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			To Muhsin, 
you deserve blessings upon blessings.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			[image: Drawing of a simple pixelated white flower with a round, blocky blossom and a straight gray stem with two short side branches, resembling an object from the Minecraft game.]In my old neighborhood, the teenagers used to tell me, “You’re so extra, Zing. You do too much.” They’d be cracking up, but I’d never get the joke. Now, I’m wondering why that too-muchness isn’t showing up in the build on my computer screen. What I’m seeing is not much to look at at all.

			I wave my blocky arms uselessly. At least my avatar, dressed in red with a golden crown, is cool. My legs bounce in my red (yes, it’s my favorite color) swivel chair, and I make my character hop in place a few times. I’ve never been able to sit still, so why should RedZinga have to, even if I have no idea what to do with her right now?

			I lean forward and stare, unblinking, into the large monitor like an idea will stare back at me. Like something more magical than rowhomes—attached skinny houses—on a boring city street will suddenly take shape. Some idea has to come. Our deadline to present this build is soon. I squeeze my eyes shut, then open them, willing a vision to pop up.

			Nothing looks back except the same brick, rectangular structures my partners Jannah and Mir created with me. Jannah has re-created the redbrick homes, except because they’re so old, these houses are fading into a yellow brown. She expertly chose sandstone blocks to create the look, which almost perfectly matches the drabness of what it looks like in real life. Drab on top of drab. We’ve crafted Honeysuckle Street exactly.

			Honeysuckle Street.

			As bland as it looks, I miss living there. Things weren’t so messed up before we moved.

			Mom and Dad keep hinting that things went wrong here because of my mouth. The truth is, when I speak, sometimes people don’t get me, and I don’t get them. Is it fair to hold that against a girl the way all the kids at my middle school did? I shake off thoughts of Great Valley, the name of my current school and neighborhood. It’s summer now. No need to care about that.

			I study the screen again for something to inspire. On one side of the street, the almost identical two-story houses are interrupted by occasional pops of color. Grandmom has a yellow house—because she’s a lot too—right in the middle of the block. Jannah used End stone bricks to re-create it. We used to live there with her. A couple of white houses, made with calcite, also cut through the sameness in random spots. Across the street, the rust-colored buildings continue, except for a large gray cobblestone building in the middle, representing the abandoned drugstore. It’s all so meh. We’re supposed to improve this. But how?

			Hoping for Jannah’s help, I gaze at my phone. I’ve done that a lot today. Why hasn’t she texted back?

			I catch a flicker of movement from the side of my eye and jerk my head back to the build. EnderMirr, clad in purple and black and sporting boxy hair, is breaking up blocks of grass in the patch that runs between the house of our old fussy neighbor, Ms. Berta, and the pharmacy. He’s the avatar my brother Mir (short for Samir) uses. I want to holler at him through the wall that separates our rooms and tell him to stop trying out weird landscaping builds. But I know Mir is sitting at his computer, probably sporting the same frustrated frown as me, and I’m working on not triggering him. Instead, I type a message into the chat:

			<RedZinga> what are you doing now?

			He doesn’t answer. Probably better that he doesn’t. We would just argue about this project again. We need Jannah. Jannah, our cousin who still lives on Honeysuckle Street, would know what to do. She balances us. Plus, her builds are fire! She was the one who got the sandstone and calcite blocks perfect for the houses on the block. That is, before she went ghost. Did she forget that she was part of our team?

			I stare at my phone, sitting next to the computer monitor on my desk. Think about something else.

			That just makes me think about it more. I’ve sent six messages. They’ve been sitting on my phone as “delivered” since yesterday morning. I thought about sending a seventh text all day, but I didn’t. Seven without a response feels like too much. Too much—like me. I hate when people say that about me.

			I even thought about texting Aunt Maryam, Jannah’s mom. But I didn’t want to be a snitch, begging my aunt to make her play with me like we’re three again. Our mission is more important than playing in the sandbox.

			Our project is for Phantasy Philly, a convention where kids get to re-create real Philadelphia places in Minecraft but put an imaginative spin on them. Actual city leaders will be there and might even make the changes we model. Some adults don’t take what kids do seriously, but cities around the world are being rebuilt by kids based on their Minecraft builds. I read about a few of them, like Pristina, the capital of Kosovo. It had an unused marketplace there that had become nothing but concrete and empty markets. Kids redesigned it into a skate park. Building professionals then brought their game builds to life.

			Phantasy Philly works the same way. Engineers, city planners, and lawmakers come to the convention, look at designs, and take notes. Last year, a kid crafted the 30th Street train station with a brand-new outdoor plaza. That plaza is now being built!

			As cool as that kid’s build was (and it was really cool), Jannah’s re-creation of the art museum made his look like basic blocks of grass and cobblestone. She’d noticed on a school trip a woman pushing all her belongings in a rusted shopping cart at the bottom of the art museum’s famous grand steps. It was a hot day, and there’s no shade there. With towers and arches of quartz, Jannah re-created the museum, which looks like an ancient Greek palace. Then, at the bottom of the many steps, just off to the side, she made a shelter for unhoused people. The size of a small house, the shelter was a miniature replica of the museum. It was beautiful but useful, with three long benches for sitting or sleeping underneath the arches. City leaders weren’t interested in building that, but it attracted the attention of the Crafties. They’re a club for Philly middle schoolers who are Minecraft experts. Getting in with them is the real reason I’m signed up for Phantasy Philly this year. I just haven’t figured out how to tell Jannah yet.

			This year’s Phantasy Philly theme is “Block Makeover,” or recreating an everyday neighborhood block into something unexpected. Jannah, Mir, and I have finished the first part: crafting the street as it is. The houses are on my screen. There’s the pharmacy. The skateable sidewalks made of stone slabs are in place. The trees are where they should be. We even figured out how to put white lines in the road. The only thing missing? Imagination. We’ve named our build Honeysuckle Dreams, but there’s nothing much to dream about. Everything is so blah. No fan—uh—phantasy in our model. Jannah is good at brainstorming the kinds of buildings that no one would think to create, like a shelter that looks like a palace. If she would only brainstorm with us. I swivel to look at my phone.

			Ugh, just forget it.

			I click the space bar twice and float up to the sky. Gliding above the buildings, I take in our build from a different angle. I note the slope of the street. I hadn’t paid much attention to how Mir formed the steep hill weeks ago when he was doing it, but I still pinch myself at how realistic it is—it looks exactly like Honeysuckle Street. That incline has to be perfect for something. I search my brain. It’s just a place where rainwater rolls down, causing a flood at the bottom of the hill. A smile breaks across my face when that sparks an idea in my mind.

			I dive down and start hacking at a strip of the road, digging one block down and six blocks wide—the street’s width. When I go to the inventory for water, messages fly onto the screen.

			<EnderMirr> zing, what are you doing?

			<EnderMirr> why are you tearing up the street???

			<EnderMirr> i worked hard on that!

			Oh, so he does remember how to use the chat.

			Before responding, I throw a bucket of water into the small well I’ve made. The banging from the other side of the wall that separates our two rooms jolts me out of my chair. Fine, I’ll respond.

			<RedZinga> making a water slide. honeysuckle street is perfect for a waterpark.

			But as I type it, it sounds a little silly to me. I ignore that thought and dump another bucket of water.

			<EnderMirr> impractical! how will people get to work?

			Yeah…how would they? Maybe they’d boat there? I hunch over my keyboard, trying and trying to think of an answer to type back that makes sense. My shoulders sag. Oh, forget it! The audience at Phantasy Philly will laugh us off the stage. Once again, this is another desperate plan and a dead end. I’m not yet ready to admit that to Mir, so I turn my attention to what he’s doing. The deep square crater he’s formed near the pharmacy makes my stomach lurch.

			<RedZinga> well, what in the world are you making?

			<EnderMirr> an underground garden.

			Another bust. I’m not the only one who’s lost. I try to figure out a gentle way to say that. We’ve argued enough about this project today, plus I get what he’s trying to do. He’s probably designing a private space that lets him enjoy the outdoors. Mir needs quiet spaces sometimes, but this would never be taken seriously. He saves me the trouble.

			<EnderMirr> it isn’t working! i can’t find good ways to get the sun on crops.

			<RedZinga> torches? a glowstone?

			<EnderMirr> on the real honeysuckle street?

			He’s right. No one would take seriously putting these kinds of things on a block in Phantasy Philly. Although I still hate his idea, I wrack my brain for something that would work, but I can’t think of a real-world equivalent that’s safe and efficient in bringing the kind of light he needs to grow plants.

			<RedZinga> back to square one?

			EnderMirr begins putting blocks of dirt back into his hole in answer, so I put blocks back into my hole, bringing Honeysuckle Street back to its everydayness.

			That done, I look back at my phone.

			Ugh, stop looking at it, I tell myself again. I toss it onto the bed, which is a few feet from the desk where I’m sitting. Good, stay there. So I can think about something else. So I can forget about how Jannah hasn’t texted back and how it’s clear that things have changed between us.

			I turn back to the computer screen. The Minecraft world we built blurs. It’s too quiet in here to focus. Too, too quiet.

			Honeysuckle Street is loud. It’s a place where the people bring the ruckus! The noise is R & B and hip hop blasting from cars, women laughing hard, and basketballs pounding pavements. It’s gospel music wafting from old Mr. Melvin’s windows every morning and the adhan, the Muslim call to prayer, blaring from Aunt Maryam’s house because she’s always cooking and keeps the door open for air. So. Much. Sound.

			I beat on the desk, trying to beat out a song that used to boom outside all the time when I lived there. I can’t quite get it right, so I stop.

			The sounds are gone. Black and brown faces are mostly gone too. Philly is only an hour away from Great Valley, but it might as well be in another country. After we moved last year, my parents kept promising we’d return to visit, but their new jobs kept them busy and tired. It’s July now, and we’ll go back in a couple days. Mir and I will stay at Grandmom’s for three weeks, but Mom and Dad can only stay one or two days at the end. We’ll see Jannah, and I can leave this place.

			My phone chimes. I jump up and scoop the phone off my bed. A text!

			Jannah: I’m bored. Time to game? Anyone?

			Is she bored too? But why text that after I’ve texted six times about working on our project? And what does she mean by “anyone” if she’s just texting me?

			Unless the text wasn’t for just me. Was it meant for me at all? Suddenly, the text disappears.

			She was probably trying to text the Crafties, the group who are the reason she’s so okay with not talking to me.

			I watch dots load on the screen, like she is going to write me something. An apology? A response to my six messages? Dots pop up, then disappear. Pop up, then disappear. Then, the screen goes completely still. Again.

			“Argh!” That’s it! I’m breaking my seven-text rule.

			I write out how it’s real crappy that she wants to game with others when we have a whole project sitting right here. How it’s rude not to text back, how I can’t believe she won’t even include me in her new friend group, how it shouldn’t matter that I live far now, and how she is the worst cousin. I peck out a huge, awful block of text. There are enough sentences to make my sixth-grade English teacher proud and then some. It’s too much. Like me. I don’t care. I type and type, even including how lonely I am without her. I went from having neighbors who were at least always around and a cousin who was closer than a sister to having no one to talk to. I went from all that to nothing but my quiet room. I stab the letters on the screen with my fingers, writing in caps lock:

			Me: I DON’T HAVE ANY FRIENDS!

			Typing that truth is a punch to the stomach that stops me from typing more. I’ve never told her that.

			I haven’t told my parents or Mir. It’s embarrassing. No one likes me in Great Valley. It’s why getting with the Crafties matters. They meet up on the weekends at a rec center to game. I could go to Philly more often if I got into their crew, and Jannah would remember we’re supposed to be close.

			I stare at my big, angry, sad text paragraph. Can I tell Jannah all of this? My thumb hovers over the send button.

			I delete the whole big block, and I send nothing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			[image: ]I toss the phone down, go back to my seat, and swivel in my chair for the noise. Knee bouncing up and down as I twist in my seat, wishing I could be in the Minecraft world instead of here right now. I need to get out. I will leave this place soon. I need to keep reminding myself that I’ll get a break from this quiet sameness.

			Needing to look somewhere besides these screens, I stare out the window to the left of my desk. I tell myself that it’s not all bad here in Great Valley—this county out in the boondocks of Pennsylvania. It’s just bad for me. We moved here because of the better autistic support program for Mir. At least he’s made friends in the program, and he’s doing well in school. I try to remember that and the good things. It’s peaceful here. That’s for sure. The loudness of Honeysuckle Street sometimes made Mir so anxious, he’d need to stay in the tent in his room with headphones on, but that doesn’t happen here.

			Great Valley is “pretty as a painting,” as Grandmom would say. In the fall, the trees are grand and gold. They almost show up the big houses in this neighborhood. The winters are wonderlands. Springs are perfect whites and perfect pinks, with blossoms everywhere. Perfect, perfect, perfect. Magical, even. Until it gets so pink that all I can think of is Pepto-Bismol. I need to get out repeats in my ears.

			I’ve tried going outside and skating around here. I have Heelys, or sneaks that have wheels inside the soles. Mine have creepers on the side. But there aren’t lots of sidewalks here like in Philly. You can only go so far before you hit wide roadways. I used to circle the same block, seeing the same trees and hearing the endless silence of Great Valley. Now, I mostly just sit. In my red chair. My legs bounce, wanting to go somewhere. I need to get out.

			How did things get so messed up here?

			The worst thing you can do is make me sit in silence. The middle school gods did their absolute worst to me this year. Okay, not gods. I’m Muslim. I’m not supposed to say stuff like that (although is it so bad if I don’t mean gods, literally?). God forgive me anyway…Astaghfirullah, let’s say it this way: Someone who makes the rules—and I am not saying that someone is godlike in any way—decided everyone should ignore me during my first year at Great Valley Middle School.

			The other kids never spoke more than two words to me, and that’s rough for a person who has a lot to say. All year, I only got wrinkled noses and pursed lips as responses every time I tried to talk. It was like I smelled funny, but I don’t smell at all. I wear deodorant. Only the best. My mom has been making me go to Sephora to buy bath products since I turned twelve a couple months ago. She says, “Nzinga, you are becoming a lady,” and I need to “treat myself like a queen” because someday I’ll grow up to be like the African warrior queen I’m named after. She’s really into the whole royalty thing. That fancy stuff isn’t ever making me royal. But I do feel like a court jester.

			I mean, I definitely make the kids at Great Valley laugh, even when I’m not trying to be funny. Take the fact that I can make my voice like a news reporter’s. It’s so cool! I’d even let Jannah hear it on the phone—when we were still talking. She’d gasped, then told me I sounded like I’d hopped off CNN. So I read with that voice in English class one day after every kid mumbled in the most god-awful boring way through their turns reading an article about the Civil War. Someone needed to pick up the pace and drama. Somehow, that was hysterical to the whole class. Even Ms. Harris was sucking in her cheeks to keep from laughing.

			Or sometimes, Great Valley kids would look at me funny when I went on and on about something new I discovered. Like when I found out about binturongs, which are bear cats—wild, right? Truthfully, a binturong isn’t really a bear or a cat. It’s the size of a wolf, and it has a bushy coat like a black bear, but it has cute kitty triangle ears and whiskers, and its ancestors used to eat meat but…Oh no…See, I’m doing it again. The thing is, I’ll blab on about a bear cat (because how do you stop talking about one?) or some other fabulous thing and forget to look to see if the other person is into it too. When I pause, other kids are looking back at me with a smirk or, even worse, wide eyes. That happened a lot at Great Valley. If I’m being honest, it’s happened with Jannah a few times too. That never stopped her from texting me Minecraft memes every day. That is, until now.

			For my finest performance, though, we have to go way back to last September, even before my reporter and bear-cat moments. It happened at the very start of the school year. My stomach twists, and my face tightens into a cringe at the memory. I absentmindedly have RedZinga stack wooden planks as I remember.

			

			—

			My first week at Great Valley was ending, and at lunch, Principal McKinley invited kids to come and speak to everyone. By Friday of that first week, you better believe I had lots to say. I always have too much to say.

			Blame it on the way the school is set up. Great Valley is a fifth- through eighth-grade school—completely different from the one in my old neighborhood. What this means is that all the students in sixth grade already knew each other. Their friend groups were set by the time I stepped on the scene. In Monday’s homeroom, the kids weren’t interested in getting to know the girl with the hijab. This sucked, but I thought, meh, no biggie, classes switch in middle school. Mom told me so. Each class will have a different teacher and a different group of students. I planned on making friends in my next class. There might even be another Black kid. (Yeah, I was the only one in my homeroom.) Maybe I’d even see Mir. Although he’s a grade below me and in Autistic Support part of the day, I always ended up running into him back at my old school.

			But Mom was wrong. Although the teachers and classrooms changed, in the next class, the next, and the next, I was with the same twenty kids. With me, twenty-one. The odd one out. Even at lunch, our class was told which four round tables in the cafeteria were ours. I sat at each of the tables during the week. I tried talking to everyone. No one talked much back to me.

			So when Principal McKinley got up on stage—with his pale, bald lightbulb head shining—and announced that Fridays at lunch were our time for community meetings, when he stated this was our time to be heard, when he stressed that we could make our school year what we wanted, and when he repeated that he wanted to know our hopes for the school year, my hand flew up.

			He looked in my direction curiously, and I jumped out of my seat. When I get excited, I can’t stand still. I paced as I spoke, almost shouting in the cafeteria.

			“My name is Nzinga. That’s pronounced INN-ZING-AH. Or Zing, for short. I hope this school helps kids get to know each other. You call this a community, but we have to mix it up if we want to be in a community, not stay with the same class all day.”

			I motioned to the students around me. “Try not to talk to just the people you’ve always known. Make new friends. This school will be a more fun place.”

			I had more to say, but Principal McKinley said real loud, “Thank you!”

			He forced a smile as he pointed down, motioning roughly for me to sit.

			That’s when I noticed every kid looking at me like my diamond-sword-patterned hijab had fallen off. I reached up and felt for my scarf. I clumsily backed into my seat, almost missing it and coming very close to crashing to the ground. The metal legs of the chair made a sharp scrape against the floor.

			“Our sixth-grade scholars stay in their assigned placements for safety, but your point is well taken.” He smiled again, but he was almost wincing. “Let’s make sure everyone has friends.”

			At this, a few kids snickered. I heard one or two snorts.

			I realized after that week that no one ever spoke at community meetings besides Principal McKinley. He’d say he was open to hearing from us but then kept talking by himself. I for sure wasn’t going to volunteer to share something again.

			The kids continued to ignore me for the rest of the school year, like my speech confirmed they had been right to do that in the first place. Even worse, they’d smirk when they did notice me. I got used to having no one to talk to at school. I tried not to talk so much, tried to disappear, but I still forgot sometimes and had bear-cat moments.

			

			—

			And now my own cousin won’t talk to me. I grab the desk again until my fingertips hurt more than the silence.

			Think about something else.

			As if to answer my need for sound, I hear Mir tiptoe-stomp in the room next door. That’s right. Mir walks on his toes, or rather gallops on them, and it sounds like someone stomping through his room. Although he’s younger, he’s slightly taller than I am, and quite a bit heavier, but that hasn’t stopped him from moving like a track star on his bruised toes.

			I know Mir misses our old neighborhood too. We’ve been able to imagine being there these past few months through this Minecraft project. That is, until it stalled.

			Let it go.

			I begin crafting two planks and some sticks into a gate. I started making another one days ago, but Mir shot it down. I’m not ready to drop having a gate, though. What if I grabbed some redstone and made it automated? That could be interesting, right?

			We’ve got to build something amazing. How else will the Crafties notice? When frantic comments fly through the chat, I roll my eyes. Here we go again.

			<EnderMirr> NO! NO! NO! WE SAID NO!!!

			<RedZinga> honeysuckle street would be cool if it was gated!

			<EnderMirr> wacky wheelies!!! how will jalil and kayla do wacky wheelies!!!

			I chuckle at this. He isn’t wrong. The crazy bike races around the real Honeysuckle Street, where teens do stunts like wheelies, would be interrupted by a gate. I don’t think the adults would mind. Kayla went sailing off her bike last year. Alhamdulilah, someone had put out an old couch for trash pickup, and she had landed there, feet above her head!

			“Fine,” I grumble to myself as I start dismantling my gate. But then I see Mir has started a new cherry grove. He has all the audacity. I rebuild the parts of the gate I started.

			<RedZinga> ms. berta will get you!

			On Honeysuckle Street, according to Ms. Berta, someone or something is always in the way of her sun. There is no way Mir could grow a patch of trees in the sunniest spot on the block, which we already discussed.

			<EnderMirr> they need sun.

			<RedZinga> so does ms. berta.

			<EnderMirr> what does jannah think?

			<RedZinga> she won’t text me back.

			I’m grumpily hacking at a cherry tree when I hear unmistakable tiptoe stomps in the hall.

			Mir knocks hard at my door and calls out, “Zing!” He bursts in before I can say to come in—or to stay out. I blow out a puff of air.

			“Rude!” I yell.

			“You are rude! And why, may I ask me?”

			I groan. “Why, may I ask me” is a new phrase he’s started using after hearing someone say “Why, may I ask you,” because he’s very interested in asking himself about his own opinions.

			He answers his question, “You keep destroying my landscape builds! You are griefing me!”

			“Mir, you’re griefing me because I didn’t give you permission to come in. That’s something you have to ask me.”

			He starts tiptoe-pacing the room, and it’s as if my words are hitting a force field around him that blocks out whatever I say.

			I stand and yell, my voice getting progressively louder until I finally get his attention.

			“Mir. Mir! MIR! SA-MIR!”

			“Yes,” he says simply.

			I try to phrase my next words carefully, so they don’t bring dramatic Mir out. I say in my calmest voice, “You can’t put tall trees where Ms. Berta likes to sit.”

			Dramatic Mir comes out anyway. “All you say is no! No, no, no, no, no, no,” he sings the noes in an obnoxious song and goes back to tiptoe-pacing. He is still singing when I break in.

			“You’ve been saying lots of noes to me!” I shout into his force field.

			He’s still singing “no, no, no,” so I break in by singing “no, no, no” back. He gets louder, but he’s smiling, so I get louder.

			“Griefer!” he shouts.

			“NPC!” I name-call him back.

			“I’m keeping the trees!” he says.

			“I’m keeping the gate!”

			“Nooooo!” he sings even louder. We are both singing “no” so loud, I’m not sure how Mom or Dad hasn’t come up to tell us to shut down the noise.

			“You are so pushy!” flies out of both our mouths at the same time. I make a bomb sound and collapse onto my bed like I’ve been hit by one. “RedZinga was blown up by Creeper,” I say robotically. And wouldn’t you know it? Mir laughs.

			I hop off the bed and step over to the computer. I point to the cherry tree saplings on the screen. “I’m sorry, Mir, but Ms. Berta…” I drift off.

			He ignores me and points at the gate I’ve built. “This is a horrendous invention!” he says in a high-pitched voice like SoulFire, the YouTuber he’s been following a lot lately who says big words like “horrendous” for effect.

			So I don’t irritate him again, I make my voice matter-of-fact the way Mom does sometimes when I say, “That’s not a nice word.” But I hack at the gate.

			“I guess it is pretty bad,” I admit.

			After my gate’s gone, I put my cursor on the trees. “Okay?” I ask him.

			“Okay,” he responds, but he doesn’t sound happy about it. I clear the trees.

			We look back at Honeysuckle Street. Still the same. Nothing new added.

			“We need something,” I say.

			“We need Jannah,” he says.

			“Texting isn’t working,” I tell him again.

			He runs out of my room back to his and returns in an instant.

			He’s holding his tablet and plops onto my bed. I see that he’s already dialed Jannah for a video call. My shoulders droop. If she’s not responding to texts, there’s no way she’d pick up and talk face-to-face. My eyes bug when, after only two rings, she picks up. I roll my chair over.

			“Salaam, Mir!” she says, sounding happy to talk to him. I peer into the screen, seeing the white headboard of her bed in the background. I also watch her face go flat when she sees me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			[image: ]Even though she quickly fixes her face, the expression Jannah made when she first saw I was also on this call is another punch to the stomach. I take a breath.

			“Salaam, Jannah!” I say like I didn’t notice. “We want to know if you’d be down to talk ideas for our project.”

			I don’t mention the texts. Especially not the one she deleted.

			“Oh yeah, I, uh, just noticed your texts. I was about to respond,” Jannah says. She looks off when she says that, definitely lying.

			I clear my throat and swallow my salty feelings. No point in wasting time. “Glad we caught you, then. We’ve only got until the end of this month, less than four weeks, and we need your ideas on what to add to make this block different. Can you log in and look at it?”

			She looks sheepish, “We do need to work on it, we do. I, uh, just need a way to get back into everything. So much happening at school…” Her voice drifts, and she looks behind her. “Sorry about all the noise.”

			“We don’t hear anything. School is out,” I say confusedly. Mir nods.

			“Weekend school,” she says quickly. “The block is busy too.”

			Weekend school? We haven’t gone to Islamic weekend school since we were ten. Is she keeping her get-togethers with the Crafties a secret from me?

			“Yeah, so less than four weeks,” I remind her.

			She looks away from the screen, like that will make the deadline go away. Like she doesn’t want to do any of Honeysuckle Dreams. At all. Jannah, who introduced me to Minecraft and might be more obsessed than me, twists her mouth like even the thought of logging on is sour. Even though we both know she was just trying to play a game with other people.

			She says nothing back for an awkward moment. I shift in my chair, thinking of something else to say.

			Mir suddenly says, “Hrrrm.”

			We both giggle at this. It’s our old joke when we don’t know what to say next, or we’re simply trying to make each other laugh. We start making sounds like villagers.

			“Hrrrm, hrrrm, hrrrm,” Jannah says back with exaggerated seriousness in her tone. She folds her arms across her chest and bobs her head.

			I say “hrrrm” almost like “please.” I give her puppy dog eyes.

			She sighs. I’ve gotten to her. Villager speak always works.

			“Sure. It’s just there’s so much building to do…” she says. Suddenly, a smile spreads across her face. “Survival mode!”

			Both Mir and I turn to each other with furrowed brows.

			“We haven’t played a game in Survival in a while. That will get me back into the swing of things!”

			Mir claps at this, and I have to admit the challenge of it sounds almost tempting. Almost. Time is short. Our only focus should be on building Honeysuckle Dreams with the endless inventory provided in Creative mode, not hunting down every resource and morsel of food while fighting killer mobs.

			“We have so much to do,” I say.

			“We’ll just play a game for a little bit, mess around for thirty minutes, then get back to Honeysuckle Dreams,” Jannah says.

			“How much fun can we have in thirty minutes?” Mir speaks aloud my confusion, but then he lets it go quickly. He loves Survival. “We can try it. We fight good together!”

			We’ve had some fun Minecraft battles, but I’m not in the mood to fight with Phantasy Philly hovering over my head.

			Jannah says, “It will get things flowing for me. So I can be creative and go to Honeysuckle Dreams after.”

			Well, she is promising to get into the build. “Sure, we can do both,” I say, looking at the time on the screen. “We can stay up a little late tonight.”

			Mir puts down the tablet and runs to his room.

			“Wait, Mir!” I yell.

			Jannah is already on her computer.

			I log out of Honeysuckle Dreams and see Jannah (or JCraaaft in Minecraft) has invited me to a server called “The Sanctuary.
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