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CHAPTER 1

The Art of Growing Nether Wart: Potion Brewing for Beginners: The Super-Charged Creeper (and Other Cautionary Tales. Ella slid her finger along the worn book spines lining Gran’s bookcase. It doesn’t matter which book I choose, she reminded herself. What matters is the enchantment I get!

She grabbed the Nether wart book and slid it into the left-hand slot of the enchantment table. Then she reached into the bin for a piece of lapis lazuli. The blue stone felt cool and smooth beneath her fingertips.

“Okay,” she said out loud. “Here goes nothing.”

She plunked the lapis lazuli into the right-hand slot of the enchantment table. Then she stared at the thick book with the golden cover that rested atop the table. As if a breeze had blown through the drafty room, the pages of the book began to flutter. Sparks flew between that thick, golden book and the scads of other books on the shelves surrounding the enchantment table. Ella inhaled deeply, wishing she could breathe in all of that magic and knowledge and keep it for herself. But as soon as it had begun, the moment—and magic—passed. The only remnant was the mysterious purple glow of the book she had placed in the slot.

Ella slid it out carefully, as if it might be hot to the touch. Then she dropped it with a sigh.

“Depth Strider.” She practically spit the words. What good was the Depth Strider enchantment when she lived at the top of a hill, far away from lakes, rivers, and mountain streams? The only body of water nearby was the tiny fishpond Gran had dug for her cousin Jack. Ella didn’t need to wear Depth Strider boots to swim across that pond. She could pretty much leap across it in a single bound.

“Save it for later,” she told herself, tossing the enchanted book on the bottom shelf alongside all the other books with useless enchantments.

Gran said they might be useful someday, and she had taught Ella how to use an anvil to transfer those enchantments onto tools and other things.

“Someday,” Ella said thoughtfully. “I’m going to hold you to that, Gran.”

She checked the clock on the wall, which showed the sun dipping low in the circular sky. She had time for one more enchantment before dinner. But as she reached for another book, Ella froze. A faint howling—the same sound that had woken her up that morning—pricked her ears. She cocked her head, straining to hear.

What was that?

Was Jack crying out from the basement, like he had the day he’d tripped and broken all of his potion bottles? No. This sound wasn’t quite human. Was it a mob—the dreaded moan of the zombies Gran had warned Ella and her cousins about? Maybe. But the sound wasn’t scary exactly. It was more . . . sad. Terribly, awfully sad.

Ella pulled the hood of her cape up over her ears. The thick wool muffled the mournful sound. So did the chime of the bell tower—Gran’s signal that dinner was about to be served. Thank goodness! thought Ella. Something about the strange howling made her long to be with Gran and her cousins, to be safe and snug in a warm kitchen rather than alone in the drafty enchantment room.

She closed the glass doors of the fireplace and raced down the long, winding hall that led past the crafting room. Around this corner and that, her heeled boots clattered with every step—until she hit the soft woven rug. As she rounded the hallway toward the kitchen, she paused to enjoy the sunset. Well, it wasn’t a real sunset. It was a canvas painting of mountains cast in the purple glow of the fading sun.

Gran’s rule was to slow down enough to appreciate one beautiful thing every day. She’d be asking the kids about it at dinner—Ella knew to be prepared. Then she raced down the last twisty hall toward the kitchen. Screeched to a halt. Sighed. And backed up a few steps toward the basement door. Gran’s other rule was to never leave Jack behind. Even at dinnertime, it was Ella’s job to find him and make sure he’d heard the bell. There was nothing wrong with Jack’s hearing. But when a boy spends all his time brewing potions in the basement, he’s bound to miss something. So why is that my problem? thought Ella as she started down the cobblestone steps.

She wound around the circular staircase, dodging cobwebs and tripping over mossy stones.

“Jack!” she called into the darkness. Gran kept torches going at all hours—that was one more rule of hers. But the thick obsidian walls of the basement seemed to suck the light right out of those torches.

At the base of the stairs, Ella felt for the handle of the heavy oak door. She pushed it open with a grunt. There was Jack, bent over the brewing stand, a tuft of his wayward hair poking out over the top. He glanced up, squinting into the light. “What?” he said.

“Dinner!” said Ella. “Gran already rang the bell.”

She turned to start back up the staircase. She could smell the fresh bread Gran had just pulled from the oven. She could practically taste it. But the potion bubbling on Jack’s brewing stand was such an unusual shade of lavender-blue that she snuck another look. “Is that a new one?” she asked.

He stood a bit taller. “Potion of swiftness,” he announced. “Gran harvested some sugar cane for me.”

“Good old Gran,” said Ella.

Gran grew everything in her garden, from tall stalks of golden wheat to dewy melons and plump pumpkins. And if she’d harvested sugar cane, there’d be pumpkin pie for dinner. Yum!

Ella took the stairs two by two, until a silverfish scuttled across her path. “Yuck!” She dodged the critter, then carefully navigated the last few steps until she’d made it to the top.

She heard music drifting from the kitchen before she even stepped foot inside. Gran had an old jukebox that she played round the clock, filling the room with sweet melodies.

As Ella entered, Gran glanced up from the table she was setting. Her silver hair spilled down over her cyan-colored robe—just one of the many shades of blue lining her closet. “There’s my girl,” said Gran with a warm smile. She was almost always smiling. But Ella knew that behind Gran’s grey eyes lay a great well of sadness, too. She gave Gran a squeeze just as Jack trotted into the room. But their oldest cousin, Rowan, was missing.

“Will you find her, please?” asked Gran, giving Ella a knowing look.

Ella fought the urge to roll her eyes. Why do I have to be the messenger? I’m starving! But she would never say something like that to Gran. Not after everything Gran had done for her and her cousins.

Ella jogged through the kitchen, toward the front of the house. It was more like a mansion really. Gran’s house had twenty-three rooms—Ella and Jack had counted them one day. Bedrooms, crafting rooms, an enchantment room, a potion-brewing room . . . But not one of them was interesting enough to keep Rowan inside for long.

Ella pushed through the front door and skipped down the stone steps.

“Hey, Golem!” she shouted through the gate. “Seen Rowan anywhere?”

The enormous iron golem spun his head to gaze at her, his eyes dark and watchful beneath his heavy brow. He clanked toward the gate and held out a long arm, magically producing a rose. But he said nothing, as usual.

“Aw, thanks,” said Ella, reaching for the rose.

She broke off the stem and tucked the rose behind her ear. Then she began her nightly game of Hide and Seek with Rowan. Was her cousin perched on the obsidian wall circling the mansion? Hanging out her bedroom window at the top of the turret? Dangling her feet over the edge of the rooftop? Ella spun in a slow circle, looking up. As the sun slid behind a cloud, she shivered—and heard the click of the beacon lighting up behind her. The mansion grounds would never fall dark. Gran made sure of that.

“Blast! Why is that thing so bright?”

Ella turned to see Rowan straddling the wall, dressed in black from head to toe. If not for her fiery red ponytail, she would have blended right in with the dark stone.

“I can see clear to the extreme hills,” said Rowan, pointing. “At least I could, until that beacon blinded me.”

She was always scanning the horizon, searching for something. But what? wondered Ella. Does she wish she could sprout wings and fly away? Leave us all behind? Ella’s heart ached at the thought.

“Come up here and look!” said Rowan.

Ella eyed the spindly vine ladder strung over the wall. “No, thanks.”

Rowan shot her a glance. “Don’t you want to see what’s out there? Aren’t you even kind of curious?”

Ella shook her head. “I know what’s out there—zombies, skeletons, spider jockeys, Endermen . . .”

Rowan snorted. “Gran sure has you spooked. She’s teaching you to be a scaredy-cat.”

Hot lava bubbled up in Ella’s chest. “No she’s not! She’s teaching me how to do enchantments. She’s teaching Jack how to brew potions. And she’d teach you a few things too, if you’d let her.”

Rowan clamped her mouth shut. She stared back out over the horizon, inching forward along the wall.

“Why do you care so much about the world outside these walls?” asked Ella, her voice cracking. “Don’t we have everything we need here? Gran loves us and protects us . . .”

Rowan kicked at the stone with her heel. “I don’t need protection,” she spat. “I’d rather go out there and see the Overworld, like our parents did.”

Ella swallowed hard. As the sun made its final descent, she allowed herself to think about her mother—but only for a moment. She and her cousins lived with Gran because their parents had died during the Uprising, when the day and night cycle stopped and hostile mobs spawned uncontrollably across the Overworld.

Gran rarely spoke of the children she had lost, but Ella longed to know, Am I like my mother? Am I brave like she was?

A low, pitiful howl suddenly pierced the silence.

Ella whirled around. Was it a dog? Or . . . a wolf? She glanced at Rowan to see if she had heard, but her cousin sat perfectly still, staring out over the horizon.

“Did you . . .?” Ella’s question trailed off. If she asked Rowan about wolves, her cousin would just call her a scaredy-cat again, or go off on Gran for filling her head with spooky thoughts.

So Ella said nothing.

But a trickle of worry ran down her spine. The howling was growing louder, more insistent. And instead of trying to figure out what it was, Ella wanted to run inside and hide—to bury herself in Gran’s robes and shut her ears to the world outside.

I’m not brave like my mother, she decided, forcing back hot tears. But Rowan is.
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