall. I ran towards DEFENDER 1, rolling onto the ground and diving for cover beside the cockpit as the tree came crashing down into the swamp beside me. I made a mental note not to do that again!

				In a hurry, I tucked the Laser Slicer into the holster on my belt and climbed into DEFENDER 1. I put my finger over the power button and closed my eyes, picturing Master Golemson before me. Then I heard his voice in my head.

				“Believe in the power and it shall be yours.”

				I took a deep breath, believed with every muscle in my body and pressed the power button.

				The jet thrusters burst into life. I opened my eyes. DEFENDER 1 was operational once more. I tried the radio, but there was still no signal. I must have been out of range to connect with Sky, Flynn and Ava. So I put my hand on the throttle, assuming that they had followed through with our plan and headed for Golem World. I pressed the elevation button and my craft lifted slowly into the mist above the swamp. I closed the cockpit, pushed the lever forward and blasted away from the moon at full power.

				I looked down to check the Laser Slicer was at my side and felt a wave of determination wash over me. We needed to find the new secret location of the Minecraft Empire. Once we located it, the battle could begin.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6 
Golem World

				I approached the clear atmosphere of Golem World and began my descent to the main village. As I approached I could see DEFENDER 2 had landed just outside the village perimeter so I guided my craft to the same spot. The moment I landed, Sky, Flynn and Ava came running from a nearby hut to greet me. Sky had tears in her eyes.

				“Ryan! You’re okay?” she cried, wrapping her arms around me.

				The incident took me by surprise. I had never seen Sky get emotional before.

				“I’m fine. Just had a bit of a detour to Iceatope’s moon.”

				Sky wiped the tears from her eyes, looked behind me and then transformed back into the Sky I know and love.

				“What the heck happened to DEFENDER 1? It’s all dented!”
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				“Ah, well, it turned out I had to crash land on the moon. It was a swampy place with loads of trees and DEFENDER 1 took a bit of a battering.”

				Ava and Flynn approached the spacecraft and ran their fingers over the hull.

				“So, how did you fix it?” Flynn asked, just before spotting the Laser Slicer hanging from the holster on my belt, “and what is that?”

				I led the three of them into the village and told them all about Master Golemson. I explained how he had been the last of the Solar Defenders and how he had given me the ancient Laser Slicer weapon.

			

			
				Watching the three of them as I explained was quite a picture. They each stared at the Laser Slicer with their mouths wide open. I assumed that was the same look I had on my face when I found out about it too.

				“So, where’s this Master Golemson now?” Sky asked. “Can we go and see him too? He might have more Laser Slicers for us!”

				“No. This is the last surviving weapon of those times. Besides, Master Golemson is no longer with us. He seemed to have been waiting around for someone worthy to pass the weapon onto. I guess now that he’s given it to me, he left in peace.”

				“Someone worthy? You?” Ava laughed. “Sky is better with weapons than you are! Come to think of it, we all are!”

				Flynn stepped forward to take the Laser Slicer and give it a try, but I was having none of it. I placed my hand over the rectangular tube and patted the device.

				Flynn obviously saw how protective I was being, so he stepped back.

				“Do we at least get to see it in action?” Sky asked.

				“Yeah, but not now,” I replied. “So, what’s been going on with you guys? Anything to report from Golem World?”

				“Actually, yes,” Ava said. “We’ve been asking around and it seems there are whispers about the secret location of the Minecraft Empire. Most Golems reckon they have a new underground base on the lava planet of Firestorm.”

				“Firestorm?” I questioned, “But that’s in Quadrant 7 at the far reaches of the galaxy.”

				“We know,” Sky said. “Lord Nether and Emperor Ender must be planning something big out there. That planet’s so hostile I reckon they think we’d never try and go there.”

				The Minecraft Empire seemed to be underestimating the determination of the Star Defenders, that was for sure. We headed into the center of the village where two Golems had just started cooking over an open fire. As I looked around, Golems seemed to be streaming from everywhere. It appeared to be dinner time. We sat cross-legged beside the fire and waited for some food. When it arrived it was worth the wait. I had no idea what it was, but it tasted amazing.

				Once we had finished our meal, we headed to a nearby hut for some rest. If we were going to take on Lord Nether again, we needed to be ready for the fight. I made sure the Laser Slicer was safely in my holster and then lay down beside Flynn, Sky and Ava. Before I knew it, the sun had set and I was fast asleep.

				When I awoke it was not fully morning. The orange sun was beginning to rise, yet the entire village of Golems remained in bed. I rolled over and tried to get back to sleep, but I was too excited about the mission that lay ahead. I stood up, stretched and put my hands in my pockets. However, as I did, my hand brushed the holster that hung from my belt. I instantly realized that the Laser Slicer was gone.

			

			
				I looked around in a panic. Then, I heard a clatter outside.

				I rushed to the door and peered through the thick crack that ran around it. I could see no one, not even a Golem. Then, I saw something.

				It moved fast and darted behind one of the huts. Surrounding it was a blue glow.

				“My Laser Slicer!” I whispered.

				I pushed the hut door open slowly and ventured outside. I crept to the hut beside ours and glanced quickly around the corner. I had no weapon, yet the Laser Slicer was one of the greatest weapons ever created. I knew that if whoever or whatever had it decided to attack me, I’d have no chance.

				I took a step forward, trying desperately to see what this creature was.

				Suddenly, it darted out from behind the hut and ran onto the next one, waving the Laser Slicer at its side.

				I ran on again, trying to keep in the early morning shadows and remain unseen.

				The figure appeared to have stopped moving. Maybe it had retracted the laser as well, because I could no longer see the blue glow.

				I quietly put one foot in front of the other and began to creep towards the hut that hid the weapon thief.

				I was almost there. A few more steps and I could get my weapon back and take the culprit down. I placed one hand onto the corner of the hut and prepared to peer around the edge, when all of a sudden I was pounced upon. The blue glow lit my face as the Laser Slicer rose into the air behind me.

				“Haha! Got ya!” came the familiar voice.

				It was Sky. She had taken the Laser Slicer from me while I slept and decided to give it a try.

				“This is a seriously awesome weapon!” she continued, swishing it around in front of my face.

				“Yeah! Seriously awesome at killing me if you don’t put it down!” I shouted, waiting for Sky to retract the laser blade before grabbing the weapon from her hands.

				“Okay, calm down, Ryan!” Sky said, raising her eyebrows. “I only wanted to give it a try. You know as well as I do that the Solar Defenders’ Laser Slicers are a thing of legend. No one ever knew if they really existed.”

				“Well they do!” I snapped.

				“Yeah! Obviously!”

			

			
				“And this one is mine.”

				Sky must have seen that I was pretty upset, so she decided to apologize before giving me a hug.

				“Maybe I’ll stick to using blasters and you can be in charge of the Slicer,” she suggested.

				The commotion must have woken Flynn and Ava, because without me even noticing, they were now standing beside us.

				“So, can I test out that legendary Laser Slicer now?” Flynn asked.

				Sky shook her head at Flynn, obviously guessing what my reaction would be.

				After a few minutes, most of the Golems in the village had awoken. The sun was beginning to rise higher in the sky and the time to get our mission fully underway was approaching.

				We got some supplies together for the long journey to Firestorm Planet. Flynn and Sky went and got the two blasters which they had hidden in the hut. They placed them into our spacecraft and we said our goodbyes to the Golems.

				It was only as I climbed into DEFENDER 1 with Sky that I realized Golems don’t generally say much. Still, they were kind enough.

				I closed the cockpit and Sky hit the throttle. I could tell she still wasn’t happy I had put so many dents in the spacecraft, but once she could see all the controls were working, she seemed a bit happier.

				I fastened my seatbelt and held the Laser Slicer firmly on my lap. Sky hit the main throttle and we rocketed away from the planet into deep space with Flynn and Ava following in DEFEDNER 2.

				We were now on course to fly directly to the planet Firestorm. If the Minecraft Empire was there I was determined to track them down, find the Mind Crafter and destroy it forever.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7 
The Rogue Ender Dragon

				“Just kick back and relax,” Sky said, turning around in the pilot’s seat in front of me. “We’ve got over an hour until we make it to Firestorm.”

				I felt relieved. We seemed to have been moving non-stop since we left our secret hideout on the moon of our home planet. I thought back to everyone who still lived in our town. I knew they were living in terrible times, threatened by mobs that were controlled by the Mind Crafter. It was my dream that they would soon be free, and with the Laser Slicer in my possession, I hoped that time would come soon.

				Sky turned back around and stared into the blackness of the vast space in front of us. There was nothing to see but millions of stars and DEFENDER 2 that flew alongside us. Then, in the distance, something caught my eye.

				“What’s that?” I asked. “Not a meteor, I hope? Don’t want to be smashed to pieces!”

				“Don’t be silly,” Sky replied. “If there was a meteor shower going on it would appear on my radar.”

				As the words left Sky’s mouth, I could see her face drop. She stared at the radar and tapped it with her finger.

				“Strange,” she muttered.

				“What’s up?” I asked. “Was I right? Is it a meteor?”

				Sky tapped the radar again and then looked intently out of the cockpit.

				“Can’t be a meteor,” she replied. “But it’s definitely something.”

				Then, as the object moved closer, Flynn was the first one to spot what it was.

				“An Ender Dragon!” he cried over the radio. “An Ender Dragon’s heading straight for us!”
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				I leaned forward in my seat. Flynn was right. It was a lone Ender Dragon that appeared to be completely lost in space. I felt every muscle in my body clench up. I prayed that the colossal beast would have no interest in us. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

				“Brace yourself!” Sky thundered as she grabbed the control lever. “I’m taking evasive action.”

				I knew by now that when Sky said something like that, she meant it!

				I pulled my seatbelt extra hard until it almost squeezed every ounce of air from my body. I secured the Laser Slicer beside me, gripped the arms of the seat as hard as I could and prepared for the first maneuver.

				Sky pulled back on the controls and DEFENDER 1 rocketed forward, spinning into a controlled dive as DEFENDER 2 tried to keep up.

				Sky jerked the lever to the side and we rolled away from DEFENDER 2, leaving Flynn and Ava on their own.

				“What are you doing?” I asked. “We should stick together.”

				“No way!” Sky replied. “That’s a sure fire way to get us both destroyed.”

				“But what about Flynn and Ava?”

				“They can take care of themselves,” Sky continued, swerving to the side as the Ender Dragon rocketed towards us. “We have to split up if we’re going to shake of this beast.”

				I looked out of the cockpit. The Ender Dragon stared at us, then it stared at DEFENDER 2. It had to choose a spacecraft to pursue. I felt selfish even wishing it, but I secretly hoped it would leave us alone. However, my wish wasn’t granted. Sky gripped the control lever with both hands as the Ender Dragon swerved directly towards us.

			

			
				It flew as fast as a winged rocket and prepared to knock us into oblivion.

				“Brace yourself!” Sky thundered as she pulled the lever backwards.

				She moved higher into space, but it wasn’t fast enough. The Ender Dragon flew straight towards us. Sky twisted DEFENDER 1 just in time, but the wings of the beast struck the tail fin of our craft, sending us into a vertical spin.

				“Save us!” I cried, as my brain felt like it was spinning around inside my head.

				“I’m trying!” shouted Sky, with some annoyance.

				We straightened out as the Ender Dragon swooped towards DEFENDER 2.

				“How are we going to defeat that thing?” I asked, not thinking Sky would have the answer.

				“Well, it seems like you’re the chosen one!” Sky laughed. “You figure it out.”

				I closed my eyes and tried to make contact with Master Golemson.

				“Master?” I whispered, as quietly as I could so I wouldn’t embarrass myself. “Master Golemson? What should I do?”

				Then, a faint voice replied.

				“All you need to do is ride and use the weapon by your side. Step on the wing if you dare and slice the beast without a care.”

				“This is no time to be murmuring to yourself!” Sky said firmly.

				“I wasn’t. It was Master...”

				I was going to tell Sky I heard Master Golem talking to me, but then I figured she’d think I was nuts, so I kept that bit of information to myself.

				“I have a plan,” I said. “Open the cockpit when I say. I’m heading out there!”

				This was no time for laughing, but Sky laughed so hard she almost wet her pants.  

				“What? Are you crazy?”

				I grabbed the small breathing machine underneath my seat and prepared to put it over my mouth. “Just let me out. I’m going to finish that Ender Dragon off. Do it! Now!”

			

			
				Sky could tell that I was serious, so she pressed the button and the cockpit hinged open.

				“Now hold DEFENDER 1 steady. I’m heading out to the wing.”

				I climbed from my seat with the Laser Slicer gripped firmly in my hand. I moved out onto the wing as Sky gripped the lever and held our spacecraft as still as she could. I could see the Ender Dragon notice me out of the corner of its eyes. As I had hoped, it flew away from DEFENDER 2 and turned towards me.
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				It flapped its gigantic wings, picked up speed and had me in its sights. I knew this would be a one chance thing. I pulled the Laser Slicer in front of me, pressed the button and the long, blue blade shot out from the rectangular tube. The huge dragon was upon me. Now was my chance.

				As it prepared to knock me from the wing I ducked, swung the Laser Slicer through the air and struck the beast. It roared in pain as it flew past DEFENDER 1. I had struck a direct hit!

				The end of its wing hurtled away from the rest of it and the Ender Dragon flew off course and vanished into the depths of space.

				I edged back into my seat and Sky closed the cockpit.

				“What were you thinking?” Ava cried over the radio.

			

			
				“You’re crazy!” Flynn added.

				Sky didn’t say anything. She just sat there with her mouth wide open.

				Flynn and Ava cheered from DEFENDER 2. It seemed Master Golemson’s plan had worked. He was with me after all. He would be by my side as we took on the Minecraft Empire.

				As we continued at full speed towards Quadrant 7 I felt that now, with the help of the last of the Solar Defenders we’ve become one incredible team. With that in mind, only one thought entered my head—we were now, unstoppable!

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8 
Firestorm Planet

				Firestorm Planet appeared before us like a glowing sun. We could see the orange and red lava lighting up the planet’s atmosphere from a thousand miles away.
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				“Whoa! That place looks intense!” Flynn chuckled over the radio.

				“Keep your focus, you two,” I replied to both Flynn and Ava in DEFENDER 2. “If the Minecraft Empire has its secret base on this planet, then we should be prepared for anything. There’s no way they’re going to just let us walk right in there and destroy the Mind Crafter. They’ll be ready for us.”

				We reduced our speed dramatically as we entered the planet’s red hot atmosphere.

				The heat on the spacecraft was so intense the entire thing began to shake.

				“This is ridiculous!” Sky said, struggling to maintain control as the flaps and wings appeared to begin to slowly melt around us. “There’s no way anyone could survive in this. The Minecraft Empire can’t be here. We’ve been given the wrong information. Let’s abort!”

				Sky began to pull DEFENDER 1 away from the planet’s surface, but as she did I suddenly spotted something. It was something that looked out of place.

			

			
				“Check out that volcano,” I cried, pointing to an especially large structure rising above the rest. “There’s no lava coming out of it.”

				“So what?” replied Flynn. “There’s enough lava everywhere else to make up for it! Let’s get outta here.”

				“No, wait,” I continued as Sky moved the spacecraft towards the upper reaches of the atmosphere. “We should check it out. If the new secret Minecraft Empire base is on this planet, then that seems like it could be the perfect place for it.”

				Sky glanced at me and knew I was probably right. We had come all this way. The least we could do now was land and take a closer look.

				Sky swerved amongst the intensely hot steam spouts and headed directly for the abandoned volcano. She hovered over the top and slowly descended inside.

				“Even if this volcano isn’t working, it’s still going to get pretty hot in there,” Ava said over the radio that was now beginning to crackle.

				However, as we moved below the volcano rim we all noticed exactly the same thing.

				“Why has the air temperature in here suddenly dropped?” Sky asked. “The air feels almost cool.”

				I checked the exterior temperature gauge. It read 68 degrees. Perfect room temperature.

				“It’s as if the air in here is being regulated. It must be controlled by someone,” Sky said as we prepared to touch down on the huge base of the volcano.

				As we landed, DEFENDER 2 landed beside us. I hit the button for the cockpit and it popped open. Considering we were on a lava planet with more molten lava on the surface than I had ever seen in my life, the temperature in the volcano was pretty refreshing.

				“The Minecraft Empire must be down here,” I said. “It’s the only reason the temperate would be like this. They must have a special system in place so they don’t burn up!”

				We climbed from our spacecraft and took a look around. The base of the volcano was almost flat, and must have been about two hundred meters in diameter.

				Jagged rocks rose up the sides to the circular opening at the top. However, it wasn’t the top that had my immediate concern. We had to find a way into the rock face. If this was indeed the entrance to the Minecraft Empire’s new secret base, then there had to be a door somewhere.

				We split up and took a look around the rocks. I was looking for a handle, a button, a lever... something that would suggest a secret doorway. Then, all of a sudden, we needed to look no further. A massive humming noise filled the volcano and the ground began to shake.

			

			
				“Is it going to erupt?” Flynn cried.

				“Run for cover!” I replied.

				We ran behind some large rocks and looked on as a huge door, the size of a double-decker bus, opened up in the rock face. Beyond the rocky doorway was a dark tunnel. Suddenly, a small spacecraft shaped like a flying Cave Spider shot out of the volcano and blasted up to the surface and out of sight. The doorway groaned and began to close. If we were going to get through, we had to move fast.

				I took the lead and ran for the closing door with Sky, Flynn and Ava by my side. We were almost there when disaster struck. The Laser Slicer slipped from my holster and cannoned onto the ground.

				The other three didn’t notice and continued at full speed. They stopped just inside the tunnel and turned to face me. I skidded to a halt and sprinted back as quickly as I could. I stooped down, grabbed the Laser Slicer and set my sights on the rapidly closing doors. I hit top speed, put my head down and ran!

				I was almost there. The gap between the two doors was no wider than me. I held my breath, leapt into the air and jumped through.

				Boom!

				Just in time. The doors thundered shut. The sight of DEFENDER 1 and DEFENDER 2 parked at the base of the volcano was gone. I turned around, secured the Laser Slicer back in the holster and looked down the tunnel.

				Faint white lights lined the access tunnel. It was made of metal and clanked under foot with every step. It sloped away from us and seemed to go deeper underground. I looked at the others and nodded. If the Minecraft Empire were down there, we were about to find out!


				



			

	


Chapter 9 
The Generator Room

				The tunnel seemed to go on for a mile. We must have walked down it for about fifteen minutes in complete silence before Flynn decided to speak first.

				“So what’s the plan? Assuming we actually discover the Minecraft Empire!” Flynn asked.

				It was a good question and one I didn’t particularly have the answer too.

				“I guess we have the same plan as before,” I replied. “Find the Mind Crafter and destroy it. Then the galaxy will be saved!”

				“You always make it sound like it’s going to be so easy!” Sky laughed. “Doesn’t it ever cross your mind that it’s just four kids against the most evil regime the galaxy has every known? Don’t you ever think that one of these days they’re just going to crush us in one blow?”

				Flynn and Ava chuckled, but I didn’t see it as a laughing matter. The galaxy was in serious peril, but I had the Laser Slicer and Master Golemson on my side. If I was being honest, I’d never felt more confident.

				Suddenly we stopped. There was a closed blast door dead ahead and noises coming from beyond. We ran forward and pinned ourselves against the walls. If someone or something was about to come through we had to make sure we weren’t seen.

				Then, the doors opened. Four Endermen guards marched through brandishing blasters at their side. The moment they were clear the doors whistled shut. It was now just us and four Endermen in a long, silent tunnel. We took our chance. I was the only one holding a weapon. I pulled out the Laser Slicer as quickly as I could and hit the button. The long, blue laser beam shot out from the rectangular tube. I swished it left and right before the Endermen guards even had time to react. One fell after another until all four flashed in a ball of light and vanished, leaving behind nothing but their blasters.

				“Whoa! Where did you learn to fight like that?” Ava said, scratching her head.

				“It’s not Ryan’s fighting skills,” Sky chipped in as she stepped forward, grabbed three blasters and threw one each to Flynn and Ava. “It’s the Laser Slicer. Any of us could have done that. In fact, I could have done it much quicker.”

				I was shocked. It was the first time I had ever seen Sky jealous. Still, she was by far the best in battle and maybe now I was treading on her toes. Still, I couldn’t worry too much about that. We had an evil empire to defeat, and if that meant Sky had to feel jealous for a bit, then so be it.

			

			
				Each of us was now armed and ready for battle. We moved closer to the blast doors. Flynn was nearest to the access button. He looked at me. I nodded. Then, he pressed it.

				The huge doors slid open to reveal a vast, empty room with several corridors leading away from it. We ran to the corridor on the furthest side and began to sprint down it as quickly as we could. Halfway along the corridor was a set of stairs, descending further into the ground. I thought that if I was an evil Minecraft lord and I wanted to protect the Mind Crafter, then I would be as deep underground as possible.

				At the bottom of the stairs was an elevator. We jumped in and descended further.

				Eventually, the elevator stopped. The doors slid open and we stepped out into a dark room. There was a low hum coming from some sort of generator and a red glow from the few lights that surrounded us. It appeared we had arrived at the core of the underground hideout.

				“What now?” Flynn asked.

				“Find the Mind Crafter and blast it!” Sky replied, stepping forward.

				“Wait,” I whispered. “Just take it easy. We have no idea what’s down here, and if we want to get out, it’s not as if we can just run to our DEFENDER spacecraft. We’re probably about a mile underground!”

				I led the way, switching on my Laser Slicer as a glow of blue light fell upon my body.

				I could hear someone or something making a noise on the other side of the generator room. I decided to move towards it. As we got closer we ducked behind some shoulder height generator boxes and glanced over the top.

				“Look! Zombie Pigmen,” Ava whispered as quietly as she could over the low humming noise.

				She was right. There were about ten of them. They had hammers in their hands and seemed to be carrying out some maintenance on one of the generators. They stood with their backs to us as they fixed a gigantic fan that was double their height. They grunted and squealed, nudging one another as they passed tools back and forth.
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				Suddenly, the elevator doors swished shut behind us. It appeared there was only one way forward now, and that was to get past the Zombie Pigmen.

				I was unsure what to do. We could either jump out and take them on or creep past. There were four of us and at least ten of them, so I decided we should try to remain hidden.

				I tilted my head at the others and signaled for them to follow me.

				I continued to crouch as I stepped out from behind our hiding place and began to walk towards the tunnel beside the Zombie Pigmen. I moved on tiptoes, all the time holding the Laser Slicer in my hand in case it was needed. However, as we moved closer to the Zombie Pigmen, I realized I had made a mistake. I should have switched the Laser Slicer off before beginning our stealth move. The blue glow from the weapon wasn’t helping us to remain hidden and the low buzzing noise coming from the laser beam might give us away.

				Unfortunately, as we moved behind the backs of the Zombie Pigmen, my fears came true. We stood motionless as the pink and green figures stopped working. They held still, sensing something was wrong. Then, they turned around.

				With shock on their faces, they lunged at us with their hammers clenched firmly in their hands.

			

			
				Surprisingly, Flynn reacted first. He pulled the blaster in front of him and fired at the nearest Zombie Pigman. The mob squealed and cried out as only a half zombie, half pig can do. Its hammer dropped to the floor and it vanished.

				One down...at least nine to go!

				The rest of the mob huddled into a unit and attacked together. This was a brilliant plan and made it much harder for us to fight back.

				“Quick! To the door!” Ava shouted, firing a single blast and then running for the exit tunnel. But, before she could get there one of the Zombie Pigmen broke away from the pack and tripped her up. She tumbled onto the floor and the blaster shot from her hand and spun out of sight behind some machinery.

				Flynn went quickly to her rescue. The lone Zombie Pigman had a hammer in its hand and was about to finish Ava off when Flynn unleashed five of six shots in quick succession. The Zombie Pigman flashed and vanished.

				Flynn helped Ava to her feet. Sky and I ran to their side to defend them as the Zombie Pigmen lunged at us once more.

				We had our backs to the exit tunnel. I decided we had to escape.

				I swished the Laser Slicer in front of me as the other three ran for the tunnel. I took out at least three Zombie Pigmen before the rest of them decided to back way. I stepped into the tunnel, hit the green button on the wall and the blast door closed. There was a red button beside it. I pressed that hoping it would lock the door. There was a loud click. My thinking seemed to have worked. We were safe...for now.

				“You okay, Ava?” Sky said, checking on her as she brushed herself down. “Thought that Zombie Pigman had you there.”

				“Me too,” Ava replied, still catching her breath. “Thanks for the rescue, Flynn.”

				“No problem. Us Star Defenders have to look out for one another.”

				I looked down the tunnel. There was a faint red glow coming from the far end. There were no corridors or doorways coming off of the tunnel. It seemed our only way forward was to head to the red glow. However, as we took our first tentative step, I had a bad feeling that something terrible lay ahead.


				



			

	


Chapter 10 
The Emperor’s Chamber

				As we moved down the tunnel, what lay at the other end quickly became clear. It was a large circular room with jagged rocky walls and long lengths of rectangular glass. On the other side of the glass was molten lava, flowing past. The heat coming from the glass was immense, but there was a gigantic fan in the ceiling that propelled cool air around the room to keep the temperature down. In the centre of the room was a large machine, filled with monitors. I led the way forward to take a look at the screens. Suddenly, the doorway from the tunnel closed behind us, making me jump.

				The screens were filled with images from all around the Minecraft Empire underground complex. On one screen I could see Endermen guards marching around, on another was a load of Golems that looked like they were being armed for battle, and on another screen I could see the base of the volcano where our spacecraft had landed. I stepped forward for a closer look.

				Sky spoke before I could.

				“They’ve got DEFENDER 1!” she cried.

				Sky was right. There was a group of Endermen guards surrounding both DEFENDER 1 and 2. They were looking at the wings and into the cockpit. Then, they stood to attention as a figure walked into the screen. It was a sinister figure in a black cloak and hood.

				“Lord Nether!” I gasped. “That evil Minecraft lord has got our ships!”

				“Well, he won’t have them for long!” Ava said, giving Sky a high five. “Let’s get outta here and get him.”

				Suddenly, a cackle echoed around the room. I brandished the Laser Slicer in front of me as a figure emerged from behind the central machine.

				I took several steps back, throwing out my arm to protect Sky as my mouth dropped open and a cold shiver of pure fear ran through my body.

				The figure in front of us was Emperor Ender.

				His face looked like the molten lava that ran outside the windows. It was red, with orange flecks and he had some sort of yellow tattoo of an ‘M’ on his head. His eyes were yellow and seemed to pierce straight into my brain, causing a brief sharp shooting pain.
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				“So, it looks like the Star Defenders have found my secret hideout,” Emperor Ender chuckled as he stepped forward, his long grey cloak brushing the floor behind him. “I was hoping we would have the chance to meet. After all, it was you who destroyed my Death Cube, so I was hoping you’d find me so you could make an apology.”

				“Release the galaxy from the clutches of the Mind Crafter,” I ordered, not knowing what else to say.

				The evil emperor did nothing but laugh.

				“That’s the worst apology I’ve ever heard!” he snickered. “And what have we here?” he continued, taking a specific step closer to me. “My, my. It looks like someone has found an ancient Laser Slicer. I haven’t seen one of those since we destroyed the last of the Solar Defenders two hundred years ago.”

				“I didn’t find it,” I thundered, feeling the rage grow inside me. “It was given to me by Master Golemson.”

				“Master Golemson?” the Emperor said. “Yes, I remember him.”

				“I’m sure you do. He was a mighty warrior and the last surviving member of the Solar Defenders,” I replied.

				“Is that what he told you? He was a coward who fled the fight as soon as the Minecraft Empire took control. He vanished into hiding and was never seen again.”

			

			
				“It’s not true!” I cried, gripping the Laser Slicer harder.

				“None of this matters,” Emperor Ender replied, grabbing a long staff that was leaning against the machinery and slamming the base of it onto the floor. “If you haven’t come to apologize, then we should get this over with.”

				“Exactly what I was thinking!” I yelled.

				I ran straight at him, pulled the Laser Slicer high into the air and prepared to destroy the Emperor, but before I could bring the laser sword down, he tilted the staff towards me and a bolt of lightning shot from the glowing crystal at the top of it. It smashed into my chest and sent me rocketing back against the wall.

				I dropped to the ground as the Laser Slicer fell from my hands.

				I was dazed. Everything looked out of focus and small stars sparkled in front of me.

				I could hear Sky’s voice as she helped me to my feet and placed the Laser Slicer back into my hands.

				I shook my head and my sight became clearer.

				Emperor Ender cackled once more and his sinister laugh echoed around the room.

				“This is going to be easier that I thought!” he sneered.

				I saw Ava glance back at the door and then at the screen showing the image of our DEFENDER craft.

				“You think you can escape and fly out of here?” the Emperor thundered. “You are more foolish than I had expected!”

				He pointed the staff at Ava and another electrical bolt shot from it, knocking her to the floor.

				Flynn dived in front of her to protect her, but she was in pain. She held her stomach as the Emperor tilted his head back and laughed.

				“I have more important things to do than deal with this. I have a galaxy to run.”

				Emperor Ender paced over to a radio system, pressed a button and spoke into it.

				“Breach of security in my chamber,” he said. “Send in the Magma Cubes.”

				He strode from the room and vanished into the tunnel beyond. I managed to regain some of my energy and stepped over to help Flynn pull Ava to her feet. We began to move as quickly as we could to the open doorway, but by the time we got halfway there, the door shut. We were alone. I could feel my heart rate quickening by the second. Then, two head-height hatches opened on either side of the room. Beyond them were square chutes. I squinted to see what was about to come down them. Then, as I feared, I saw the enemy thundering towards us. The chutes were full of Magma Cubes... hundreds of them!

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11 
Magma Cube Assault

				I swiped the Laser Slicer in front of me, striking one Magma Cube after another.

				“Quick! Get to higher ground!” I shouted, doing my best to protect the others as they tried in vain to blast the little mobs.

				Flynn led the way and leapt up onto the central machine, grabbing one of the screens to pull himself up. He threw out his hand and pulled up Ava, who in turn lifted Sky into the air. They gripped whichever screen was secure enough to take their weight as I fought for my life.

				“These Magma Cubes are intense!” I cried as sweat started to form on my forehead. “Try to figure a way out of here. I don’t know how long I can hold them off.”
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				Suddenly, a Magma Cube broke through and bounced toward my leg. It struck me with full force, scorching my pants. I pulled the Laser Slicer quickly down onto it. It vanished in a flash of light, but I realized I was now on borrowed time.

				I glanced at the chutes in the wall. More Magma Cubes were on their way.

				“Ryan! I think I have a plan!” shouted Sky as I glanced over my shoulder and saw Sky scaling the central machine.

			

			
				She was using the security screens like a rock face, climbing from one to the other as she made her way towards the ceiling.

				“What’s the plan, Sky?” I shouted as the Magma Cubes pushed me back against the machine.

				“Looks like there’s an access point in the ceiling up here,” she huffed as she reached the top. She swung her arm up to the hatch, but couldn’t reach it.

				“Throw me the Laser Slicer,” Sky called, holding her hand out and waiting for me to respond. “Come on, Ryan!”

				“Are you crazy?” I replied, slicing one Magma Cube after the next. “If I’m left down here without a weapon I’ll turn into lava in a second!”

				“So throw me the Laser Slicer and get yourself up here then!” Sky continued.

				I watched her swing her hand at the hatchway again. There was no way she was going to reach it. It seemed that throwing her my ancient weapon was the only chance we had.

				I took one more swipe at the Magma Cubes, jumped onto the central security machine and threw the Laser Slicer up to Sky. It seemed to travel in slow motion. She held out her hand as the rectangular tube flew towards her. If she gripped it too soon, she’d risk serious damage. If she grabbed it too late, then the weapon would fly past her hand and plummet down amongst the Magma Cubes. If that happened we’d have no chance of retrieving it.

				Luckily, Sky’s timing was perfect. She gripped the center of the rectangular tube just at the precise moment. Her eyes lit up. She could hardly believe it herself. She looked skywards, aimed at the hatchway and swished the laser blade straight across it.

				The metal hatchway door fell onto the Magma Cubes below and gave way to a dark opening beyond. Sky retracted the Slicer blade, plunged it into her pocket and climbed up through the hatchway and out of sight.

				“Well, come on you guys!” she shouted back as my foot swung dangerously close to a Magma Cube. “Get yourselves up here!”

				Flynn and Ava pulled themselves to safety and I did the same. As I climbed into the hatchway I looked back at the sea of Magma Cubes below. We certainly had a narrow escape there. Now, we had to find a way out of the darkness and pray we could get off the planet. I knew our DEFENDER craft were still there, but they were surrounded by Endermen guards and Lord Nether. If being able to win back our spacecrafts meant coming face to face with Lord Nether again, then so be it.

				The chute beyond the hatchway wasn’t tall enough for us to stand in, so we shuffled on our hands and knees as best we could. There was a faint light at the far end of the chute and, with no other options but heading back to the Emperor’s Chamber, we continued to move forward.

			

			
				Eventually we came to a grid that blocked our exit

				“What’s the plan now?” I asked from the back of the line.

				I could hear Sky tapping the metal in front of her. “The grid looks flimsy enough,” she said. “I say we just smash it off!”

				Flynn and Ava had no objection and I couldn’t see what was going on, so Sky punched the grid clean out of the way. She climbed through and jumped down as Flynn and Ava followed.

				I was the last to leave the chute. As I dropped through I could feel fresh air on my face. It was a good feeling. However, as I hit the ground and turned to face the others, I was frozen to the spot. There in front of me was Sky, Flynn and Ava, and they were each being held tightly by Endermen guards.

				We had exited the chute back in the center of the volcano. DEFENDER 1 and 2 were beside us, but so was the evil Lord Nether. It seemed our time on Firestorm Planet had come to an end.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12 
Defender Destruction

				“Emperor Ender said he’d encountered the Star Defenders,” Lord Nether said, striding towards us with his face hidden by the shadow of his hood. “He expected you to perish amongst the Magma Cubes. It appears you’ve done well.”

				I could see Lord Nether scanning my hands and then looking at the others.

				“It appears that you lost your stupid Laser Slicer in there though!” he chuckled. “Now your fight is over.”

				The Endermen guards had taken the blasters from Sky, Flynn and Ava, but they hadn’t noticed the Laser Slicer in Sky’s pocket. Sky looked at me and secretly winked. I needed to get my hands on the weapon. We both knew that was our only chance.

				Suddenly, an Enderman guard began to walk towards me. I knew I had to move fast.

				Before anyone could do a thing, I dived onto the floor and rolled across next to Sky. She pulled her hand from the Enderman detaining her, thrust it into her pocket and pulled out the Laser Slicer. She swung it round across the mob that held her, striking a direct hit. The Enderman guard cried out and toppled backwards as Lord Nether ordered more Endermen guards to head in our direction.

				Sky held out the Laser Slicer and threw it to me. As I grabbed on, it seemed to glow brighter in my hand. I heard the voice of Master Golemson in my ears.

				“You must destroy DEFENDER 2 if you are going to escape,” he said.

				I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Why would he want me to destroy one of the craft that would lead us to safety? It didn’t make any sense. Still, I had no time to question it. I decided to put his plan into action.

				I pushed past Lord Nether and made like an arrow for DEFENDER 2 as Flynn, Ava and Sky took on the gang of Endermen guards with their bare hands.

				As I left the pack, I could here the confusion amongst them.

				“What’s he doing? He wouldn’t just leave without us, would he?” Ava shouted.

				“Ryan! Come back!” Sky cried as she karate-kicked an Enderman guard in the face, sending it toppling backwards into a line of them, like dominos.

			

			
				Stooping next to DEFENDER 2, I looked at the main control box on the side and opened the cover. I held the Laser Slicer in both hands, pulled it back and then thrust it at full speed into the box. A huge spark flew back at me, knocking me onto the floor.

				I gripped the Slicer with both hands as a small fire started in the box. The fire began to grow. Quickly it spread to the cockpit and the wings.

				“What are you doing?” Sky shouted, gripping her head in disbelief.

				“I don’t know!” I replied. “Master Golemson told me to do it.”

				“Told you to do what exactly?” Flynn cried. “Cut off our only chance of escape?!!”

				I could tell the others weren’t happy, and to be honest I wasn’t too happy with myself either.

				I looked over at the Endermen guards as Sky, Ava and Flynn ran to my side.

				“What now?” Sky said as she watched DEFENDER 2 burn.

				“Let’s get in DEFENDER 1,” I said. “It’s our only chance.”

				We climbed into the craft as quickly as we could, but fitting four people into a spacecraft designed for two was a real problem.

				Luckily, we managed it, but just in time. The Endermen guards were upon us.

				“Shut the cockpit!” I yelled as Sky hit the button.

				The cockpit closed, but not fast enough. Suddenly an Enderman guard lunged inside.

				It grabbed at my arm and I shook it off. It lunged in again, trying to grab Ava, but Ava pulled away.

				The cockpit closed and locked in position.

				“Hit the thrusters,” I cried as Sky grabbed the throttle and the main engines rocketed into life. We began to lift from the base of the volcano. As we did DEFENDER 2 smoldered even more than before.

				“It’s going to blow!” I screamed. “Let’s get out of here now!”

				We lifted higher into the air as Emperor Ender appeared beside Lord Nether.

				“If this place blows then it’ll take those two with it!” Ava cried. “It will be the end of the Minecraft Empire for sure.”

				Sparks began to fly from DEFENDER 2. We rose halfway up the volcano. It was then that I turned towards Flynn...but Flynn wasn’t there.

			

			
				I looked down. He had been grabbed by an Enderman guard and stood in its grasp beside Emperor Ender. Then, the evil emperor pounded his staff onto the floor and some sort of force field burst from the crystal at the top of his staff and surrounded them like a dome. It was at that moment that DEFENDER 2 exploded. A huge fireball flew out of the volcano, taking us with it. Sky moved the lever to full throttle and we blasted from the volcano’s mouth into space.

				[image: 9.jpg]


				We hurtled out of the atmosphere as the orange glow of the planet lit the cockpit. Somehow we had managed to escape, but Flynn was captured and it seemed that Emperor Ender’s powers were stronger than we had imagined. Still, while we had the Laser Slicer and Master Golemson on our side, I felt confident we could restore order to the galaxy. The only problem now was that the Minecraft Empire had captured one of my best friends. 

				So, this time… it’s personal.
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