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CHAPTER 1


THE ORACLE


The speckled creepers flowed out of the jungle like a green, angry flood, the singular thought within their tiny brains echoing over and over again: explode . . . explode . . . explode.


Herobrine stood atop the cliff that overlooked the Jungle Temple and watched his creatures move out of the tree line and across the open clearing. Huge gouges torn into the landscape marked where TNT had exploded; the red and white blocks had been detonated by the desperate villagers in their defense against the spider queen and her vicious army of eight-legged monsters. Infant blades of grass were just starting to cover exposed dirt with a fresh velvety green coating, erasing the brown pockmarks that made the terrain around the temple look like the cratered surface of the moon.


The NPCs and Herobrine’s arch-nemesis, Gameknight999, were gone. It was Herobrine’s plan to pounce on the villagers right after the spiders finished their initial attack, smashing down on them with his army of creepers and zombies. . . . But somehow, yet again they had escaped.


Rage and fury boiled within him, his eyes glowing bright, but then fading as he regained control.


“I’m done underestimating you, User-that-is-not-a-user,” Herobrine grumbled to himself. “Our next encounter will be our last!”


Standing with his arms outstretched, Herobrine yelled down to the black and green spotted creatures.


“Come, my children; give this stone structure your loving embrace.”


The massive group of monsters approached the temple. A lone creeper scurried out ahead to the stone side of the structure, its little feet moving in a blur. Stopping right next to the wall, it started to hiss and glow, its body swelling with explosive intent. In an instant, it . . .


BANG!


The creature exploded against the mossy cobblestone wall. It should have been enough to destroy it, but strangely it hardly scratched the rocky partition. Another stepped forward and obeyed Herobrine’s command, giving the last measure of its life. . . . Again it exploded, but barely hurt the wall.


Herobrine growled. He could feel the old hag laughing at him from down in her underground chamber.


“So, Oracle, you’re using your magic to hold this place together,” Herobrine said. “Well, let’s see what you do with this.”


Reaching his hands up into the sky, fingers curled and extended like a dragon’s claw, Herobrine gathered his crafting powers and projected them into the dark clouds overhead. A satisfying rumble echoed across the landscape, followed by another and another until . . .


CRACK!


A bolt of lightning streaked to the ground, striking one of the creepers. Instantly, a sparkling blue charge of electricity surrounded the explosive creature, giving it an almost magical appearance as sparks danced across its green skin. Another bolt slashed down at the monsters, then another and another, creating more of the charged monsters, the electrical energy magnifying their destructive potential.


Three of the super-charged creepers moved silently toward the building, the hissing of their internal fuses filling the air. This time, their horrific explosions tore a gash into the side of the building, the electrical boost from the lightning magnifying their strength. Cobblestone blocks rained down across the landscape, the cubes of stone bouncing off the heads of nearby monsters.


“Excellent!” shouted Herobrine. “The rest of you . . . ATTACK! LEAVE NOTHING STANDING!”


A wave of charged creepers scurried forward, each exploding and taking with it another chunk of the jungle temple. Slowly, the upper level disappeared one creeper at a time. The green spotted monsters erupted with hateful fury as they climbed across the structure, looking for any piece of the building they could destroy, satisfying their purpose in life with a violent exclamation point.


Once the surface of the temple was destroyed, the charged creepers moved into the underground passages, blasting away until there was not a single cobblestone left. In minutes, any evidence of the jungle temple’s existence was completely erased from the surface of the Overworld.


Teleporting to the now-smoking crater, Herobrine looked down into the hole. A large pool of lava sat off to the left, part of the old hag’s traps. But to the right, he could see a set of stairs that plunged down into the depths of Minecraft.


“I know you’re down there, old woman, and I’m coming for you,” he said.


Putting his fingers to his mouth, Herobrine whistled. The piercing sound cut through the air like a blade through flesh, making all the creepers cringe. In an instant, moans and growls filled the air as a massive army of zombies stepped out of the tree line and approached the newly formed hollow. Herobrine knew what would be waiting down there at the end of that stairway . . . jaws and fangs ready to tear into flesh. He wanted nothing to do with that fate himself. Instead, he would sacrifice his zombies’ lives until it was safe for him.


“Go into that tunnel and secure it,” Herobrine said to the mob of zombies, “but leave the old woman alone . . . she belongs to me.”


The zombies growled their understanding, then moved down into the crater, around the pool of lava and into the dark stairway. Instantly, Herobrine could hear the growls and barks of wolves, probably a hundred of them. He imagined those snapping jaws tearing into the zombies with reckless abandon, but his monsters continued into the stairway obediently, driven by Herobrine’s command and fear of their leader. Wave after wave of decaying green creatures pushed into the passage. Moans and barks echoed out of the underground chamber together. But slowly the zombie growls rose to the front of the cacophony as the barking diminished . . . one wolf perishing for every two or three zombies.


Eventually, the final yelp of pain from the last wolf echoed underground, leaving only the sorrowful moans of the zombies to fill the air. It was now safe for Herobrine to enter. Pushing aside the green creatures, he strode down the stairs like a conquering hero, even though all he did was cruelly sacrifice the lives of others for his own selfish end.


Shoving his way down the stairway, Herobrine pushed zombies out of the way until he finally reached the bottom of the stairs. The passage opened into an elaborately decorated chamber, with blocks of lapis, emerald, and gold spotting the floor. Tall columns of cobblestone stretched up to meet the ceiling, holding the overhead canopy of stone and dirt in place. The walls were ringed with torches spaced four or five blocks apart, their flames casting circles of light that filled the chamber with a golden radiance. The entire scene would be described as beautiful by anyone, except for Herobrine.


“So, you have finally come,” a scratchy voice said from the other end of the chamber.


Herobrine moved off the stairs and onto the chamber floor. Looking around him, he could see piles and piles of zombie flesh, many balls of glowing XP floating amidst the carnage. Taking a circuitous path, he stepped carefully away from the XP, not wanting to transform into a wolf or zombie. As he moved across the chamber, he could hear the click of the old woman’s cane. She was coming toward him . . . perfect.


“You have caused much trouble, Virus,” she said. “Was it necessary to kill all my wolves?”


“I will destroy everything that you cherish, just out of spite,” Herobrine answered.


“But you killed many of your zombies as well,” the Oracle said. “Have you no respect for any living thing?”


“These zombies are mine to command and mine to sacrifice as needed. They were happy to give their lives for me.”


“They didn’t look very happy to me,” the old woman said.


“You lack vision, old hag, and cannot see what is really important. A few hundred zombies sacrificed . . . who cares? Your emotions and sentiment cloud your judgment; that is why you will lose and I will win.”


“We shall see, Herobrine. But this time, Gameknight999 will be ready for you.”


“Like last time?!” he shouted. “Your puny little dogs were all that kept him from being destroyed. That won’t work again. The next time I face the User-that-is-not-a-user, I will have a little surprise waiting for him . . . something that even the great Oracle did not foresee.” He took a step closer, causing the old NPC to grip her cane firmly. “Did you feel the servers change? I didn’t think so. I was ever so careful when I crafted something that seemed so harmless and unimportant that it made it past the ever-watchful gaze of the great Oracle. But this innocuous thing will shift the balance of power for good, and bring the User-that-is-not-a-user to his knees before me.”


Herobrine then cackled an evil, maniacal laugh that reverberated throughout the chamber. Taking another step forward, he drew his sword and approached the Oracle.


“Your time is up,” he said with a smile on his face, “and now you don’t have any of your mutts to protect you. You have been abandoned by all the NPCs and are completely alone. The Oracle is at my mercy.”


“You don’t know the meaning of the word,” the Oracle spat, then lifted her cane and threw it aside.


“What are you doing?” Herobrine asked, confusion showing on his face.


The Oracle then smiled and closed her eyes, linking her arms across her chest.


“What are you doing?”


She said nothing . . . just smiled.


Herobrine could hear the music of Minecraft growing louder, building to a crescendo. He looked about the room nervously, unsure what was happening, then turned back to his prey. Gripping his sword firmly, he raised it high over his head. Taking one last step forward, he swung his weapon down upon the Oracle. But just as the razor-sharp blade was about to reach her gray hair, she vanished, Herobrine’s sword slicing harmlessly through thin air.


Turning quickly, Herobrine scanned the room. What happened? Had she teleported somehow? He didn’t think that she possessed any such powers. As he stood there at a loss for words, the torches mounted on the walls slowly started to extinguish, as if some invisible giant were pinching them between massive transparent fingers. One after another, flames flickered, then died out until the room was bathed in darkness.


Gathering his own teleportation powers, Herobrine disappeared and reappeared on the cliff that overlooked the scene, a gigantic crater now carved into the ground where the majestic temple had once stood. Spinning around, he looked for the Oracle, but she was nowhere to be found. The only hint that something monumental had just occurred came from the music of Minecraft. It had been building, growing louder and louder, but now he realized it was gradually decreasing in volume, almost back to normal, clinking lightly in the background.


With his glowing eyes darting left and right, Herobrine smiled.


“I must have done it. . . . I did it! I destroyed the Oracle!” he exclaimed to himself. “YOU HEAR THAT, GAMEKNIGHT999 . . . I DESTROYED THE OLD HAG, AND NOW I’M COMING FOR YOU!”


He disappeared, then reappeared on the shore of the ocean.


“And this time, User-that-is-not-a-user, I will have a little surprise for you.”


And as Herobrine cackled another of his evil, hateful laughs, he disappeared, leaving behind a smoking, cratered scar in the flesh of Minecraft.




CHAPTER 2


MILKY’S LAND


The collection of boats sailed across the featureless ocean for days. The NPCs had been able to fight off the huge army of spiders back at the jungle temple, with the pitched battle ending when Gameknight999 destroyed the spider queen. But the battle had been close and could have easily gone the other way. With another army of creepers and zombies barreling down on them, a little gift from Herobrine, they were given no choice but to turn and run.


Using boats provided by Gameknight’s user-friend, Shawny, they escaped Herobrine’s trap by sailing into the unknown; however, many were beginning to question this decision. With no sign of land for days now and their food supplies slowly getting depleted, many of the NPCs were whispering fears that they may never find dry land again. Gameknight could see some of the NPCs with fishing poles out, but the looks of discouragement on their blocky faces told him that few fish were being caught. If they didn’t find land soon, they would be in trouble.


On his right, Gameknight could see a collection of squid swimming nearby, their bright red mouths, ringed with sharp white teeth, standing out against the soft blue of the ocean. He always found these creatures interesting. Their toothy mouths always seemed so menacing, especially now that he was within the game; the razor-sharp teeth looked as if they could tear an NPC to shreds in seconds. Yet they were completely harmless; their ink sacks were used as a black dye when crafting. The boxy creatures moved with a peaceful grace through the waters, their long, rectangular tentacles dragging lazily behind; they meant no harm to any creature.


Gameknight999 envied these squid.


Glancing to his left, he found Digger in his own boat moving steadily forward with the flow of wooden vessels. The big NPC turned and looked at Gameknight, his light brown hair glowing in the light of the rising sun just emerging from behind the endless blue horizon, his gray eyes, as always, glowing with hope. Next to him rowed Stonecutter. The stocky NPC moved his boat effortlessly as he scanned the ocean for threats. He was always on watch for monsters.


“I love the colors of sunrise,” a voice said to his right.


Gameknight turned and found Monet113, his sister, rowing next to him in her own boat. She was still wearing her iron armor, but had removed her helmet. Bright blue hair streamed down her back, emphasizing her obsession with color and art.


“Me, too,” Digger said. “I don’t mind saying, even out here, I still feel better when the sun rises.”


“Yeah,” Gameknight999 answered, “it’s been nice not having monsters spawn out here in the ocean. A few days without fighting was just what everyone needed.”


The big NPC nodded his head, then moved his boat so that it was right next to Gameknight’s, leaving Stonecutter alone.


“You have any idea what we need to do once we find land?” Digger asked.


Gameknight shrugged his square shoulders.


“Not really,” he answered in a low voice. “All I know for sure is that we need to find a village with some food and start recruiting more NPCs. I suspect that Herobrine will be furious when he learns that we escaped his trap back there. He’ll likely throw everything he has at us when he finds us again. All the battles that we’ve faced so far will be nothing compared to the wrath that Herobrine will call down upon us.” Gameknight then leaned a little closer to the big NPC and lowered his voice. “I have a feeling that the Last Battle for Minecraft was not what we fought on the steps of the Source, facing Erebus and the monsters of the Overworld and the Nether. The Last Battle will be the conflict that is waiting for us on the horizon, somewhere out there . . . and we have to be ready.”


“Maybe we could get Shawny to bring some of the users to help us,” Monet said.


Gameknight shook his head.


“The ruling from the Council of Crafters is still in effect,” Gameknight replied. “If the users appeared, and the NPCs kept using their hands and weapons, they’d be kicked out of their village . . . and you know what that means.”


“They would become the Lost . . . an NPC without a village,” Digger said in a low voice, the words sounding like poison on his tongue. “They’d be forced to roam the Overworld without a community or friends or anything . . . completely alone.”


“You know how long a villager would survive in Minecraft on their own, Monet?” Gameknight asked.


“Not long,” Digger said.


The User-that-is-not-a-user nodded his head.


“So, we’re on our own?” she asked.


Gameknight and Digger both nodded their square heads.


“If a villager kept fighting after the users arrived, they’d be sacrificing everything,” Gameknight said. “I can’t ask anyone to do that. We have to figure out how to defeat Herobrine without the users.”


“Well, you should know; everyone has confidence in you to see us through this and defeat Herobrine,” Digger added.


I wish I could feel some of that confidence in myself, Gameknight thought. I don’t know what I’m doing. All these NPCs think I’m some kind of great hero, but I’m really a fake, just trying to get by without anyone knowing that I’m clueless.


He reached into his inventory and pulled out the spotted pink egg, the weapon that would destroy Herobrine, according to the Oracle. Rolling it between his stubby hands, he looked at the surface, trying to figure out what it was . . . but it was a complete mystery.


What am I going to do with this thing?


Thinking back, Gameknight could remember his last conversation with the old woman. She had said, “Look to the lowliest and most insignificant of creatures, for that is where your salvation will lie.”


What did she mean? It must be important.


He shuddered as waves of doubt crashed through his mind.


“You have any idea what you’re going to do with that thing?” Monet asked.


Gameknight shrugged.


“I’m sure you’ll figure it out; just don’t sweat it,” she advised. “When it’s time, you’ll know what to do, so don’t worry.”


“That’s fine for you, Monet, but I don’t work that way,” Gameknight said. “I can’t just wait for it to happen. There needs to be a plan and preparations, for many lives are relying on me to do the right thing. I can’t be like you and just act first, think later . . . that’s not the way I work.” He looked away from his sister and stared at the rising sun. The blushing sky had now changed to a deep blue, making it hard to see where it ended and the sea began. “Jenny . . . what if I can’t figure it out?” he whispered. “What if I’m not smart enough?”


“What?” she snapped. “Did you say ‘what if’?”


Gameknight looked down at the bottom of his boat.


“You know what Dad would say about that, don’t you, Tommy?”


He nodded.


“Yeah . . . he’d say don’t focus on the what ifs; focus on the now,” Gameknight recited as if he’d heard this from their father a thousand times. He leaned closer to his sister. “I wish he were here now instead of on the road. We could use his help . . . with the digitizer . . . with Herobrine. I bet he’d know what to do if he were home. But he never is, and he has me do his work for him when he’s gone . . . which is always!”


Gameknight’s dad was always on the road, trying to sell his inventions, and because of that Gameknight had gotten stuck in Minecraft. When his dad was gone, it was Gameknight’s responsibility to take care of his sister and keep her out of trouble. But none of them expected his sister, Jenny, to use the digitizer and go into Minecraft. Her act first, think second nature put her in trouble all the time, and it seemed that it was always Gameknight’s job to fix the situation.


Driving the thoughts of uncertainty and fear from his mind, Gameknight looked at the collection of boats that bobbed about near him. In the distance, he could see a sparkling missile streak up into the sky, then explode in a shower of color—one of Crafter’s fireworks. The wise NPC was using them to keep all the boats together, which proved successful through the long nights, but Gameknight was sure that the supply of fireworks must be getting low. Just as he was going to ask Digger about it, he heard Crafter’s young voice cry out over the sounds of the ocean.


“I see land!” Crafter yelled. “LAND!”


A cheer erupted from the collection of NPCs, Digger’s own exclamations booming across the watery landscape and filling Gameknight’s ears. With renewed hope, the villagers drove their individual boats as hard as they could, heading for the salvation that was just starting to peak its earthen head above the horizon.


After a few minutes, Gameknight could see the new land . . . but it was not what he expected. He could see tall red mushrooms standing like silent guardians across the landscape, their crimson sides spotted with small white squares. Intermixed were flat-topped brown mushrooms, their stalks bone-white. The ground itself was a mixture of muted purples and pinks that gave the landscape an almost alien appearance. Gameknight grew excited as he realized that they were approaching a mushroom biome. He’d never been in one of these before, but he had read about them online and watched multiple videos on YouTube.


As Gameknight grounded his boat and climbed out, he could hear the mooing of cattle. Running up a gentle rise, he was greeted by a massive herd of mooshrooms, red and white spotted cows with mushrooms growing out of their heads and backs. Their bright red skin stood out in stark contrast against the lavender mycelium blocks that covered the ground. As Gameknight surveyed the landscape, he could see his sister already standing atop one of the flat mushrooms, her eyes wide. He walked over.


“You like this?” Gameknight asked.


She nodded, then looked down and gave him a wide grin.


“The colors are fantastic,” she said. “The blocks that make up the landscape . . .”


“They’re called mycelium,” he said.


“Right, mycelium; they’re wonderful. I can count at least six different colors across their tops. And there are tiny spores coming out of them, as if the land itself is trying to grow more mushrooms,” Monet said in an almost dreamlike voice. “And the cows—”


“They’re called mooshrooms.”


She laughed when she got the joke.


“But no time for sightseeing right now, Monet; we have work to do.”


She looked down at her brother and sighed, then moved down the makeshift steps of dirt that she had made to get onto the mushroom’s dome. Gameknight and Monet headed out in search of Crafter. Monet spotted the young NPC first, his black smock standing out against the mauve background. Crafter had his axe out and was heading toward the tall white stalk of a massive flat-topped brown mushroom, the plant standing probably ten blocks high.


Gameknight started to speak: “Crafter, we need to—”


“We need to start harvesting the mushrooms,” the young NPC said.


“Right,” Gameknight answered, then turned to his sister. “Monet, start getting bowls from anyone who has one. These mushrooms can be used to craft a stew. It takes a brown mushroom and a red mushroom, and of course a wooden bowl. Gather as many bowls as possible so that we can get everyone fed.”


He then scanned the sea of faces around him, looking for a specific NPC.


“Herder!” Gameknight shouted.


“Over here!”


Gameknight turned and saw a tall, skinny boy with long black hair waving at him. He was wearing a smock the color of brown leather, a stripe of white running down the center. The boy ran toward the voice of his idol, the User-that-is-not-a-user, a huge smile on his square face.


“I’m here . . . I’m here,” the youth said excitedly as he stopped directly in front of Gameknight999.


“Yes, I can see that,” Gameknight answered. “You’re almost standing on my feet.”


“Oh, sorry,” Herder said and took a step back. “What can I do to help?”


“The mooshrooms,” Gameknight said.


Herder looked at him confused, then glanced at the red and white creatures.


“I want you to shear them,” Gameknight explained. “You can collect the mushrooms; then they’ll turn into regular cows. After the shearing, I want you to collect as many as you can. We need a new herd, and everyone knows that herding animals is your job.”


“But I don’t have any wolves to help,” the lanky boy complained.


“Then get some warriors to help. We will need food for later.”


Herder cringed when Gameknight mentioned the idea of killing the animals. He knew that this was difficult for Herder, but they both knew the realities of Minecraft. If you ran out of food, you didn’t last long.


“I’m relying on you to get this done. Can I count on you?”


Herder looked up at Gameknight and nodded his boxy head, proud that he’d been asked by the User-that-is-not-a-user to do this important task. The boy streaked off with a set of silver shears in his hands. Gameknight gestured for a group of warriors to help Herder. The warriors stopped digging up mushrooms and ran off toward Herder, shouting, “Wolfman! Wolfman!”


Gameknight smiled.


There was been a time when Herder had been a target of ridicule and bullying. His differences had attracted sarcastic and hurtful gibes, with mean-spirited pranks being played on him at nearly every opportunity. His nickname used to be Pigboy because of his work with the animals. The name was meant to hurt, not honor. But the young boy had showed his true courage and strength at the battle for the Source, bringing a giant pack of wolves to push back the monster horde and save hundreds of lives. Now, instead of Pigboy, he was Wolfman, a name given out of respect, his unique strength finally recognized by all. Gameknight was proud of the lanky boy and smiled as he ran off.


Turning back, the User-that-is-not-a-user scanned the landscape. Every NPC was digging up mushrooms, stuffing the small red and brown fungi into their inventory. Some of the NPCs were already starting to make mushroom stew, sipping down the pale liquid, then handing the wooden bowl to the next villager. Gameknight could see Digger standing atop a tall hill, surveying the landscape. Grabbing a bowl of mushroom stew, Gameknight climbed up the block incline until he was at the big NPC’s side.


“Digger . . . here,” Gameknight said as he extended the bowl.


Reaching out with big muscular arms, Digger accepted the proffered bowl and drank down the stew, then handed back the empty dish.


“Thank you,” Digger said in a low voice.


Gameknight nodded, then stood at his side, facing away from the sea. From this height, they could see that the mushroom land was a large island, with only a narrow strip of water separating it from the mainland. In the distance, they could see the land that waited for them: desert. Hot, dry desert.


“There will be little food out there,” Digger said without looking at his friend. “We’ll need to take every mushroom we can carry.”


“Crafter has everyone harvesting them as we speak.”


Digger grunted.


“Any idea which way we need to go?” Digger asked.


Gameknight shook his head.


“I figure we keep heading east,” the User-that-is-not-a-user answered. “The farther we get from Herobrine, the better. But if we don’t find a village soon, we’re in trouble. These mushrooms aren’t going to last very long.”


“We’ll need to figure out a strategy when we get to that desert,” Digger said. “There weren’t any monsters on the ocean, and there are never hostile mobs on mushroom islands, so everyone has been spoiled. But we need to remind everyone that there is still a war going on.”


“I’m sure the spiders out there in that desert will remind everyone pretty quickly,” Gameknight added.


“I hope not,” Digger answered as he pulled out his iron pickaxe and headed down the hill to start collecting his warriors.


Standing on the hill, Gameknight looked out across the mushroom island and toward the vast desert. Closing his eyes, he listened to the music of Minecraft. It was not as strained and dissonant as it had been when the monsters, led by Erebus, had gone to the Source. No, this time it was different. It still flowed as a beautiful background melody, coloring the wonderful scenery of Minecraft with its harmonious hues, but something was wrong. The music lacked its calming presence, and instead left him with a feeling of desperate unease, as if something dangerous was coming their way.




CHAPTER 3


SURPRISE IN THE DESERT


As Gameknight999 waded across the shallow strip of water, crossing from the mushroom island into the desert biome, he glanced up at the sun. It was at its zenith, staring straight down on them with its square yellow face, bright and pure. But as Gameknight crossed the watery barrier that separated the two habitats, he was surprised to feel the temperature jump up suddenly as his feet met the sandy ground. Looking around, Gameknight could tell that all the NPCs felt it, the oppressive heat of the desert. It was almost overwhelming, but they all knew that Herobrine and his army of monsters were nipping at their heels, relentlessly hunting them, so they dared not slow their pace. With heads tilted down away from the blazing overhead furnace, Gameknight and the NPCs continued eastward.


“I’ve never been in a desert before,” said a high-pitched voice next to him.


Gameknight looked down and found Topper staring up at him, the young boy’s warm brown eyes sparkling with subtle flecks of gold in the bright sunlight. It was Digger’s son, brother to a twin sister, Filler.


“There was one about a day’s walk to the south of my village,” Topper explained, “but I wasn’t allowed to go there. Dad said . . . you know . . . Digger . . .”


“Yes, I know who your dad is,” Gameknight said, smiling.


“Anyway, he said it was too far away for someone as young as me.”


“Your father is a wise NPC,” Gameknight added.


The young boy’s smile turned to a frown.


“But when will I be old enough?” Topper growled. “We can do things, you know . . . me and Filler . . . but no one believes us. Everyone thinks that because we’re small, we’re also weak and afraid . . . and that’s not right! I want to be treated like a big kid, but everyone treats me like a child. It’s not fair.”


“Digger is just looking out for your safety, Topper,” the User-that-is-not-a-user said. “Besides, when you are older, I’m sure he’ll have lots of things for you to do that only big kids can do. You just have to wait a while.”


“I don’t want to wait!” the young NPC snapped.


“Sometimes our choices and actions define us, Topper,” said a voice from behind. Gameknight turned and found Crafter walking behind him, with Stonecutter and Filler at his side. “I’ve seen young kids make very mature and responsible decisions, and do things that no one ever thought possible.”


“Like Fisher?” Gameknight asked.


Crafter nodded his head.


“Our decisions in life show people the kind of individuals we are, Topper,” Crafter continued. “Children who make grown-up decisions get treated like big kids, even though they could be among the smallest of NPCs. Age is not the metric by which people are measured; it’s what they do and how they do it that matters.”


Topper turned and looked at Crafter over his shoulder, then glanced up at Gameknight999, his unibrow furled in concentration.


“Deeds do not make the hero . . .” Gameknight mumbled almost inaudibly to himself.


Glancing over his shoulder, Gameknight could see Crafter smile.


“Well, one day you’ll see . . . everyone will see. Topper and Filler are no longer little kids,” Topper said proudly.


“That’s right,” Filler added in a high-pitched voice.


“Well, for now at least you’re still small enough for this,” Gameknight said.


Reaching out with lightning speed, Gameknight999 grabbed Topper by the waist, then hoisted him up over his head so that the young child sat on his square shoulders. Following his lead, Stonecutter did the same with Filler, the young girl’s sandy blond hair flying through the air like a wave of gold. The twins giggled as they sat atop their mounts. Gameknight smiled at Stonecutter and patted the muscular villager on the shoulder.


Looking at the stocky NPC, Gameknight could see that Stonecutter was easily as strong as Digger, if not more so. His arms were like thick tree trunks, the gigantic biceps formed from the countless hours of putting pickaxe to stone. His skin was covered with tiny scars from the many chips of stone that had sliced him over the years. Stonecutter saw those scratches as a badge of honor, a symbol of his hard work and skill. A tangled mop of brown hair, almost the color of the bark on a dark oak tree, covered his blocky head, a sprinkling of gray here and there signaling the coming of middle age. But his eyes were the most notable thing about Stonecutter. They were the color of stone . . . gray, but not sparkling with hope as Digger’s or Crafter’s eyes did. These gray eyes hid some terrible sadness that sat deep within his soul. Something had happened to the stocky NPC in the past . . . something terrible. Gameknight could see Stonecutter frequently withdraw into himself when he was quiet and contemplative, the painful memories being relived in his mind. At times he seemed incredibly sad, but when around Gameknight999 he seemed to come out of his melancholy and stand up straight and tall. In fact, Gameknight started to notice that Stonecutter was never very far from his side. It was as if he were trying to always protect him . . . curious.
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