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CHAPTER 1

“I THINK THERE’S A MONSTER NEARBY,” I SAID, FEELING a chill.

Dad and I both looked out the window at the sunny day. Monsters only came out after dark in the Overworld, but knowing this didn’t make me feel any better. I felt a terrible sense of dread in my stomach; it kept telling me danger was coming closer.

“You’re just jumpy because of Herobrine,” Dad said gruffly.

He had a point. Last week my cousin Alex and my friends from Earth, Maison, Destiny, and Yancy and I had all defeated Herobrine in a world-spanning battle that had brought us to the End and back. That would put anyone on edge.

Dad continued talking to me, but I wasn’t listening. It wasn’t that I was trying to ignore him. It’s just that I knew something bad was going to happen, the same way I had known it in my gut when Herobrine was first rising to power—back before I had even known that Herobrine existed.

So I was staring out the window at the cloudless sky, squinting my eyes and looking for some unnatural zombie that could attack during daylight hours, or a rampaging giant spider that had gone hostile. Instead I just saw grass and flowers and trees—everything was the way it should be. And then I saw Dad’s angry face right in front of me.

“Stevie!” he said, blocking the window. “You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said.”

Caught, I put my head down and sighed. “I’m sorry.”

Dad huffed.

Dad had decided that today was going to be a “father-son” day, though I didn’t really know what that meant. Earlier I’d tried to go to my special portal to Earth so I could visit Maison, Destiny, and Yancy in their world. But before I could step out the door, Dad had appeared in front of me with a Where-Do-You-Think-You’re-Going? look.

When I’d tried to explain, he had said, “All you’ve done lately is hang out with your Earth friends. It’s time we spent a day together.”

But so far all we’d done was sit at the table while Dad told stories about the monsters he’d slain when he was younger. He was reminding me about how he’d made his diamond sword when he was twelve, which used to intimidate me a few months ago when all I had ever made was a wooden sword. That wooden sword had been broken, but it was still hanging on the wall because I’d broken it in the first real fight Dad had seen me in. He’d been impressed by my fighting skills, though it was hard for him to say that.

“If you were listening,” Dad was telling me now, “you would have heard me talk about the importance of always bringing along a Potion of Healing when you go on a mission against mobs.”

“Mobs” was what we people in the Overworld sometimes called the monsters that lived all around us.

“Potion of Healing, yeah, got it,” I said, trying to peek around him out the window. What was that movement I saw out there? Was it something dangerous? The thing moved once more and I saw it was just a chicken.

“Stevie!” Dad said again. I tore my eyes away from the window and trained them back on his face. He continued, “I’m serious about the Potion of Healing. In these past few months, you’ve stopped a zombie attack on a school, thwarted a zombie takeover of the Overworld, and beaten Herobrine. But that doesn’t mean you’re invincible. You could still get hurt.”

Of course I knew I could still get hurt. That’s why I was so worried about this sense of dread I had.

Still, I could tell Dad was getting more and more annoyed with me, so I sat back at the table and made myself stop peeking out the window. Some father-son day this was turning out to be. I wondered what Maison and the others were up to. If they were here, I bet they’d go exploring with me, and we could figure out what was making me so anxious.

“Stevie,” Dad said, a little more gently this time. He wasn’t good at talking in a gentle way, because he was more of a gruff, Take-It-Or-Leave-It kind of guy. In some ways we weren’t alike at all, which was weird, because he was my own family. Weren’t fathers and sons supposed to be more similar than we were?

“It feels as if we haven’t spent any time together lately,” he went on. “I just want to give you the knowledge I have of the Overworld to protect you.”

I knew he meant well. The problem was that Dad’s talks had a tendency to turn into lectures … which turned into me having my mind wander.

“I just keep feeling like I’m forgetting something,” I said. Ossie, our cat, had come into the room and jumped up on the windowsill, as if she also felt a need to keep a lookout. “Something important.”

Dad looked annoyed, as if he thought I was making stuff up as an excuse for not listening. “It’s broad daylight and we’re in a well-built house. There is absolutely nothing to worry abo—”

He stopped when the whole sky went red like an evil shadow was dropping. A wailing rose up. One of the cries sounded like the weeping of ghasts, but how could that be? Ghasts didn’t live in the Overworld! I realized I was hearing the sounds of many different monsters, all of them crying out.

“Impossible!” Dad said. I had already jumped to my feet and raced to the window.

“No!” I gasped when I saw it.


CHAPTER 2

OSSIE HISSED AT WHAT SHE SAW AND LEAPT DOWN from the window, but Dad and I could only stand there and stare in shock. The sunny sky I’d looked at moments before was gone. Outside my window was a world of flame and lava, as if the Nether had taken over the Overworld.

The sky had turned a dark red, mimicking the ceiling of the Nether and giving the whole landscape a creepy, reddish haze. Spots of fire dotted our farmland, and the little creek in the distance had gone orange-red with sputters of lava.

I thought my eyes had to be fooling me, but the red sky, fire, and lava weren’t the only Nether-like things out there—there were also Nether mobs! I could see an army of zombie pigmen, all of them holding golden swords. They were squealing and charging among themselves. A pair of ghasts flew overhead, screaming out their hideous cries, noises that shook me to the core. And were those wither skeletons I saw in the distance, hulking tall and angry-looking against the red sky?

I stared beyond the wither skeletons, and what I saw was even worse. It was a huge Nether fortress with jagged edges like a mountain, looking as if it had been built out of darkness. There was no way anyone would have had time to build that between now and the last time I had peeked out the window. What was going on here?

Dad had grabbed his diamond sword, which was his prized possession. He looked ready to fight. I wasn’t so sure, though. How would you even go about fighting a whole Nether landscape? Nothing like this had ever happened in the Overworld, because the fiery realm of the Nether had always been a separate place!

“What if it stays like this?” I asked in a low voice. After journeying with my cousin Alex through the Nether once, not long ago, I’d promised myself never to visit there again. And now here the Nether was, right on my doorstep!

“It seems to be this way as far as I can see,” Dad said, squinting out the window. “I’m going to the village to investigate and make sure the people there are safe.”

“What if this is affecting Earth too?” I asked. “I have to find Maison—”

Dad grabbed me before I could run off. “You’re staying right here in the Overworld!” he said.

I was shocked. Dad had always taught me the importance of helping others. How come he could go check on the villagers, but he didn’t like the idea of me checking on my friends?

“You’re completely obsessed with that portal,” Dad said. “That’s all you talk about anymore. Maison, the portal, Earth, the portal. I’m surprised you’re ever in the Overworld these days. All you do is go back and forth to Earth.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “I went to the Nether, remember? You broke down the portal afterward.”

Dad looked at me, confused. For a moment there was a terrible silence between us. All I could hear was the sound of ghasts crying outside our door.

“What portal?” Dad asked.

“The one to the Nether that Alex and I built next to the house,” I said. “We were in such a rush to defeat Herobrine that we didn’t break it right away, but when I came back home it was gone, so I figured you destroyed it.”

“I never saw any portal,” Dad said. “I definitely never broke one next to the house.”
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