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			A figure stood in a darkening forest.

			She was all alone. At first, that had been exciting. But as the sunlight faded, the woods grew more sinister.

			There were noises in the distance: Sounds of shuffling. A strange, deep-throated honk. She didn’t know what was making those sounds, and she didn’t care to find out.

			She needed to leave. And that meant finding the portal. It was nearby, somewhere among the trees.

			But all the trees looked the same.

			
			She’d gotten turned around.

			Those noises were coming closer. The woods were getting darker.

			And she knew with utter certainty that she was no longer alone.
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			Jodi Mercado’s mouth hung open with amazement. She was walking the hallways of Woodsword Middle School, just as she did on most days. She saw the bench where she drank her milk every morning. She saw the trophy case in the lobby and the colorful bulletin board just outside of Doc Culpepper’s classroom.

			It was all so familiar. But Jodi wasn’t at Woodsword Middle School. Not really.

			She was inside a copy. A fake. It was a life-size re-creation of her school. Somebody had built it in Minecraft, brick by brick, faithful in every element down to the placement of the chairs in each classroom.
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			“I’ll say this about the Evoker King,” she said. “He has an excellent eye for detail.”

			Her friend Po Chen nodded in agreement. Today he was dressed in an astronaut skin. “The Evoker King is also super talented at creeping me out,” he said. “Because right now? I’m fully creeped out. Like, all the way.”

			
			“It certainly is eerie,” Ash Kapoor agreed.

			“But why would he do this?” Harper Houston asked. “Why go to all this effort? There must be a reason.”

			“I know why: he’s messing with us,” said Jodi’s older brother, Morgan. “He’s probably watching us right now and laughing.”

			The five friends had been playing Minecraft for years. Recently, however, they’d started connecting to the game through experimental VR goggles. The goggles made the game utterly real. They could feel the blocks beneath their feet and the tools in their hands. When they were attacked by hostile mobs, they even felt pain. 

			What was more, ever since donning those goggles, they had encountered all sorts of strange anomalies—and outright strangeness—in the game. And at the heart of that strangeness was the mysterious figure known as the Evoker King.

			
			They didn’t know who he was or what he wanted. But he seemed able to twist the rules of the game. Many of Minecraft’s well-known rules simply didn’t work the same here. And since they were inside the game, living it—that made him very dangerous indeed.

			Some kids might run away from dangerous mysteries, but not Jodi. She ran toward them—sometimes she even skipped and jumped toward them. She loved solving a good mystery. It was lucky for her that Morgan, Ash, Harper, and Po all wanted answers, too.

			“Huh, that’s weird,” Po said. He was leading them through a set of doors and into the gym.

			“This whole thing is weird,” Jodi reminded him.

			“Well, yeah,” said Po. “But look. Certain things, like the gym, are only half done.”
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			Jodi looked at the far end of the large, boxy room. Po was right. The Evoker King had filled the space with bleachers and basketball hoops, but there was no back wall. Instead, the gym opened on a view of the Nether.

			
			Jodi shivered at the sight. The Nether was a spooky place, with flowing lava and floating bricks. In the distance, creatures moved across the red sky.

			“Maybe he ran out of materials?” Harper guessed.

			“Or maybe he wanted a giant doorway for a giant creature to step through,” Ash said. “There are plenty of hostile mobs in the Nether. And some of them are big.”

			“Just when you thought gym class couldn’t get any scarier,” Morgan said.

			Jodi patted his shoulder reassuringly. She knew her brother had never managed to do a pull-up.

			“Let’s keep looking around,” said Po.

			They left the gym, went up a flight of stairs, and walked slowly down the hallway. Morgan peered through every window they passed. All the doors in the school had a little built-in window.

			Well, not all of them. The bathroom doors had no windows. They stood closed. Jodi had the sudden realization that anything might be lurking behind them.

			
			“Should we check in there?” she asked.

			Po nodded. “I am curious to see what Minecraft toilets look like,” he said.

			“As long as they don’t smell too realistic,” Jodi said.

			Morgan pulled open the door. There was nothing on the other side. Just a wall of brick blocks.
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			“I guess this toilet’s out of service,” Po joked.

			“It’s the same thing here,” Morgan said. He’d opened the next door to reveal another wall of bricks. “This is supposed to be a supply closet.”

			“Doors to nowhere,” Harper said. “Interesting.”

			“Did you guys hear something?” Ash asked.

			“Is it the morning announcements?” Po rubbed his hands together. “I hope it’s Taco Tuesday here!”

			
			“Shhh!” Ash said. Then she whispered, “I’m serious. I heard something.”

			Jodi pressed her ear to the brick. “I don’t hear any—”

			At that moment, the classroom door across the hallway shattered into digital pieces.

			They all screamed, whirling to see a creature emerge from the shadowed doorway. It was a skeleton, but its bones were black. It held a stone sword in its bony hand.

			And it swung that sword right at Jodi.

			She flinched. But before the blade could touch her, Morgan stepped in front of her. He held up his shield and knocked the skeleton’s sword aside.
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			“Thanks, big brother,” Jodi said.

			“Thank me later,” Morgan said. “For now, just run!”

			As they ran down the hallway, classroom doors burst open all around them. Skeletons stepped from the doorways, each one black as night and armed with a sword or a bow.

			“They’re wither skeletons!” Ash cried. “Don’t let their swords cut you or you’ll fall under a wither effect.”

			
			“That sounds bad,” said Jodi.

			“It is bad,” said Morgan. He kept his shield raised as he ran. “The wither effect is like poison. It slowly drains your health.”

			“Avoid the swords,” Jodi said. “Got it.”

			A flaming arrow soared past Jodi’s head. Another struck the floor near Harper’s feet.
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			“We should avoid the fire arrows, too,” Po said. “That’s just a guess!”

			“They aren’t supposed to have those,” Morgan complained.

			“Just keep moving!” said Harper and Ash in unison.

			“We can worry about the Evoker King’s upgrades to mobs after we get away from them,” Jodi added.

			They all hurried down the stairs, through the lobby, and out the main doors. Jodi almost expected to see the schoolyard’s flagpole, bushes, and fountain. Instead, there was the fire and darkness of the Nether.

			And in the distance…a cool purple light.

			
			“I see the portal!” she said. “We can make it!”

			But wither skeletons were pouring out of the building like kids on the last day of school. They launched dozens of flaming arrows into the air.

			
			Jodi jumped for the portal. Her vision blurred as she was enveloped in purple light.

			When her feet touched down on the other side, her friends were right behind her. “That was close,” said Po as he appeared.

			A flaming arrow soared through the glowing portal. It nearly struck the visor of his astronaut helmet. “Too close!” he cried.

			Ash took a pickaxe to the portal. She knocked away a piece of the obsidian frame, and the purple light was extinguished. “There,” she said. “Nothing can follow us now.”

			“Uh, friends?” said Harper. “Anyone know what happened to our excellent undersea fort?”

			Jodi gasped. She’d been too distracted to realize it, but Harper was right. The portal from the Nether should have led them back to the underwater monument they’d been using as a base.

			Instead, it had dropped them in an immense, barren desert.

			Po let out a long, low whistle. All else was quiet and still.
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			A vast expanse of sand stretched out before them. Morgan’s head swam--if that was the right word when one was standing in a desert biome. The voices of his friends filled his ears with questions.

			“How is this possible?” asked Ash.

			“Maybe we went through a different portal?” Harper suggested. “We might have gotten turned around in our rush.”

			“No way,” Po answered. “We scoped that whole area out. If there had been more than one portal, we would have noticed.”

			“We all know how this happened,” Jodi said. “It’s the Evoker King. It has to be.”

			
			A moment of silence stretched among them. Finally, Morgan sighed.

			“Redirecting portals?” he said. “That is some madcap modding.”

			Ash nodded. “If he can do that, then he can go anywhere in the Overworld at any time. He can secure any resource. Move mobs around. There may be no stopping him.”

			“So why come here?” asked Harper. “If there’s logic to his actions, I’m not seeing it yet.”

			They stared at one another as they each contemplated the question. When no answers came, Po said, “Let’s look around.”

			After being in the enclosed walls of the fake school, the desert felt huge. There were some low, rocky mountains in the distance. Everything else was sand and cacti. The square Minecraft sun was high above them. Morgan was grateful they didn’t feel heat here or need fresh water. In the desert, they were more likely to find lava than water.

			“Watch your step,” he said. “No one walk in any lava.”
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			“Lava?!” Jodi froze, scanning the sand around her feet. “Okay. What else do we need to know?” As a fan of Minecraft’s Creative mode, she was often surprised by details of Survival mode. Many of the surprises were unwelcome ones—at least to her.

			
			“Well,” Morgan began, “you won’t see many animals out here. Maybe some rabbits. Hostile mobs, on the other hand, spawn like crazy at night. We’ll want shelter before the sun gets low.”

			“The good news is you can really see the mobs coming,” Ash said. “There aren’t many places for them to hide in all this flat, open land.”

			“Or for us to hide,” Po said. “I’m guessing we’ll be building a burrow tonight.”

			“Like the rabbits.” Jodi laughed. “You need a bunny outfit, Major Po.”

			Ash was still peering into the distance. “Is that…?”
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			She gasped, then gripped Morgan’s arm. “Everyone take cover,” she hissed, and she pulled him behind a cactus.

			“What is it?” he asked. “What did you see?”

			“Something that doesn’t belong here,” she answered. “Do you see those mountains? Do you see what’s right in front of them?”

			
			Morgan looked where Ash was pointing. At ground level, there was a cave in the mountains. It looked like an entrance to a mineshaft. And in front of it…

			“Are those vexes?” he asked.
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			Vexes were small, flying, ghostlike mobs. And Ash was right. They did not spawn in the desert.

			“Three of them,” Ash said. “It almost looks like they’re guarding that cave. That’s strange, isn’t it?”

			“I think we left normal behind a few weeks ago,” Morgan said. “And if they’re guarding the cave, that must mean there’s something worth guarding.”

			
			Ash grinned. “Then we should find out what that something is.”
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			“Agreed,” Morgan said. He looked up at the sinking sun. “Although it might have to wait. We should dig our burrow, set up our beds, and disconnect for the night. Then we can pick up back here tomorrow. Deal?”

			Ash nodded, keeping her eyes on the distant vexes. “Deal.”
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			The real Woodsword Middle School didn’t have any skeletons lurking in its classrooms. But that didn’t mean there weren’t problems.

			It was early the next morning when Po realized something strange was happening at the school. It started as minor annoyances. The automatic doors didn’t open for him at the top of the wheelchair ramp. The lights in the lobby’s trophy case were flickering. There was a low hiss coming out of the PA system’s speakers, like faraway static.

			He ran into Jodi, Ash, and Harper in the hallway. “Have you two noticed anything weird this morning?” he asked.

			
			As soon as he asked the question, the static was replaced by the sounds of a chicken clucking.

			“I was about to say no,” Harper said. “But now that you mention it…”

			Ash shrugged. “It’s probably just someone’s idea of a prank.”

			Po looked around suspiciously at their fellow students. “Speaking of pranks,” he said, “do you have any guesses who the Evoker King might be? It has to be someone at Woodsword, right?”

			“As a matter of fact, I’ve been looking into that,” said Jodi. She pulled a notebook from her backpack. When she opened it, Po saw that it was filled with the names of their classmates. Beside each name, Jodi had written an observation.

			“I noticed Missy Richenbacher spent ten minutes on her phone this morning,” said Jodi. “But we all know her parents limit her screen time on weekdays. So what is she up to?” She flipped to another page. “And Josh Berkoff is wearing a purple shirt and a black jacket today. He looks like a walking Nether portal! Is that a coincidence, or is he toying with us? Also, a jacket in this weather?”

			
			“Jodi!” said Ash. “Are you spying on our classmates?”

			“I’m spying on our suspects,” said Jodi. “And, Ash…everyone at Woodsword is a suspect!”

			Po shrugged. “She’s not wrong.”

			“There has to be a way to solve this without digging into everyone’s business,” said Harper—and then she shrieked.

			Po gasped. Harper was soaking wet. A jet of water from a nearby water fountain was blasting her.
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			“Make it stop!” Harper yelled, lifting her hands and closing her eyes against the torrent.

			“Harper, just run!” Jodi said. Ash held up a notebook, blocking the water as much as she could.

			Po launched into action.

			He hurried over to the water fountain. It was a fancy electronic fountain that the school’s science teacher, Doc Culpepper, had recently installed. Po knew that meant it must have an off switch.

			
			He found a big red button and, hoping for the best, he pushed it. The stream of water tapered off immediately.

			But the damage was already done. Harper stood motionless in a puddle in the middle of the hallway. Water dripped from her hair, clothes, and glasses. The poor girl looked completely stunned.

			
			Ash pulled a tissue from her backpack. Harper took it, then paused, realizing it wouldn’t be much help.

			“Harper, are you okay?” Po asked.

			Harper pushed her glasses up her nose, but they slid back down again. “Please tell Ms. Minerva I may be a few minutes late,” she said. Then she waddled down the hallway, squelching all the while.
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			Harper was late, but Ms. Minerva had other problems to worry about. The clucking on the intercom had been joined by a variety of barnyard sounds. The class hamster’s newly automated food dispenser was launching pellets across the classroom every few seconds. And the digital whiteboard refused to display the day’s assignments. Instead, it was showing photos of Ms. Minerva’s recent vacation to Mykonos. From the looks of it, their teacher had had a wonderful time on the Greek island.
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			“Oh no,” Ash said at her desk. She pulled a dripping-wet sheet of paper from her notebook. “My homework got soaked.”

			“You think that’s bad?” Morgan said. “My homework got eaten by the robot vacuum cleaner. It got one of my shoelaces and half my lunch before it was done. What’s going on around here?”

			Harper took her seat. She’d switched into her gym clothes, which were baggy but dry. “I just saw Doc running from one disaster to the next,” she said. “I offered to help her during lunch. She seemed…a little stressed.”

			
			Ms. Minerva was still struggling with the digital whiteboard. She sighed at the sight of herself in a sunhat. Then a hamster pellet hit her in the side of the head.

			“Don’t feel too bad for Doc,” the teacher said. “I have a feeling her ‘upgrades’ are the cause of these problems. Did we really need automated water fountains? Or a miniature electronic treadmill for Baron Sweetcheeks? He was perfectly happy with his old hamster wheel.”
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			Po looked over at the tiny hamster on his treadmill. All four of the little guy’s paws were a blur of motion. Was it just Po’s imagination or was Baron Sweetcheeks sweating? Po decided to unplug the treadmill, just in case. The baron collapsed gratefully into a soft pile of cedar chips.

			
			Ms. Minerva pulled out a small stepladder. While she reached for the power cord to the PA speakers, Jodi turned to her friends. “We should all go with Harper to help Doc at lunch,” she whispered.

			“Sure,” said Ash. But Morgan elbowed her.

			“Don’t forget, Ash. We’ve got to do that thing today.”

			Ash looked confused for a moment. Then her eyes went wide. “Oh, right! We have that thing. That…make-up quiz.”

			
			Jodi shrugged. “Okay. What about you, Po?”

			“Po has to take the quiz, too,” Morgan said.

			Po didn’t know what Morgan and Ash were talking about. But Morgan winked at him over Jodi’s head, and Po knew he was supposed to play along.

			“Yeah, right. The quiz,” Po said, trusting that Morgan would explain everything later.
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			Unless there really was a quiz that Po had forgotten about. The way this day was going, it almost wouldn’t surprise him.

			The speakers brayed like a donkey as Ms. Minerva finally pulled the plug.
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			Doc was more flustered than Harper had ever seen her. The teacher was wearing an overstuffed tool belt and a slightly panicked expression. She kept dabbing her forehead with a handkerchief.

			“I appreciate the help,” she said, looking from Harper to Jodi. “This is too big a job for me alone.”

			Harper smiled widely. Doc Culpepper was her favorite teacher. That was because Doc didn’t just teach science, she lived it! She had worked in a government laboratory before coming to Woodsword. And she still experimented in her free time. The amazing VR goggles that allowed them to enter Minecraft were just one example of Doc’s handiwork. Though Doc didn’t know just how powerful her goggles were.

			
			Doc had a reputation for letting experiments and inventions get out of hand. Even so, could she really be responsible for the chaos affecting the school?

			Doc held up a clipboard. “Before we can fix the problem, we need to determine how extensive it is. I’ve written down all the malfunctions I’ve seen so far. But there are a few more areas to check.”

			Doc led them to the auditorium first. Harper knew the drama club used that space for their performances and rehearsals. She was expecting to find problems with the stage lights or the sound equipment.

			She was not expecting snow.

			“It’s magic!” Jodi cried. She ran in tight little circles through the snow that drifted down from the high ceiling. “Magic is real! I knew it all along and no one listened to me, Harper!”
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			Harper stuck out her tongue to catch a snowflake. It didn’t melt, but it quickly got soggy. She flicked it away.

			“It’s paper,” she said. “Confetti. Special effects.”

			Jodi slid through the artificial snow. “Stage magic is still magic!” she insisted.

			
			Doc jotted a note on her clipboard. “The drama club spent an entire afternoon loading up their snow cannons. They are not going to be happy about this.”

			“Neither are the janitors,” Harper said. She kicked a little pile of paper snowflakes. “I hear the vacuums aren’t exactly working, either.”

			Doc sighed, nodded, and wrote another note on her clipboard. “Let’s move on,” she said.

			As they trailed Doc to their next stop, Jodi cleared her throat. “I know nobody wants to be the first to say it. But I think we need to discuss the possibility that gremlins are behind all this.”

			“Gremlins?” said Harper. “The little green creatures? People used to blame them for all sorts of problems, right?”
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			“I don’t think they mean to cause trouble,” Jodi said, her tone completely serious. “But they enjoy riding the electrostatic fields of the stratosphere. As you can imagine, that can really mess things up.”

			Harper grinned. She had no idea where Jodi came up with this stuff.

			
			“I’m afraid there’s a simpler explanation,” said Doc. “Human error.” She rummaged through her tool belt and pulled out a tiny computer chip. “I wanted Woodsword to be the most advanced school in the county. So I networked the whole school. I put a computer chip in, well, everything. And now everything is broken.”

			Harper’s heart felt a little heavy when she saw her teacher so defeated.

			“That doesn’t mean you’re to blame,” Harper said. “It might be a hardware issue. Maybe the computer chips were faulty? Or it might be a software problem. We could double-check the code that keeps everything automated.”

			“Or it could be gremlins,” Jodi added, her eyes shifting back and forth as if on the lookout for mythical creatures. “Or bad unicorns.”

			This time, Doc chuckled. “Yes, of course. It could be any of those things. Even gremlins.”

			The smile on Doc’s face didn’t last long. It fell away as soon as they entered the cafeteria, where the automated potato masher had mashed the day’s supply of potatoes to liquid. The automated potato scooper was splattering that liquid across the room.

			
			“I’ll take things from here, girls,” Doc said. She rolled up her sleeves, lowered her safety goggles, and walked boldly toward the potato bar.

			“I’ve always wondered why she wears those things everywhere,” Jodi said.

			“Poor Doc,” said Harper. “This is every scientist’s worst nightmare.”

			“At least it’s not throwing pineapples,” Jodi said. She looked over at the students who were still eating their lunches. They had all crammed together outside the potato scooper’s impressive reach.

			“Hmmm,” said Jodi. She took out her notebook. “Shawn Liptervoken is carrying around a tenor saxophone case. But I was sure he played alto saxophone. And…Hey!” She pointed. “There’s Morgan and the others. I thought they were busy.”

			Harper shrugged and smiled. “They must have finished early.”
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			“I guess so,” Jodi said. But Harper saw her narrow her eyes in suspicion before writing something down in her notebook.
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			They returned to the game that afternoon.

			Ash breathed a sigh of relief as her blocky avatar took form. She was standing in the desert burrow they’d built the night before. Part of her had worried that the school’s tech problems might cause their headsets to glitch. But she was too curious about the desert mineshaft to wait any longer.

			She could tell Morgan felt the same. His avatar rubbed its cube hands together. “I’ve been thinking,” he said, “about how to handle those vexes. Or rather…about how not to handle them.”

			
			Ash nodded. “Let’s hear it.”

			“We keep taking the direct approach,” Morgan went on. “But there’s always more than one way to do something in Minecraft. Why walk up to those vexes and get into a fight when we can go around them?”

			“You want to look for a back door?” asked Po.

			“I want to make a back door,” Morgan answered. “Also, why do you look like a rabbit?”

			Po struck a pose, modeling his new skin. “It was Jodi’s idea.”

			“Let’s forget about Po’s adorable bunny ears and cotton tail for a minute,” said Harper. “Morgan, you want to dig through the mountain?”

			“Exactly,” Morgan said. “If we dig through the rock, we should eventually intersect the mineshaft. Then we can avoid a fight.”

			“Sounds sensible to me,” Ash said.

			
			“Especially given the state of my sword,” Jodi said. She held up a broken iron blade. “It shattered the last time I used it.”
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			Morgan rolled his eyes. “Jodi, you have to take care of your equipment! You should have said something.”

			“I’m saying something now,” Jodi said.

			“Why don’t you sit this mission out,” Morgan suggested. “You can be our lookout. Hang back and make sure the vexes don’t follow us.”

			Ash knew Jodi wouldn’t like that. Morgan could be overprotective at times, and it always got under his little sister’s skin. If their avatars could blush, Jodi’s face would be bright red.

			“You want to leave me here?” she said. Her voice was strained.

			“I think we all need to stick together,” Ash said, wanting to head off a situation between the siblings. “If Morgan’s plan works, we won’t even use our weapons.”

			“And I can lend Jodi my bow, just in case,” Harper added.
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			“Fine,” Morgan said. “Just be careful, Jodi.”

			“Let’s all be careful,” said Po, his bunny whiskers twitching. “Like always.”
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			“Let’s gather our beds and make a few torches,” Ash said. “We’ll head out in a minute.” While the others got to work, she pulled Morgan aside. “Hey, go easy on your sister,” she whispered. “For someone who wants to avoid unnecessary fights, it seemed like you were trying to pick one.”

			“Sorry,” Morgan whispered. He looked like he wanted to say more, but he hesitated.

			“What’s wrong?” Ash prompted.

			Morgan sighed. “I just don’t want anything to happen to her. When that wither skeleton attacked her yesterday, my heart almost stopped.”

			“But you were there to protect her,” Ash reminded him. “Just like she’s protected you.” She patted him on the shoulder. “You’re a good big brother. But Jodi’s a part of this, and there’s no changing that.”

			
			“You’re right.” Morgan nodded.

			“Everybody ready?” Harper asked, taking a torch from the wall.

			Ash and Morgan shared a look.

			“Let’s do it,” Morgan said. “All together.”
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			They approached the mountain from the side, staying out of the vexes’ line of sight. In the silence, Ash pondered how strange it was to find those mobs here. It wasn’t just that vexes weren’t supposed to spawn in the desert. They weren’t supposed to spawn anywhere. As far as she knew, they were always created by evokers. And they only existed a few minutes before disappearing.

			Since the Evoker King had named himself after the game’s magic-wielding illagers, maybe he had a soft spot for vexes. That made a certain amount of sense, even if nothing else did.

			It only took a few minutes of digging through rock to break through to the mineshaft. Their small tunnel opened onto a much wider shaft that ran like a hallway right through the heart of the mountain. There was still sand at their feet, and they were surrounded by stone. But there were also oak columns, and burning torches, and broken rails running along the ground. It looked like something out of an old Western.

			
			Ash slashed at a cobweb with her ax. She picked up the string left behind.

			
			“Maybe we’ll get lucky and that’s all I’ll use my ax for today,” she said.

			Then she heard a hissing sound in the darkness.

			“Or maybe not!” she said.

			Red eyes glared at her from a dark corner of the mineshaft. A moment later, a cave spider leapt right at her!
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			Ash was ready for it. She knocked it from the air with her sword, then followed up with a second slash attack. It hissed again as it flared red and disappeared in a puff of smoke.

			
			“Nice job!” Morgan said. “You didn’t even need any help.”

			Ash saw more red eyes turn their way. “I do now!” she said. “Swords up, everyone!”

			A host of spiders emerged from the dark. They skittered along the floor and up the walls.

			“Where are they all coming from?” Harper asked.

			“There must be a spawner nearby,” said Ash. “Cover me!”

			She ran right into the midst of the spiders. Her friends were just behind her, swinging swords and firing arrows. They were doing a good job of drawing the spiders’ attention. But they’d be overwhelmed soon.

			In the dim light, Ash almost missed it: a single cube-shaped monster spawner set into a corner of the mineshaft. It looked like a cage with a small spider inside.

			Ash swapped her regular ax for her pickaxe. She swung the pickaxe once, twice, a third time—the spawner shattered!
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			But they still had to deal with the spiders that had already spawned. With no time to swap her tool, Ash leapt into the fray with her pickaxe. It worked well, particularly since she was attacking the spiders from behind.

			Her friends were on the other side of the wall of arachnids. Morgan, Harper, and Po were all attacking with swords. Jodi was using the bow but seemed hesitant.

			When an arrow almost hit Ash, she understood why Jodi looked so unsure.

			“Sorry, Ash!” Jodi cried. “I’m not used to aiming these things.”

			“No harm done,” Ash said. But the sooner this battle was over, the better.

			“Agh!” Po cried. Ash saw the last spider had pounced on him. It sank its fangs into his arm. “Help!”

			Jodi drew her bowstring, but Po and the spider were moving around too much. “I’m afraid I’ll hit him!” she said.

			
			The others all rushed forward. Harper got there first, ending the spider with a single swing of her sword.

			“Thanks,” Po said. But Harper was already on the move, excitedly scooping up all the spider eyes that had been left behind.

			Ash helped Po to his feet. He swayed, looking unsteady.

			“I don’t feel so good,” he said.

			“I think you got poisoned, buddy,” Morgan said. “You should eat something.”

			“That was a dirty trick,” Jodi said. “The Evoker King obviously put that spider spawner there.”

			“Mineshafts usually appear near ore deposits,” Ash said. “I’ll bet this is where he got the materials to build the school.”

			“He’s probably long gone, then,” Harper said. “But we should still look around. If he left traps and guards, there must be something here worth protecting.”

			
			“That light,” Jodi said. “Does everybody see that light?”

			Ash looked where Jodi was pointing. Most of the light in the mineshaft came from scattered torches. But there was a faint purple glow coming from around the corner.

			Ash recognized that shade of purple. She ran toward it, trusting her friends to follow.
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			When she turned the corner, her suspicion was confirmed. There at the end of the shaft was a ring of obsidian. Within the obsidian was an otherworldly purple glow.

			“It’s another portal!” she said.
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			Woodsword Middle School had gone low-tech.

			Doc still hadn’t solved the glitch in the system. Until she did, devices throughout the school were unplugged and powered down.

			“At least the lights work,” Po said at the end of their morning class. “Imagine if we had to do math and reading by candlelight!”

			Harper nodded in agreement. But her mind was back in the Minecraft desert. Between Jodi’s broken gear and Po’s poisoning, they’d had to disconnect before going through the portal. If they’d even decided to go through the portal. Harper half suspected the whole thing was a trap.

			
			They had used dirt to wall off a little corner of the mineshaft. Then they’d set up their beds. That way, when they returned to the game, they’d be right by the portal and they could decide what to do about how to continue their hunt for the Evoker King.

			Ms. Minerva had wheeled in an old chalkboard for their morning lesson. As she wiped it clean with a tattered black eraser, Harper sneezed. She had never seen so much chalk dust in her life!

			Over by the window, Baron Sweetcheeks sneezed, too.

			“Well, that was adorable,” Jodi said. “Harper! Take a video with your phone.”

			Harper sniffled. “Okay,” she said. She put her notebook into her backpack and pulled out her phone. She was the first of them to get a smartphone, so she’d become the group’s unofficial videographer. The phone was an ancient hand-me-down, however. She’d had to tinker with it to make it run more smoothly.

			She opened the camera app and  held the phone up toward the hamster’s cage. Ms. Minerva had already replaced the treadmill with the old-fashioned hamster wheel.

			
			“Come on, little guy,” Jodi said. “Achoo! Achoo!”

			Harper pressed the record button with her thumb. She held her hand as steady as possible. She was ready to capture the moment Baron Sweetcheeks sneezed again.

			She was not ready for what she actually saw.

			“Um. Guys,” she said. “You’ve got to look at this.”

			While her other classmates filed out of the room, Harper’s friends crowded around her. By their gasps of disbelief, she knew they could see what she saw.

			She felt a small sense of relief to know she wasn’t imagining things. But only a small one.

			Because there, on the tiny screen of her phone, was the real-life Baron Sweetcheeks…next to a blocky Minecraft rabbit.
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			“Is that a new filter?” asked Morgan.

			“No,” said Harper, starting to get over her surprise. “I…I think it’s really there!”

			“No way,” said Jodi. She went over to the hamster cage. She waved her hands around.

			“You’re passing right through it,” Ash told her.

			“I don’t feel anything!” Jodi said.

			On Harper’s screen, the rabbit twitched its nose and hopped idly across the room.

			“Follow that rabbit!” said Po.

			
			They all grabbed their backpacks and scrambled out of the classroom. The hallway was crowded with students. Harper had to hold her phone up to catch glimpses of the rabbit as it hopped between kids’ feet.

			“This way,” she said, and the others followed. But she lost sight of it as it rounded a corner.

			“It couldn’t have gone far,” she said, and she waved her phone around. Its screen showed the familiar hallway, packed with the students…and with Minecraft zombies.
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			“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that is too weird.”

			“Can they see us?” Jodi asked.

			“Can they hear us?” Po whispered.

			“I don’t think so,” Harper said. “They’re just shambling around. Anyway, how could they get us even if they wanted to?”

			“Is this only happening in the school?” asked Ash. “Let’s look outside.”

			They passed through the lobby and held the phone outside the main doors. On its screen, Harper could see the schoolyard. There was the flagpole…there were the bushes…and there was a huge ghast floating inches above the lawn.

			“It’s like a window into another dimension,” Morgan said. “A window into the game!”

			“We should tell an adult,” said Ash. “Just to be safe.”

			“Doc will know what to do,” Harper said. “We have her class next anyway.”

			“Aw,” said Po , a little bit disappointed. “I was hoping to see a mooshroom first. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen a mooshroom.”

			
			“Priorities, Po!” said Harper.

			The bulletin board just outside Doc’s lab was decorated with artwork. The first graders had all drawn food webs, and Doc had put their creations on display. But when Harper looked at the board through her phone, she saw something else. Something sinister.

			It was a drawing of a Minecraft Nether portal. It looked just like the one they’d seen in the mineshaft the day before. And it had a big red X over it.

			“Oh man,” Ash whispered. “Someone doesn’t want us going through that portal.”

			“One guess who,” said Morgan.

			“Or a few guesses,” said Jodi. She was scribbling madly in her notebook. “Harper, didn’t you let Sandy Mistletotter use your phone to call his dad last week? And didn’t you download a game that Tammy Yosemite recommended?”

			Harper turned the phone away from the bulletin board. Before she could answer Jodi’s questions, her jaw dropped. “What is that?” she said. The hallway had emptied of students. But through the phone, she could see a tall figure in the distance, all the way at the end of the hall. It seemed to be moving blocks around. There was something eerie about it. “Is that a person?”
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			“It’s an enderman!” Morgan said. “Don’t look at it! Harper, turn away!”

			But it was too late. The enderman turned toward them. It seemed to see Harper. It glared at her with hostile eyes.

			And then it teleported toward her. In the time it took Harper to blink, the enderman’s face was filling her phone’s screen.
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			Harper shrieked in surprise. The phone fell from her grip. It hit the floor with a crack. The screen went dark, and a piece of the phone broke off.

			
			“Oh no!” Harper cried. She bent over to retrieve her phone. “It won’t turn on.”

			“Is everything okay out here?” Doc stepped from the doorway of her classroom. “Harper, was that you I heard?”

			“I just…startled myself,” Harper said. “My phone was acting strange. Showing us things that shouldn’t be there. It was showing us Minecraft mobs!”

			Doc chuckled. “You five have Minecraft on the brain, don’t you?” She tapped her chin. “But it’s an odd coincidence that your phone would glitch when everything else around here is crashing like two bumblebees listening to Beethoven.”

			“Maybe it’s not a coincidence.” Harper’s shoulders slumped. “Do you remember when you told me I could use some of your scrap for after-school projects? Well…I may have used some of it to enhance my phone….”
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			Doc clucked her tongue. “Normally I’d praise your inventiveness. But it’s a bad week to be using my hardware.” She looked at the phone in Harper’s hand. “May I borrow that for a bit? Maybe it will help me figure out what’s going on.”

			“Sure, but I’m afraid I broke it,” Harper said.

			“Maybe that’s for the best,” Doc said. “It’s like my tech has developed a mind of its own. It’s been downright strange.”

			“You can say that again,” said Harper. Her eyes drifted to the colorful drawings on Doc’s bulletin board, and she shuddered remembering the big red X.
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			Jodi couldn’t stop thinking about the portal.

			If the Evoker King had meant to scare her away, then he’d made a big mistake. Telling Jodi not to do something only made her want to do it more.

			She was practically shaking with excitement as she waited for the others to meet her at the computer lab.

			Harper was the first to arrive. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had to tell my mom about dropping my phone. I told her I can fix it, but she wants to go to the store and have it fixed professionally.”

			Po showed up just as Harper was leaving. “Emergency basketball practice!” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m already late!”

			
			Ash had a scout meeting. “I can’t believe I forgot it,” she said. “Well, I guess I can believe it. It was a weird day….”
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			Morgan’s excuse was the strangest of all. “Detention?!” Jodi said. “What did you do to get detention?”

			Morgan blushed. “I decided to warn some kindergarteners about the enderman roaming the halls. The teacher thought I was teasing them!”

			“This is very aggravating,” Jodi said. “I’m beginning to think the Evoker King scared you all away.”

			“We’ll deal with the Evoker King tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll see you at home. Don’t go into the game alone.”

			And that was Morgan’s big mistake.

			He shouldn’t have told Jodi not to do something.
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			At first, Jodi told herself she’d just play Creative mode for a while. She hadn’t used the headsets for that yet. It would be nice to spend some time building without worrying about getting poisoned or set on fire.

			But she and her friends were always in need of more supplies. They could use more coal for torches and more feathers for arrows. She still had to replace her sword.

			
			And if she was totally honest, she was a little annoyed at the last-minute change of plans. This wasn’t the first time in recent memory that her friends had been too busy for her.

			“I’ll just connect for a little bit,” she said to herself. “Gather some resources. That’ll make everybody happy!”

			Her avatar rose from the bed she’d left in the mineshaft. She left the bed there, along with the torch they’d placed on the wall. She knocked away the dirt they’d used to enclose the underground bedroom.

			She poked her head out. No vexes. No spiders. Just the tantalizing purple glow of that portal…

			“I’ll just take a quick peek,” she said. “Then I’ll come right back here.”

			She stepped up to the ring of obsidian. She reached toward the purple light. But she hesitated.
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			She thought she should leave something. Just in case. A trail of bread crumbs.

			
			Bread crumbs didn’t exist in Minecraft, though. She scanned her inventory for something else.

			Seeds. She’d been gathering them for weeks. She’d been hoping to use them to tame a parrot.

			But they’d make a decent trail.

			“So much for a pet parrot,” Jodi said. She sprinkled a handful of seeds at the base of the portal. Then she stepped into the purple light.

			
			Everything on the other side was dark red. She recognized the landscape immediately. “The Nether,” she said. “Not again!”

			She was standing on a narrow ledge of red stone. There was lava far below. And in front of her, only a few steps away, was another portal.
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			She dropped seeds as she walked along the ledge. She held her breath and stepped through the portal.

			She was back in the Overworld. But there was no desert or mineshaft in sight. She stood atop a low hill overlooking a swamp.

			There was still another portal nearby.

			“All right,” she said, examining the new portal. “I admit it. I’m intrigued.” As she stepped through, she only hoped she ran out of portals before she ran out of seeds.
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			After four portals, Jodi found herself in a dark forest. She didn’t see another portal right away, so she walked deeper into the woods. She kept her eyes open for the telltale purple glow.

			Instead, she saw figures moving beneath the trees.

			“Uh, hello?” she said. “Morgan? Po, is that you?”
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			The only answer she received was an arrow. It flew through the forest, aimed at her chest. She dodged it, and it stuck in the tree behind her.

			“Not cool!” she said.

			Sounds of grunting and honking came in reply. The figures sounded just like Minecraft’s villagers. As they stepped into the light, she saw that they looked quite a bit like villagers, too.

			All except one major difference.

			They all had weapons. And those weapons were aimed right at her.
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			Jodi was outnumbered. Her only hope was to make it back to the portal she’d come through. She looked down at her feet.

			Uh-oh.

			“Um…,” she said. “Any of you notice some seeds lying around here anywhere?”

			The figures bleated and grumbled in reply. They shuffled closer, raising their axes.

			“I guess it’s a fight, then.” Jodi drew her bow. “But would you mind standing very still? You know, to even the odds a little?”

			An arrow whizzed by her head. It came from behind her. She was sure that meant she was surrounded.

			
			But the arrow struck one of her enemies, and Po’s voice rang out: “She’s over here!”
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			Jodi’s heart soared as her friends came leaping out from behind the trees. Now it was a fair fight!

			Swords clashed against axes, axes clashed against shields, and arrows flew from both sides of the battle. Jodi kept moving and focused on her aim.

			“These illagers are no match for us,” Ash said as her foe fell back, defeated.
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			Illagers. That was a new one to Jodi.

			But Ash was right. Working together, the team made short work of their enemies. As the last illager vanished in a puff of smoke, Jodi beamed at her brother. “I’m sure glad to see you!”

			
			Morgan did not return her smile. “What were you thinking?” he said. “You could have gotten hurt. You could have gotten lost!”

			Jodi waved his words away. “I’m fine. I left that trail of seeds for you.” She’d been overjoyed to see her friends in her moment of need. But now that they were here—and now that Morgan was lecturing her—she started to feel something else. “Besides, you’re the ones who canceled,” Jodi said. “I’m the one who stuck to the plan.”

			“We couldn’t help it,” Morgan said. “Things just…came up.”

			“Then how are you all here now?” Jodi said. “Did you all finish your plans at the exact same moment?”

			“It’s lucky for you we got here when we did,” Morgan argued.

			Ash, Harper, and Po were all silent. They’d clearly decided not to get between the siblings this time.

			
			“I was worried sick,” Morgan said.
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			“Well, I’m sorry I worried you,” Jodi said. “I didn’t mean to.”

			In the silence that followed, Jodi felt a rush of guilt. She really hadn’t meant to worry him.

			But part of her didn’t believe his story about having detention. Or that he’d had a make-up quiz the other day. Part of her felt like the old Morgan was back. The Morgan who didn’t want to spend time with his baby sister.

			“We’re all here now,” Ash said. “We might as well explore a little bit more. Right?”

			Jodi felt relieved to have something else to talk about. Morgan seemed relieved, too. “Right,” he said.

			“We didn’t have time for sightseeing while we were rushing after you, Jodi,” said Po. “Did you notice anything interesting?”

			“Any clues about what’s going on?” Harper added.

			“Nothing that made sense to me,” said Jodi. “I’m sure you noticed that the portals go back and forth between the Nether and the Overworld. Almost like the Evoker King is using the Nether as a shortcut to access different areas.”
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			“It seems he can’t link two portals in the Overworld without going through the Nether first,” said Morgan. “So in this case, he’s bending the rules more than he’s breaking them. Maybe there are limits to what he can do!”

			
			“Let’s talk while we walk,” Ash said. “I want to see where this trail is leading. And I’m guessing I’m not the only one.”
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			Po liked wearing his rabbit outfit. But he decided he needed to look like a proper explorer for what came next.

			Their first stop was the Nether. Po hadn’t missed it, exactly. But it was hard to argue when Ash called the view “breathtaking.”

			The group paused to take in their infernal surroundings. They stood on a narrow ledge between two active portals. Far below, there was a lake of lava. Across the way, too far to jump but close enough to see clearly, was another ledge with another set of portals.
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			The red mountains in this region were covered with portals. It was like an ant farm, with dozens of little paths going around and through the landscape. And pair after pair of portals.

			“He’s been busy,” Harper said.

			“I kind of admire his focus,” said Po. “I wonder if he’s free for tutoring?”

			Po meant it as a joke. But as soon as he said it, he remembered that the Evoker King was most likely a kid at their school. Whoever it was, they were doing an excellent job of messing with Po and his friends.
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			With every other portal, they appeared in an entirely new area of the Overworld. They saw a lush jungle, where Jodi kicked herself for running out of seeds to feed the parrots. They saw a mushroom island, where Po spent a blissful five minutes chasing mooshrooms. They saw a cavern, deep underground, lit dimly by portal light.

			
			In each spot, they stopped to gather materials. The jungle had more wood than they could carry. The island provided mushrooms and mushroom soup. In the cavern, Po breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of iron ore. There was a lot of it right beside the portal. They would be able to craft Jodi a new sword and still have enough to replace some older pieces of armor.
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			While Harper smelted the ore, Ash looked around with a torch. It provided much more light than the portals, and almost immediately she noticed something in the shadows.

			“What is that?” Ash said.

			Po turned to see a small structure made of wood. It looked completely out of place in the stone cavern.

			It also looked strangely familiar.

			“Is that our bat house?” Po asked. “The one we built on the school lawn?”

			
			“Why in the world would anyone build this?” Harper asked. “And why here?”

			Squeaking sounds came from the surrounding darkness. “Well, chances are good that there are a lot of bats in the area,” Morgan said.
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			“Let’s not stick around to meet them,” Jodi said.

			“When the animal lover wants to flee from animals, you listen,” said Po. He jerked his head in the opposite direction of the squeaking. “Let’s get out of here!”

			After another brief detour through the Nether, they emerged near the peak of a snow-capped mountain. They were so high that Po couldn’t make out any details on the ground below. There were more mountains stretching into the distance, a whole range of them.

			And looming above them, built against the very top of the mountain, was a house. It was large, wedged between two peaks. To reach the main entrance, they would have to ascend a winding wooden staircase. Not that Po was eager to go inside. It looked haunted.

			
			“Well, that’s an original design, at least,” he said.

			Morgan shook his head. “It’s not. It’s a woodland mansion. They generate naturally. But never in mountains.”

			“Another example of the Evoker King bending the rules more than breaking them,” said Ash.
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			“He doesn’t seem to create much original stuff, does he?” said Jodi.

			
			“I don’t see any more portals around,” said Harper. “And evokers—real evokers—spawn in woodland mansions, don’t they? I wonder…”

			“This is his base,” said Morgan, getting a flash of inspiration. “His home. It has to be!”

			He took a step forward.

			“Hold up,” said Po, cautioning his friend. “We’ve been in here a long time.”

			
			“We don’t know what’s in there,” said Ash. “We need to prepare.”

			“We need potions,” said Harper. “And cooked food.”

			Morgan sighed, but he didn’t argue.

			“For the record, I’d totally storm the castle with you,” said Jodi, giving her brother a smirk. “But I have been known to rush in without thinking.”

			“Aw, the siblings do have a lot in common, don’t they?” said Po, wiping away a fake tear.

			“We’ll storm it tomorrow,” Ash promised the group.

			“Together,” Morgan said, giving his sister a look. Jodi smiled back at him.
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			The next morning, Jodi’s mind was racing faster than Baron Sweetcheeks on his hamster wheel. She sat drinking her milk on her favorite bench while her friends discussed what they’d seen the day before.

			“The Evoker King has to be a student,” said Ash. “I’d say we have proof now.”

			“I agree.” Harper nodded. “No one else would be able to build replicas of the school and the bat house.”

			“Right,” said Po. “It must be a student. Or maybe a teacher…”

			“I’ll bet it’s that kid Theo,” Morgan said. “He basically swore vengeance against us after that coral jewelry incident.”

			
			“But that was after the Evoker King started messing with us,” Ash pointed out. “And after the sixth VR headset went missing.”

			“And I really think Theo means well,” said Harper. “He just went about things the wrong way.”

			“I’m just saying some of the teachers at this school could be secretly evil!” said Po, tapping his fingertips together like the villain in a cheesy sci-fi movie. “It’s worth considering!”

			Sitting in silence, Jodi had suspicions of her own. Her unspoken suspicions weighed heavily on her heart. But she had to pursue them.

			She put on her large, lucky fedora. She flipped up the collar on her jacket. She pulled her spy journal from her backpack.
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			She slipped away while her friends continued their debate. They didn’t even see her leave.
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			Her first stop was the front office. She greeted the principal’s assistant, Mr. Mellohi, and he smiled warmly in return. “What can I do for you, Jodi?” he asked. Jodi was always impressed that he knew the name of every kid at Woodsword. And she especially liked that he didn’t care about the school’s policy against wearing hats.

			“My brother, Morgan, misplaced his science textbook,” she said. “I’m trying to help him find it. You know, retracing his steps? Could you tell me what room he was in for detention yesterday?”

			The man chuckled. “Morgan? In detention?” He shook his head. “Your brother isn’t much of a rule breaker. But I don’t have to tell you that.”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” Jodi said, frowning. “Sometimes people surprise you.”
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			The unwelcome surprises kept turning up as Jodi followed the clues. A group of Ash’s fellow Wildling Scouts told her there hadn’t been a troop meeting since the weekend. Po’s teammate Ricky told her basketball practice had been canceled because the schoolwide glitch had made it impossible to lower the automated hoops from the ceiling. She called Harper’s phone and got an error message. If Harper had gone with her mom to have the phone fixed, the errand hadn’t been successful.

			
			And Harper had joined them in Minecraft after she’d left school for that errand. Why would she come back so long after the final bell?

			It didn’t add up.
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			Or it did add up, and Jodi just didn’t like the answer.

			She wrote her findings in her spy notebook.
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			“Jodi? Is anything wrong?”

			She hadn’t realized she’d been sitting still and staring hard at her notebook. Ms. Minerva’s voice brought her back to her surroundings. The teacher was wheeling the chalkboard down the hallway while holding a steaming mug of coffee.

			
			“Why don’t you help me with this and tell me what’s on your mind?” the teacher suggested.
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			Jodi pushed against the chalkboard. It rolled easily along the linoleum floor. Ms. Minerva nodded gratefully to her as she took a drink of her coffee. “Oh, sweet ambrosia,” she said, closing her eyes for a moment and savoring the hot drink. Then, as they walked along the hallway, she prompted Jodi to start talking. “Well?”

			Jodi sighed. “I think my friends are hiding something from me. They keep telling me they have things to do, but their stories don’t add up.”

			“What would they be hiding?” asked the teacher.

			“I don’t know exactly,” Jodi said. But a pang of worry in her gut told her she had a theory. “Maybe…maybe they just don’t want to hang out with me so much. They’re making excuses to avoid me.”

			
			“Oh, that doesn’t sound like them, does it?” asked Ms. Minerva. “Why would they do such a thing?”

			Jodi shrugged. “I guess occasionally I can be impulsive. I know it bothers Morgan sometimes. Maybe the others agree with him.”

			“Have you actually spoken to Morgan about this?”

			Jodi shook her head.

			“Maybe you should,” said Ms. Minerva. “You have a wonderful imagination, Jodi. But sometimes our imaginations can work against us. We can often imagine problems that aren’t really there.”

			“Maybe…”

			“Well, think about it,” said the teacher. “Honestly, I wish I could fix every problem you kids encounter. But that’s not really my job as a teacher. My job is to give you the tools to solve your own problems.”
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			“Speaking of problems…,” Jodi said. She grinned. “How much longer are we going to be using this old thing?” She rapped her knuckles against the chalkboard.

			“Not a fan of the dust?” Ms. Minerva nodded. “Me neither. But there’s good news. Doc has traced the root of the problem to the school’s security cameras. An error in the software or something like that. She should have it fixed soon.”

			They reached the classroom. Jodi knew her brother and her friends would be inside. She tried to act like she didn’t have a care in the world.

			But Jodi was troubled. Because she knew they had lied. And if that wasn’t because they were avoiding her…

			
			Then it was because one of them was the Evoker King! 

			She was sure of it. 
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			Jodi had a hard time keeping her theories to herself throughout the morning. She wanted her suspicions to be wrong. But how was she to know for sure?

			It was nearly lunchtime before she had a realization. It struck her like a bolt from the blue. Something Ms. Minerva had said suddenly echoed through her mind. Not the pep talk…

			The security cameras. The school had security cameras.

			She would be able to see for herself who had taken that sixth headset. And that person must be the Evoker King.

			
			Jodi quivered with excitement. As soon as the bell rang for lunch, she jumped up from her desk.

			Morgan started to say, “I can’t go to lun—”

			“Gottadosomestuffbye!” she shouted at Morgan on her way past him and out the door.

			She knew better than to run through the halls. Student hall monitors loved to exercise their meager authority by calling out runners. So she walked briskly until she’d made it to Doc’s classroom. She caught the science teacher just as she was heading out for her lunch break.

			“Doc!” she cried. “I need to know more about the school’s security cameras!”

			Doc chuckled. “Well, Madam Curie’s well-balanced breakfast! I do love to see a student so eager to learn!”

			Jodi huffed, out of breath. Unable to find her voice, she gave Doc a thumbs-up.

			“As a matter of fact,” Doc said, “I was just on my way to the security hub. I’m trying to fix an issue with the camera software. I’ll give you a tour!”

			Doc pointed out every camera they passed on the way to the hub. The cameras were spaced every few yards along the hallway, higher than even an adult could reach.

			
			“You must be able to see the whole school,” Jodi said.
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			“Just about,” Doc said. “There are a few blind spots here and there. Part of the gym, for instance. And of course, there aren’t any cameras in the closets or bathrooms.”

			
			The hub was a small room connected to the main office. Jodi marveled at the sight of an entire wall of television screens. They showed various locations throughout the school.
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			“I made two mistakes that led to the school’s technical problems,” Doc said. She slid the metal casing off a computer and started poking around in the computer’s guts. “The first mistake was networking all the technology. That’s what allowed the glitch to spread and affect everything. The second mistake was using an old government AI program to run the cameras.”

			
			“AI?” Jodi said, her ears pricking up. “As in artificial intelligence? The cameras are alive?”

			Doc shook her head, chortling. “Oh, no. Not at all. It’s a very limited AI. It can’t think creatively. It can make some basic decisions, but mostly it’s just meant to follow instructions.” She pulled her hand from the computer to scratch her head. “Although some of those instructions have clearly gotten confused.”

			Jodi remembered why she was there. She needed to see footage from the day that headset went missing. “Can I see footage from a particular day? It was a little more than a month ago.”

			“I’m afraid we don’t save the footage for that long,” Doc said. “With all these cameras? That would be way too much data for these old machines.”

			Jodi’s heart sank. So much for that plan.

			And then she looked up at one of the screens. And her heart sank even further.

			
			Morgan, Po, Ash, and Harper were there. Instead of eating lunch in the cafeteria, they were heading toward a supply closet. What in the world could they be up to?

			Maybe they were all the Evoker King! Was the headset in that closet?

			Jodi remembered what Doc had said about the closets. There was no way to see inside it. Not from here.

			“Doc, I have to go,” Jodi said. “Thanks so much for the tour.”

			“Any time,” said Doc, and then she yelped as a circuit board sparked. “But yes, it’s probably best if I focus right now.”
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			Jodi sped toward her friends. She could see the door to the supply closet was ajar. She could hear them whispering on the other side.

			She didn’t want it to be true. But she had to know for sure.
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			She threw the door open, shouting, “I’ve caught you red-handed!”

			She might have said more. But what she saw took her breath away.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Chapter 12 Surprise! The Evoker King Is . . . a Llama? Wait, That Can’t Be Right.]
				

			

			It was a llama.

			A giant llama. In the closet. Standing next to her brother.
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			“Okay, that…is not what I expected,” Jodi said.

			“Jodi?” squealed Morgan. “What are you—? You shouldn’t—”

			“Happy birthday!?” Po said with enthusiasm and confusion. He and Harper were holding a half-decorated banner that said those same words. He added meekly, “A little early.”
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			“You got me a llama?!” Jodi shouted.

			But the llama’s head popped off, revealing Ash, who smiled bashfully. “A llama costume, anyway,” she said.
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			“It’s just like a Minecraft skin,” said Po. “But for real life.”

			“And it is so, so soft,” Jodi said, petting the arm.

			“I guess the cat’s out of the bag,” Morgan said. “Or the llama is. We wanted to do something nice for your birthday.”

			Jodi slapped her forehead. “Right. It’s my birthday. Next week. Oh, brother.” She slapped her forehead twice more. “I ruined my own birthday surprise.”

			“I told you she was suspicious,” Ash said to Morgan. Morgan nodded in agreement.

			Po grinned. “Should have known better than to try to keep a secret from spymaster Jodi.”

			
			“I didn’t think you’d ever find this closet, though,” Harper said. “Even the Evoker King left it out of his model school.”

			Everyone chuckled for a moment. But then Jodi’s mouth dropped open. She reeled, and the room seemed to spin. And it was like the others could sense it, too. They watched Jodi as information started clicking into place in her brain.
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			There were no cameras in the closets. There were no cameras in the bathrooms. There were no cameras in the gym.

			The Evoker King had built a model of their school. That model was realistic in every way. Except for the closets. And the bathrooms. And the gym.

			“The Evoker King doesn’t go to this school,” Jodi said, her mind racing to catch up with the theory that was forming.
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			“Uh, what?” said Po.

			“He doesn’t know what the school actually looks like. He only knows what he’s seen…”

			
			She stepped out of the closet. She looked up near the ceiling.
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			“…through the cameras,” she finished. “He can see this place through the cameras!!!”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Chapter 13 Home, Sweet Home! Except There’s Nothing Particularly Sweet about a Haunted Mansion.]
				

			

			“We should tell someone,” Harper said. “We should tell Doc. Or Ms. Minerva.”

			“We will,” promised Morgan. “We just need a little more information first.”

			“You think we’ll find answers in that mansion,” said Ash.

			“I hope so,” Morgan said, and he slipped on his pair of VR goggles.

			In moments, they were standing on the mountain, in the shadow of the mansion. The sun was setting, and Morgan thought the building looked even more haunted than before.

			“Let’s do it,” said Po. “Before I lose my nerve.”

			
			The interior of the mansion, at least, was just as Morgan expected it to look. They entered a grand foyer, a large room with several doors and a big stone staircase leading up.

			“Which way?” Jodi asked.

			Morgan and Ash both shrugged. “The inside of a mansion is random,” Ash explained. “No two are alike.”

			“Just like snowflakes!” Po said. “Like horrible, creepy, and possibily haunted snowflakes.”

			“I hate to do anything at random,” Harper said. “But it seems there’s no other way to explore this place.”

			“We should leave a trail of seeds,” Morgan said. “So we can find our way back here.” He smiled at Jodi. “I learned that trick from my brilliant sister.”

			“Aw, shucks,” said Jodi.

			Behind the first door, they found a room that was empty except for five potted flowers. They took a vote and decided to leave the flowers—and everything else they found—untouched.
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			The next room was all dark oak and cobblestone, and held a solitary jack-o’-lantern. Morgan didn’t like the way the pumpkin seemed to leer at them.

			The third room was filled floor to ceiling with blue wool of various shades.

			“Upstairs it is, then,” said Po.

			Upstairs was a maze of connected rooms, most of them dank and gloomy. All that dark wood made the place feel cramped and old. They passed through libraries, and dining halls, and bedrooms. When they entered a room filled with cobwebs, Morgan readied himself for a fight. But nothing stirred from the corners.

			“Isn’t there usually a spider spawner in this room?” Ash asked.

			“If so, we can guess what happened to it,” said Harper. “It was somehow moved to that mineshaft.”

			“This place is way too empty,” Morgan said. “Not just this room. We’ve definitely been through rooms where hostile mobs are supposed to spawn.”

			“I would say it’s nice to have good luck for once,” Jodi said, “but we all know luck has nothing to do with it.”

			
			The next room was the strangest yet. The far wall was a huge, pixelated piece of art. It looked like a giant illager head. But its eyes, which should have been green, were bright red.

			And the room was crowded with people.

			Except they weren’t people. Not really. They looked like Minecraft avatars, but they were completely still. Lifeless. They sat at school desks and leaned against the walls. Some seemed to be frozen in midconversation.
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			And there was something eerily similar about them.

			“Are these supposed to be…our classmates?” Jodi asked.

			“It can’t be,” said Harper.

			“Look there,” said Ash. “Those look like they’re wearing Wildling Scout uniforms.”

			“And the ones over there are wearing basketball jerseys,” said Po.

			“It’s like the Evoker King is determined to build everything he sees at Woodsword,” Morgan said. “He’s just copying everything instead of creating anything original.”

			“Hmmm…,” said Jodi.

			“What?” Morgan asked.

			“I don’t know,” Jodi answered. “That just reminded me of something Doc said earlier.”

			“How would he even do this?” asked Ash. “You can’t build an avatar using Minecraft blocks. The hands are too small, for one thing. And the custom details of these outfits are incredible.”

			
			“This looks just like our team jersey,” Po said, poking one of the unmoving figures.
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			“I’m not sure you should do that, Po,” said Harper.

			“Yeah, what happened to not touching anything?” Jodi said.

			“I can’t help myself. It’s just too weird,” Po said. “Besides, they’re not real.” He poked one figure in the shoulder. He poked another on the nose. A third, he poked in the big, bushy hairdo.

			
			The hair moved.

			“Huh,” said Po.

			The figure suddenly burst to life. It darted past Po, who screamed and leapt backward. Morgan screamed because Po screamed, and then they were all screaming, and the figure was running into the room they’d just come from.

			Ash was the first one to follow. Morgan came to his senses and ran behind her. They twisted through room after room, punching webs aside and throwing open doors. The figure had a head start, but they were gaining on it.

			I can’t believe it, thought Morgan. We have him. We’re going to catch the Evoker King!

			The figure led them to a small cobblestone room. It was empty except for a cauldron and a brown carpet. It looked like a prison cell, with only a single door.

			A dead end. They had him!

			Of course, there were no true dead ends in Minecraft. “We have to reach him before he smashes through the wall,” Morgan said.

			
			But the figure didn’t produce a pickaxe or any other tool. It didn’t produce a weapon, either.
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			It turned to face Morgan and the others. It held its empty hands up in surrender. This didn’t look like an evoker, as Morgan had expected. It looked like a villager. And one they’d seen before!

			Morgan’s square jaw dropped. “The Evoker King…is a librarian?!”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Chapter 14 Answers, at Last! And Let That Be a Lesson: When in Doubt, Ask a Librarian.]
				

			

			Weeks earlier, Ash and her friends had come across a village. It was a typical Minecraft village in every way, except for one detail: each night, the village was overrun by a massive number of hostile mobs.

			They’d solved that problem. They’d saved the village. And they had noticed, at the time, that the town librarian was a little bit unusual. They had assumed her oddness was simply another difference that the goggles produced in the game.

			But the librarian stood before them now. And she honked, “Huur…I am most certainly not the Evoker King.”

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“Whoa,” Po whispered. “Can villagers talk now? Was that in the latest update?”

			“I’m not a villager, either,” she honked. “Huur…not really.”

			“So who are you?” asked Harper.

			“ ‘The Librarian’ will do for now…hahr,” she answered. Everyone was trying to suppress giggles. Hearing actual words spoken in the typical villager voice was…ridiculous.

			“You’re the one who’s been helping us,” said Ash, making a mental leap while swallowing another giggle. “You’ve left potions behind for us. And the compass that led us to the underwater base.”

			“And I left the warning…hurr,” the Librarian added. “ ‘Beware the Evoker King.’ Hahr…you didn’t listen to that one. But…ahh…he’s hard to avoid.”

			
			“A warning?” Morgan said. “We thought it was a threat. We thought the Evoker King did that.”

			“You have the sixth headset,” Harper said. “Don’t you?”
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			“But why go to all this trouble?” Po asked. “If you have the headset, you’re at our school. Why not talk to us there?”

			“Because the Evoker King has been watching,” Jodi said. Like Ash, she was connecting the blocks. “He’s accessed the school’s security system.”
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			“That’s right,” said the Librarian. “I’ve been trying to help without drawing his notice. Huur hurr…I think I’ve been successful so far.”

			“Who is he?” Morgan asked.

			
			“Hahr…I’m still working on that,” she answered. “But I’m not sure you’re asking the right question.”

			“What does that mean?” Morgan asked.

			“Never mind for now,” she said. “He may be able to tell we’re communicating, and he may be watching us right now so I’ll make this quick. The source of his power— Huur…I don’t know what it is, but I’ve traced it deep underground. It’s locked away in a dungeon at the very heart of the Overworld.”

			
			“And you want us to go after it?” Po asked.

			The Librarian smiled again. “You’re a good team…hahr. And you’re much better at battling monsters than I am.” She placed her hands on her chest. “I’ll do everything I can to help you when the Evoker King isn’t watching. But I can’t do this for you. Huur…all I can do is give you the tools you need to succeed. Hurr-hurr.”
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			With that, the Librarian disappeared in a cloud of pixelated dust.
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			Jodi removed her headset. She was sitting in the computer lab, and her head was spinning after so many revelations.

			
			“I don’t know about you all,” Po said. “But I’m more confused than ever.”

			Morgan’s frustration was written all over his face. “She said I wasn’t asking the right question about the Evoker King,” Morgan said. “What did that mean?”

			“You asked who he is,” Jodi said. “Maybe…you should be asking what he is.”
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			Harper’s jaw dropped. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

			Jodi counted out the facts on her fingers. “The Evoker King is not using the sixth headset. He’s able to bend the rules of the game, like he’s rewriting the code as he goes. And he’s great at building stuff—but not at creating anything new. He’s got no imagination. No…creativity. It’s the same with the AI program Doc was telling me about.”

			Harper hopped out of her chair. “The Evoker King is like a ghost in the machine! He’s the ghost in the system! He’s—”

			“He’s an artificial intelligence,” Morgan finished. His brown skin looked ashen.

			
			At that moment, a sound came from the PA speakers. Jodi thought it might be laughter. It sounded almost--but not quite--human. But it could have also just been static.
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			“Did you hear that?” asked Jodi. “Was that what I think it was?”

			Her brother frowned. “I really hope not.”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Chapter 15 You Can Blow Out the Candles, but Don’t Close Your Eyes!]
				

			

			Jodi’s birthday celebration was simple. It was just the five of them, with no secrets and no surprises. Exactly what she’d asked for.

			They were roasting marshmallows in Ash’s backyard. The fire was getting low. “I should ask my parents for more wood,” Ash said.
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			“Allow me,” said Jodi. And she tossed her spy notebook into the fire.
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			“Oh no!” said Po. “Don’t tell me you’re giving up the spy life?”

			“I think I’ve outgrown it,” Jodi said with a grin. “Anyway, it didn’t feel right spying on my friends. I should have trusted you.”

			“To be fair, we were telling white lies,” said Ash. “We meant well, but maybe we shouldn’t have done that when there were real mysteries hounding us.”

			
			“I guess it’s a good time to give you my present,” Morgan said, and handed her a package. Jodi unwrapped it eagerly. She laughed when she saw what it was.

			
			“Another notebook?” she asked cheerfully.

			“Not for spying,” Morgan said. “For sleuthing. After all, you solved the mystery of the Evoker King.”

			Jodi thought about it a moment. Then she nodded. “I suppose I did. And I can still be a detective without being a spy. I’ll need a totally different hat, though….”

			“Speaking of spying,” Harper said. “Doc told me it was safe to use her tech to fix my phone. The glitch is officially out of the system.”

			
			“Which means the Evoker King can’t see Woodsword anymore,” Po said. “Whew.”

			“Probably,” Harper said. “But we’re up against an actual thinking computer program. I’m not taking any chances with my privacy.” She held up her phone. “I’m disabling the camera on this thing for good.”

			Jodi grinned. “Should we say goodbye first?”

			Morgan grinned too. “Just in case he’s in there somewhere?”

			“I like that idea,” Ash said.

			Harper handed Po the phone. “You’ve got the longest arms, Po.”

			Po held the phone up. “Everyone gather around!” he said. “Selfie position!”
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			They all stuck their heads close together. They put on their toughest faces. Po cleared his throat, then pressed the big red button.

			“Are you listening, Evoker King?” he asked. “Can you see us right now? Because we’re not afraid of you, blockhead. And we’re coming for you!”

			
			They all laughed. Jodi enjoyed a moment of perfect birthday happiness.

			And then she heard that sound again. Low, sinister laughter. This time, it was coming from Harper’s phone.

			“See you in the game, then,” said the voice.
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			[image: ] is a game about placing blocks and going on adventures. Build, play, and explore across infinitely generated worlds of mountains, caverns, oceans, jungles, and deserts. Defeat hordes of zombies, bake the cake of your dreams, venture to new dimensions, or build a skyscraper. What you do in Minecraft is up to you.
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