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Prologue

Eek could feel someone watching him. First he heard footsteps on the nylium outside their Nether base. Then he saw a shadow moving between the trees of the crimson forest. For just a moment, he saw the sparkle of something silver right in the window! But when he ran to look … it vanished. “Hello?” Eek opened the front door and yelled, “IS ANYONE THERE?”

No answer. Outside, a half dozen piglins sitting in boats snorted pleasantly. “Please come out!” Eek said. “I am not supposed to leave, but I would like to meet you!”

There! Another sparkle of silver. Someone was running towards their Nether portal! Eek just barely caught sight of them before they disappeared into the portal, headed for the Overworld. They looked like a player. But not like any player he knew. How strange!

Eek didn’t waste a second: he leapt out the door and ran for the portal himself. A few seconds of loading later, he was standing in a mossy cave. The glow of a lava pool lit a staircase carved into the stone – and on that staircase was a pair of silver feet, disappearing upwards, towards the surface.

“PLEASE WAIT!” Eek called after them. “My friends told me to wait for them, but … earlier today, I counted every block we used to build our Nether base. Three hundred and fifty-one, if you are wondering!” They weren’t answering. The silver player reached the top of the stairs a few seconds before Eek – but he caught a glimpse of their arm swinging as they dodged behind a tree. “Then I counted them again.

“After that, I named every word I know in alphabetical order. That took a little bit longer. Did you know there are a lot of words?” Still no answer, which Eek thought was weird. Didn’t everyone love to talk? All his friends did. Maybe this person liked running more than they liked talking.

They soon came to a mountain – snowy and covered in spruce trees. The stranger started climbing. Eek followed. “Before I noticed you, I was pretending to be my friends and having conversations with myself. Would you like to hear my impressions?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “This one is Morgan: ‘Hello, Eek. Great job waiting for us’. And this one is Ash: ‘Wow, Eek! You are doing great’!”

Eek was pretty sure his impressions were perfect. The player didn’t react, though. They didn’t even slow down. “What I am trying to say is: I AM GLAD THAT YOU HAVE INVENTED A CHASING GAME FOR US TO PLAY.”

The silver player wasn’t far ahead now. Eek almost had them! Then they spun to the left and disappeared behind a huge spruce tree. Eek turned a moment later to catch up and was suddenly face to face with a bright green mob hissing like a kettle and blinking white: a creeper about to explode!
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With his lightning-fast computerised reflexes, Eek stacked blocks into a wall in front of him and jumped back. The creeper exploded, and the wall crumbled in a cloud of smoke. It had worked! Eek didn’t take damage. But when he looked around, the player was gone.

The moon shone down on a forest full of strange sights and sounds.

“OH, EEK. YOU ARE LOST,” Eek said in a half-hearted Po voice. In the distance, a creature howled hungrily.
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Chapter 1 
HARPER, WAKE UP! WAKE UP! IT’S A SCIENCE EMERGENCY!

Harper Houston woke up to the sound of her ringing alarm, like always. Getting up right at six-thirty was important for following her perfect morning routine! After a stretch and a yawn, she would check the weather (to pick the correct outfit for the temperature); pack an extra jumper and tank top (in case the weather changed by surprise); double-check her schedule (to bring the correct equipment for the day’s activities); eat breakfast; chop vegetables for the snails in her terrarium; go over the day’s Minecraft plan; then finally leave for school at seven-thirty. Easy. Just like every morning.

Harper reached over to turn off the alarm and saw that the time was 7:25. Seven- twenty-five? Her snooze button delayed the alarm by five minutes, which meant … she’d hit snooze eleven times?! How could she possibly have done that without waking up?
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Then Harper remembered. The night before, she had been thinking so hard – and worrying so much – it had taken her hours to fall asleep.

Her friend group had a lot to worry about lately. On only the second day at their new school, Ironsword Academy, they’d all gotten in big trouble for having a fake sword fight in the canteen. They’d spent the whole afternoon cleaning the school, which wouldn’t have been a big deal except for a much weirder problem: they only had one school week to save the life of their digital friend, Eek!

Back at their old school, Woodsword Middle, Harper’s favourite teacher, Doc Culpepper, had given them a Minecraft server with some unique features. Strangest among them was the existence of the Evoker King, a dangerous artificial intelligence who would have taken over all of Minecraft if they hadn’t stopped him.

Harper and her friends helped the Evoker King see the error of his ways – but his feelings were too big for his programming, and he broke into several pieces of code. When the team finally recombined his data, the Evoker King didn’t come back to life. Instead, he was reborn as a new being: an Evoker Kid, who they called Eek for short. But right when they met him, a big storm had damaged their school and the server they played Minecraft on.

Now Eek was trapped inside the damaged server! Doc Culpepper had carefully brought it to Ironsword’s computer lab, but it couldn’t be moved again without breaking completely. To make matters worse, their headteacher Mr Ferris was not a fan of storm-damaged experiments and planned to throw it away at the end of the week.

[image: ]

They believed Eek would be able to leave the server after they got to the End and defeated the Ender Dragon, but that was easier said than done. Harper, Morgan and Theo were the only members of the group who’d made it that far before, but their avatars had been defeated on Monday, and the server wouldn’t let them log back in.

Harper’s job was making the plan, but now they had only half their team and half the week left. Tuesday hadn’t been a complete waste (Ash had found a ton of treasure in a bastion remnant), but it hadn’t been a complete success, either. How were they going to make it to the End in time? What did they need to complete today? What if they were wrong about how to save Eek? What if—

7:28! Harper was spending all her time worrying again! If she wasn’t outside in two minutes, she’d miss the bus! No time for stretching and yawning. No time to check the weather; she’d wear a basic outfit and hope it was all fine. No time to double- check her schedule, pack her bag and go over her Minecraft plan. Despite the rush, she took a moment to chop a fresh carrot for her pet snails. Harper grabbed her backpack and phone, rushed out the door and barely caught the bus.

On the way to Ironsword, she told herself everything would be fine. It was a beautiful day. It was a normal Wednesday. There were no tests, no big projects due. In Ms Minerva’s class, they were doing solo reading for a book she had already read. In Doc Culpepper’s, they were doing a bridge-building project she’d already finished. Even tired, worried and unprepared, she would be fine. But knowing that didn’t stop her from thinking through the day over and over.
 
[image: ]

The bus let Harper off outside Ironsword Academy’s stone gate. The school was huge and looked a lot like a castle. She crossed the long lawn to the front doors and pushed them open.
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Whoosh. Cold air rushed out from inside. Ice- cold, like the middle of winter. Harper shivered as she stepped inside. All around her, kids were wearing big jackets, huddling in groups and rubbing their hands together to keep warm. The air-conditioning was on full blast!

Trying to heat up, Harper high-stepped her way to Ms Minerva’s classroom, where all her friends were waiting. “Wh-what’s g-going on?” she asked through chattering teeth.

“Nobody knows,” said Po Chen, one of Harper’s friends and fellow Minecraft players. He had pulled a hoodie up around his head and tightened it so far, she could only see his nose. “It’s been freezing all morning!”

“Is this one of Doc Culpepper’s experiments?” Harper asked.

“I thought so, too!” Theo Grayson answered. “But when I asked, she said she has no clue, either.” “Maybe someone left a fridge open?” Po asked. “Or a hundred fridges?”

Morgan and Jodi Mercado – the last two members of their Minecraft group at this school – didn’t even seem to notice the cold. They were looking at Morgan’s phone with very worried expressions. When they noticed her, Morgan held out the phone. “Uh, Harper, did you see the message from Ash?”

“No, I was running late this morning
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