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  CHAPTER 1




   




  GAMEKNIGHT999




  He sped down some kind of track, a set of metal rails stretching out into the darkness. The rhythmic

  clatter of the wheels beat at a constant pace—chu-chunk, chu-chunk, chu-chunk—that echoed throughout the tunnel, reflecting back like a percussive symphony. Looking about, he could see

  short grey sides and a boxy interior to the vehicle in which he rode, the appearance and the clatter of the wheels telling him that he was in a minecart. The cramped space made him feel like a

  giant in the small iron cart, but the blur of the cold stone walls speeding past gave him a feeling of being small and insignificant.




  Gameknight999 was scared.




  Uncertainty and fear filled his mind. He didn’t know where he was, what he was doing in the minecart, or even where he was going. All he knew was that he was heading

  somewhere—fast.




  Just then, the tunnel wall opened, and he could see a huge cavern—no, it was a giant crevasse that opened up to the blue sky. He could see zombies, spiders, and creepers on the sheer

  walls, leaping from one position to the next, the clumsiest of them falling to their deaths. Looking down, Gameknight saw the floor of the crevasse filled with monsters from the Overworld, all

  milling about as if looking for something to devour...or someone. Many of them looked up at him, and their ravenous, burning eyes chilled his soul. They wanted to destroy him for no reason other

  than that he was alive. Shuddering, Gameknight was glad when the crevasse passed by, the tunnel wall once again filled with solid stone.




  Looking back along the track, Gameknight could see the metal runners disappearing into the distance, the wooden cross braces a blur of brown streaks. But then he noticed that the cart was

  decelerating, the clickity-clack of the wheels slowing their drumming until the minecart gradually came to a halt in the middle of a tunnel. Feeling that he was expected to get out, Gameknight

  stepped out of the cart, his body shivering with fear. Looking around, he could still see the minecart tracks stretching out to infinity, the iron rails standing out against the gray stone. But

  then they started to fade, becoming fuzzy and out of focus somehow, the straight rails losing their definition until they dissolved into nothing. At the same time, the rocky walls that hugged close

  to the tracks seemed to fade as well, turning from hard granite to a swirling gray mist. The cold, wet fog enveloped him, its clammy presence wrapping around him like a heavy, damp cloth. Something

  about the blurring cloud of obscurity frightened him, like it was hiding something dangerous and threatening.




  And then the mournful wails started.




  It was a sorrowful moaning that seemed to suck all hope from him, a moaning that sounded doomed and sad at the same time, but also hateful and angry at those living things that still

  possessed any faith in a good life. It was aimed at the creatures of light who still clung to the thought that being alive was a good thing, and not just a lesson in torment and despair; it was

  aimed at him.




  The wailing was from a zombie...lots of them. Gameknight started to shake, the morose wails stabbing at him with icicles of fear.




  And then green claws reached out to him from the darkness, the terrible moaning filling the air as razor-sharp nails sliced just inches from him. Overwhelmed with panic, Gameknight999 stood

  frozen in place as the decaying zombie approached, slowly materializing through the fog, the putrid stink of its decomposing flesh assaulting his senses and adding to his fright. Looking down, he

  realized that he had an iron sword in his hands, his arms and chest also covered with iron. He was wearing armor and had a weapon; he could fight back. Struggling to draw a morsel of courage,

  Gameknight willed his arm to swing the sword and strike down the beast, but fear ruled his mind. Memories of clawed zombie hands and fanged spiders striking out at him filled his mind—the

  pain of that moment when he’d detonated the TNT on the last server still haunting his dreams. That last Minecraft world had been saved because of his selfless, heroic act—probably his

  first ever. But the cost had been his spirit and courage, and that had left his mind in a constant state of panic. Monsters terrified him, the great Gameknight999; how was that possible?




  Stepping away from the zombie, he turned to run. He knew this was only a dream, but the terror and panic still felt real. As he turned, he found himself facing a tangle of furry black legs,

  each tipped with a dark, curved, wicked-looking claw: giant spiders, at least half a dozen of them. They were pressed together, forming an impenetrable wall of hatred and spite.




  “I can’t fight that many,” Gameknight said to nobody.




  He shuddered.




  Just then, a rattling noise trickled through the darkness, the sound of loosely fitted bones clattering together. He knew exactly what those sounds meant—skeletons. The pale white

  figures slowly emerged out of the swirling fog, closing off any avenue of escape to the right. Each of the boney monsters held a bow at the ready, arrow already notched and drawn, the barbed

  projectiles pointing directly at him.




  Gameknight started to shake.




  How was he going to fight all of these monsters? He wasn’t brave anymore, his courage having been blown apart by all that TNT—no, torn to shreds by all those claws and fangs on

  the last server. He was just a hollow shell, a husk filled with dread.




  Turning to his left, he slowly shuffled away from the three groups, hoping to escape without having to fight, but as he moved, a high-pitched chuckle filled the air. It was a maniacal kind

  of sound, like laughter focused on another’s misery, like glee being felt while another creature suffered. It was a terrible sound that echoed throughout his soul, causing needles of panic to

  pierce the last vestiges of control he had over his own mind. And then the source of the chuckling came forward out of the darkness. It was a shadowy creature, the color of dried blood, a dark,

  dark red, with long, lanky arms hanging down, nearly reaching the ground, and skinny legs supporting an equally dark torso.




  It was Erebus, the King of the Endermen from the last Minecraft server—the server that Gameknight had saved. This beast was his personal nightmare, the most violent and evil creature

  that he could imagine.




  Turning, he faced the monster. As always, its eyes were burning bright white with a hatred for all living things. Its desire to destroy emanated like its own personal force field of malice.

  Gameknight took a step back. The creature was partially transparent, as if not completely there. The monsters behind the enderman were visible through its translucent body.




  “So, User-that-is-not-a-user, I see that we meet again,” Erebus cackled in a high, screechy voice.




  Chills ran down Gameknight’s arms.




  “This is just a dream; it’s not real,” he said to himself over and over.




  Erebus laughed a spine-tingling laugh, making him become momentarily solid, then faded back to partial transparency.




  “It is indeed a dream,” Erebus screeched, his voice reminding Gameknight of the sound of glass grinding against glass; it made his teeth hurt. “But that does not mean this

  is not real, fool. You still know nothing about Minecraft and the server planes on which it exists.” He laughed again. “Your ignorance will cause your downfall.”




  “No, you aren’t real,” Gameknight said, pleaded. “You can’t be. I...killed you on the last server...You can’t be real.”




  “You keep telling yourself that, User-that-is-not-a-user, and when I find you on this next server, I’ll remind you of how unreal I am...when I destroy you.”




  Erebus cackled again, the laughter resonating within his mind like a hammer to a crystal vase, his will to live nearly shattered.




  “I... w-will... fi-fight you, like on the last server,” Gameknight stammered, his words unconvincing.




  “Ha... what a laugh,” Erebus screeched in his high-pitched, piercing voice. “I can see the cowardice within you like a malignant tumor. All of your bravery was apparently

  left behind on the last server. You are an empty husk, a hollow casket waiting for a cold body. You will be mine soon enough.”




  The enderman stepped forward menacingly, the transparency of its body not diminishing its threat in the least. Gameknight looked down quickly, not wanting to provoke the creature with a

  direct gaze. The dark monster towered over him, seeming to get taller and taller as he approached, until Gameknight felt like a tiny gnat standing before a giant.




  “I can see defeat in you, User-that-is-not-a-user. I have already won; your cowardice guarantees the outcome of our battle.” Erebus paused, then tilted his head down so that his

  glowing, malice-filled eyes were glaring straight down at Gameknight999. “You may have defeated me on the last server, but I still made it to this server plane. And when I destroy this world,

  I’ll reach the Source, and that too will feel my wrath until all living things cry out for mercy that will never come. Await my arrival and despair.”




  With a flick of his wrist, Erebus signaled the monsters around him to advance. Decaying green-clawed hands reached out toward him, tearing at his flesh, while a hundred arrows pierced his

  body. Poisonous spider fangs then darted into the fray until his body was consumed with pain. Slowly, the world dissolved into darkness, with the eyes of the enderman being the last thing visible,

  their expression filled with overwhelming, unbridled hate.




  Then, finally, the cold, black emptiness of his subconscious embraced him as the dream faded. But the feeling of pain and dread still filled Gameknight’s soul.




  





  CHAPTER 2




   




  A NEW WORLD




  Reality gradually formed around him, the blocky confines of their hastily prepared cave coming slowly

  into focus. Torches lit the interior of their hidey-hole, the flickering glow showing walls of rock and dirt, with his companion, Crafter, sitting opposite him. Crafter was a young boy with

  shoulder-length blond hair and bright blue eyes, but the odd thing about him was the look of knowledge behind those blue eyes. They showed a wisdom forged through years of living as his

  village’s crafter on the previous Minecraft server; the one that they had saved with terrific blasts of TNT.




  Every village had a crafter—a village elder who was responsible for identifying the things that Minecraft needed. These items were then built by an army of villagers, or non-player

  characters (NPCs), who populated all of the servers. The NPCs worked deep underground crafting their wares, then distributed their work throughout the digital world of Minecraft using a complex

  rail network, with minecarts delivering the items as needed. Their purpose was to populate the land with items for the users to find: a chest here, a weapon there...It was the job of the village

  crafter to keep the mechanism of Minecraft working. Gameknight’s friend, Crafter, had been the oldest village crafter on his server—maybe even the oldest NPC on all of the servers

  across the Minecraft universe.




  But in this world composed of textured blocks, all was not as it appeared. Gameknight was a long-time user, playing the game every chance he had, but he had assumed—like every other

  user—that this world was just a game, electronic lines of code being executed within some computer’s memory chips. Now he knew the startling truth, a fact that shocked him to his very

  core—the creatures in the game and the NPCs were alive! They had hopes and fears, dreams for their children, and felt moments of happiness and joy, as well as despair at the loss of a loved

  one. Gameknight had learned this digital truth after he had accidently activated his father’s latest invention, the digitizing ray. It had blasted him with a burning white ray of light that

  scanned every facet of his being and then pulled him into the program running on the control computer, which in that instant had been Minecraft. Gameknight had been transported into the digital

  realm, and now he was fighting, not just for his own survival, but for the survival of all living creatures, both physical and digital.




  A great war had been waging across the servers of Minecraft, with the zombies, spiders, and creepers trying to destroy all of the villagers to take their life force—their experience points

  (XP). With enough XP, a creature could be transported to the next server, moving higher and higher up the planes of digital existence until it reached the Source. The Prophecy, known by all

  creatures in Minecraft, foretold that the destruction of the Source would usher in the Gateway of Light, which would then transport all of the monsters into the physical world, where they would be

  able to destroy all living things. Gameknight had inadvertently created that bridge while the Source was still intact by activating his father’s digitizer, and now his own world could very

  well be destroyed. And Gameknight999, the User-that-is-not-a-user—as he was named in the Prophecy—was the only person who could close that Gateway.




  After killing Erebus, the King of the Endermen, and successfully stopping the monster horde on the last server, both Crafter and Gameknight had been propelled to this next server plane, one

  level closer to the Source. He’d thought that they were now safe, but his dream gave him second thoughts. He could feel that the war for Minecraft still raged here on this server, his dream

  about Erebus proved this. Should he tell Crafter about Erebus speaking to him, threatening him and this server, or had it been just a silly dream, a silly-but-terrifying dream?




  “Are you OK?” Crafter asked, his blond hair matted and tangled after sleeping on the hard ground all night.




  It still felt strange seeing him as a young boy. On the last server, Crafter had been a gray-haired old man, but after transitioning to this new server, he’d respawned into the form of the

  young boy before him.




  Sometimes Minecraft does what it wants, whether you like it or not, he thought.




  “Yeah, I’m OK, just didn’t sleep very well,” he said truthfully.




  Standing up, Gameknight pulled out his shovel and faced the dirt wall. Looking down at the shovel, he realized how lucky it had been that they’d come across these tools in that empty

  village, though he still wondered where everyone had gone. It had been half destroyed, with many of the buildings burned to the ground.




  What had destroyed that village...and where had everyone gone?




  Gameknight was still puzzled by this. A crafter would never have abandoned his own village... unless he had been... he didn’t want to think about it. Shaking his head, he pushed the

  disturbing thoughts to the back of his mind and turned to face his friend.




  “Is it morning?” he asked his companion.




  “Yes,” Crafter answered with a nod. “We can dig our way out.”




  It was always important to know whether it was day or night in Minecraft. Zombies, giant spiders, slimes, creepers, and the terrifying endermen came out after sunset, hunting the unwary. The

  best way to survive was to have a home to hide in, or to dig a hole and seal yourself in for the night. That’s what they’d been doing for the past few weeks: traveling by day looking

  for villagers, and hiding in caves at night.




  They needed to find villagers so that they could form an army to defeat whatever was threatening this server. The Last Battle for Minecraft was drawing near and the only thing standing between

  the monsters and all the electronic lives on all the servers was Crafter and Gameknight999...and that was not going to be enough. They needed villagers... lots of them.




  So far they’d come across three NPC villages, all of them abandoned and partly destroyed. None of the villagers remained. The silence within the collection of buildings had been deafening.

  Gameknight could imagine the terrible battle that had driven them from their homes...or worse. Could it have been Erebus? If it had been the King of the Endermen, then Gameknight would

  have somehow sensed him here in this land. No, this was the work of something else. Maybe it was some new creature that was worse than that dark red nightmare.




  Pulling his mind back to the here and now, Gameknight drove his shovel into the wall of dirt. He quickly loosened the blocks, making them fall to the ground. The brown cubes hovered momentarily,

  then somehow moved into his inventory; he still wasn’t sure how that worked. Pushing his stone tool hard, he quickly made an opening in the wall, allowing golden shafts of sunlight to stream

  into their little burrow.




  Stepping out into the open, he quickly put away his shovel and drew his wooden sword, scanning the area for threats. A small group of cows grazed lazily nearby, their gentle moos filling the

  air. Gameknight walked toward the cows as Crafter stepped out of their hidey-hole. They would need food soon; their supply of bread and melons was steadily shrinking, and cows were a good source of

  sustenance. But he didn’t want to attack the cows for food, not unless he had to. Turning, he looked at his companion. He wished Crafter could do it for him, but the young boy had his arms

  linked across his chest like all villagers did, their hands hidden within sleeves, unable to use a tool or weapon. Until they found some wood to make a crafting bench, Gameknight could not release

  Crafter’s arms. That meant that he had to do all the killing, something he was not ready for...at least not yet.




  Shaking his head, he stepped away from the cow and turned back to his friend.




  “Let’s wait for another day before we start killing animals,” he suggested.




  Crafter nodded; their hunger was still manageable...but not for much longer.




  “Then let’s get moving,” the young boy said, turning to face the distant mountain range. The landscape before them revealed gently rolling hills covered with grass, with the

  occasional splash of yellow, red, or blue flowers dotting the scene. “I think I can feel something in that direction, toward the mountains. The sounds of Minecraft’s mechanism, the

  music of Minecraft as we call it, seems to be calling me in that direction.”




  “That’s what you’ve been saying for days now.”




  “I know, but something still feels strange about this world. Something is out of balance, somehow. The dissonance in the music of Minecraft is somewhere in that direction.”




  “OK, lead on.”




  Crafter headed toward the looming mountains at a quick pace, humming a playful tune as he walked. Gameknight trailed behind, his head swiveling to the left and right, looking for threats. They

  were in a grassy plains biome with no trees in sight. The only threat would likely be the occasional giant spider or creeper, but with the terrain so flat, they’d see those monsters from far

  off; their danger level was minimal. But he was still afraid. The battle that saved the last server had been horrific, and had drained every ounce of courage from the User-that-is-not-a-user. The

  memory of all those claws and teeth tearing at him, the overwhelming pain and sheer panic still haunted his every waking moment, and apparently now his dreams as well.




  “I wish we had some trees for wood,” Gameknight muttered softly.




  “My great-aunt once told me of a time when she found a land that had no trees at all. She said there were only giant mushrooms instead,” Crafter said. Gameknight could tell this was

  going to be another one of Crafter’s stories and rolled his eyes. The old NPC in the young body loved telling stories. “She and her friend decided to go out looking for adventure. They

  sailed off in a boat, to see what was on the other side of the great sea.”




  “That doesn’t seem like a very smart thing to do.”




  “Probably not, but she was known for doing dumb things that always seemed to lead to great discoveries. Well anyway, they took this boat and sailed away from their village. They sailed for

  days and days, through stormy nights and blazing hot days, until finally they came upon a new land. My great-aunt—her name was Milker, but I used to call her Milky—anyway, she told me

  that this land was covered with gigantic mushrooms. They were huge red things with white spots on the side. She thought that maybe it was some kind of testing area that the Creator was using,

  experimenting with some kind of new server update.”




  “The Creator...you mean Notch?”




  “Yes, of course, Notch, the creator of Minecraft,” Crafter said, as if it was obvious.




  He stopped walking for a minute to survey their surroundings, scanning the area for danger. They were alone with nothing but cows and pigs nearby. Satisfied that all was well, the duo

  continued.




  “Anyway, she said that it was an incredible land, but she was glad to get home again.”




  “Did she get in trouble for going on that adventure?” Gameknight asked.




  “Of course. I was told that she was always getting into trouble for trying new things like that.”




  “Wasn’t she afraid of doing these new, crazy things?” he asked, feeling his own fear coil about him like a venomous serpent.




  “It’s funny you say that, Gameknight, because long ago, when Milky was the oldest person I knew, she told me something that I’ll never forget. She said, ‘Remember, boy,

  things that are new only seem scary because they aren’t old yet. After you finally do the new thing, then the fear it held over you will fade away like the morning mist, because the

  new will have become the old. Focus on what it will be like after you do this thing, and the new will become the old in the blink of an eye.’ She died

  the next day. That was the last thing she ever said to me.”




  Crafter stopped walking again for a moment, and then slowly raised one hand up into the air. Gameknight was shocked; his hands... were separated! Before the User-that-was-not-a-user

  could speak, Crafter held his hand up higher, his fingers spread wide, then slowly clenched his hand into a fist, squeezing it tight. He bowed his head slightly, then brought his hand down, his

  arms linking again across his chest.




  “Your arms...”




  “The salute for the dead,” Crafter explained. “It is the only thing NPCs can do with their arms...paying tribute to those loved ones we’ve lost over the years.”




  Gameknight looked at his friend and could see the sadness in his eyes as he thought about his Milky. Crafter then looked up at him and gave his trademark life-affirming smile, and continued

  walking. Starting a melodious tune, the young NPC began to hum, the music raising their spirits. In lockstep, they continued across the grassy plain, eyes scanning the horizon for what they

  desperately needed: A village with NPCs.




  They began to run, and as they did Gameknight could feel the square sun slowly creep away from the horizon and move high up into the sky. Its illumination made his skin feel warm and alive as it

  bathed the landscape with a cheerful glow. He loved the morning, mainly because it was far from the night. The thought of that boxy sun gradually kissing the horizon at sunset gave him brief stabs

  of fear that covered his arms with goose bumps.




  This is ridiculous, he thought to himself. It isn’t even dusk yet, and I’m already afraid of the coming sunset. He shook his head, trying to dislodge his irrational

  panic.




  “Are you alright, Gameknight?” his young companion asked.




  “Yeah, just thinking,” he lied.




  “Seems like more than just thinking,” Crafter said. “It’s important that we work as a team on this server, for I’m sure we will encounter perils that will make the

  last server look like a child’s playground.” He paused and turned to look at his friend as they ran. “You have something you need to tell me?”




  Gameknight hesitated. He wanted to tell Crafter about his worries, hoping that sharing them would unburden him of all this fear, but he knew it would do nothing except make him look pathetic and

  weak.




  How would telling him about my fears do any good?




  Instead, he just sighed.




  “Nope, just thinking about my parents and sister,” he said truthfully. “I hope they’re alright; I mean, gonna be alright...you know?”




  “You mean you hope we can stop this war and keep the monsters from flowing into your world.”




  “Exactly.”




  “Well, User-that-is-not-a-user, I think it’s safe to say that we all hope that. For if the monsters get to the physical world, it would mean that the lives on all the Minecraft

  servers—across all the planes of existence—would have been destroyed. I’m guessing nobody wants that,” Crafter said almost playfully.




  Gameknight smiled.




  “Except Erebus,” he added softly.




  “What?” Crafter asked, his bright blue eyes seeing into the very depths of Gameknight’s soul.




  “Ah...nothing.”




  Turning quickly away from his friend so that those intense blue eyes would not see the lie on his face, Gameknight looked forward and continued to run. They were starting to climb a gentle hill,

  and having to jump up every few blocks or so as they made their way up a grassy mound. Gameknight drew his sword, unable to see over the crest, while unknown threats prowled just past the summit,

  lurking in his imagination.




  When they reached the top of the hill, he stopped for a moment to catch his breath. Turning, he scanned the terrain, looking for anything that might help them: a tree, a village,

  users...anything. But there was nothing. The land was bare, with the exception of the cattle, pigs, and sheep that lazed about, grazing on the grass that was abundant in this biome. And then two

  specks crested a distant hill to the north.




  “You see that?” he asked, pointing toward the specks with his wooden sword.




  Crafter turned and looked.




  “I can’t be certain what they are from this distance,” the young boy said. “But my guess is that it’s either two villagers or two users. I’m not sure

  which.”




  “We don’t care which. They’d be a welcome addition to our group, no matter who they are.”




  “What are you thinking?” Crafter asked.




  “I’m thinking we need help and we need information. We could keep running all over this biome and never find a village. Maybe they know where one is. I say let’s go talk to

  them.”




  “OK, let’s go.”




  The pair turned and headed toward the two specks on the horizon. As they ran across the rolling hills, they lost sight of the two visitors frequently, only seeing them when both groups were at

  the top of a hill. This made Gameknight nervous. He wanted to get a good look at the two before they were too close, but it didn’t seem like that was going to happen.




  Were they trying to avoid being seen? Gameknight thought as feelings of uncertainty spread through his mind, slowly changing to fear.




  Glancing at Crafter, he wondered what his old friend was thinking, but kept his own fears to himself. He was probably worrying about nothing—just two villagers out looking for game to feed

  their village.




  As they crested the next hill, he stopped, pulling on Crafter’s arm for him to stop as well.




  “What is it?” the old NPC asked, his young eyes still looking in the direction they had been running.




  “I have a funny feeling about this, Crafter. Let’s wait here and see what we can see.”




  The pair stood motionless and waited, watching the hill the visitors should soon be reaching. But then, two large black bodies suddenly sprinted over a closer hill, and in an instant his blood

  turned to ice; spiders, two of them.




  “You see ‘em?” Gameknight asked.




  “Yes, and I’m sure they see us,” Crafter answered, his voice filled with tension. “We need to run...NOW!”




  The pair sprinted back down the hill they’d just climbed. When they reached the bottom, Gameknight turned to the right and followed the gentle ravine, keeping out of sight.




  “What are you doing?” Crafter asked. “We need to run away from them, not sideways.”




  “No, we need to go where they won’t be expecting us, and that’s off this way. Now come on.”




  Crafter grunted and followed, sprinting as fast as his little legs would carry him. Weaving his way along the shallow ravine, Gameknight led his friend away from the spiders, staying out of

  sight for as long as possible. As they ran, they glanced over their shoulders for the fuzzy black monsters that would eventually appear behind them. Staying hidden like this would likely confuse

  them for a while, but once they were spotted, the race would be on. After a few minutes, the ravine ended and they had to climb another hill. When they reached the peak, Gameknight looked over his

  shoulder.




  Oh no!




  The spiders were heading straight toward them, and had closed the distance. Now the monsters were maybe 70 blocks behind them and getting closer. Spiders were faster than people in Minecraft,

  and eventually the two creatures would catch them.




  “RUN!” Gameknight shouted as he started to sprint.




  Using all his strength, he tore off across the plains, running directly away from the two monsters. Glancing behind, he could see the two monstrosities heading straight for them, their multiple

  eyes glowing bright. Excited clicking sounds could be heard as the spiders closed the distance, their toothy maws gnashing together in anticipation.




  “You doing OK?” Gameknight asked his companion.




  “Yeah, just not sure how long I can keep this up.”




  Glancing to the spiders again, Gameknight could see that they were now only 50 blocks away. Sunlight reflected off one of their claws, making it sparkle in the distance. It brought back memories

  of his dream—all of those spider claws reaching out to him out of the mist. He shuddered and ran on.




  Cresting a small hill, they started to descend into a narrow valley, and at the bottom of that valley was what they desperately needed—a tree.




  “Crafter, the tree.”




  “I see it,” the young NPC replied. “What do you want to do?”




  “We have to release your hands or else we have no chance of fighting off these two monsters. Get ready.”




  When they reached the tree, Gameknight pulled out his pick and started tearing into the wooden trunk. With four hits, a chunk of the tree burst, a block of wood going into his inventory. Four

  more hits and another block appeared. Dropping his pick, he instantly started to craft, changing the blocks of wood into wooden planks, then forming a crafting bench. Placing the crafting bench on

  the ground, he looked up at the hill; there were no spiders...yet, but he could feel them coming, gnawing away at his courage.




  He motioned for Crafter to come near, and the NPC approached the bench. His arms were still linked across his chest, his hands hidden in opposite sleeves. That was how all the villagers were

  designed, except for when they were building things—crafting, as it was called in Minecraft. Only a village crafter had free hands, and here on this server, Crafter had no village; he was

  just another NPC.




  When he was close enough to the crafting bench, his arms suddenly separated, and he started to craft, his hands a blur of creativity and purpose. While he was crafting, Gameknight hammered away

  at the bench, smashing away at it with his pickaxe. The square bench shattered under the assault, splinters flying in all directions, but Crafter’s hands remained free. It was something

  they’d learned on the last server; break the crafting bench while an NPC was crafting, and their hands would remain separated and able to do things, like grip the handle of a sword. It had

  been the secret that enabled Gameknight and Crafter to defeat the mobs on the last server, and he was sure it would be critical in this world as well.




  “Quick, give me the wood,” Crafter said as he started to craft.




  Gameknight tossed his friend some wood, then glanced up to the hill; he could feel the spiders getting closer. His skin started to itch as more images of curved claws tearing into his body

  flashed through his mind.




  I have to get out of here, he thought. I’ve gotta go.




  “I’m going to make a sword,” Crafter said. “I’ll be ready in just a minute, then I can...”




  Crafter paused for a moment as he watched Gameknight run back up the hill.




  “Gameknight, where are you going? Are you running to meet the spid—”




  Crafter stopped speaking as the User-that-is-not-a-user glanced over his shoulder at his friend, fear and panic ruling his mind. The memory of all those spiders attacking him on the last server,

  their black curved claws slashing at him, bright fangs reaching out for his flesh...it was as if it were happening all over again. And now there were two more coming to finish the job.




  I’ve gotta get out of here...they’re coming... they’re coming.




  Gameknight ran up the hill and stopped. He could see the spiders coming fast, now only maybe 20 blocks away. Taking off to the left, he sprinted away from the deadly spiders. He wanted to glance

  back at his friend, but shame and guilt kept him looking straight ahead.




  I’m so afraid; I won’t be any help to him. I’ll just be in the way and probably make things worse. The words sounded hollow within Gameknight’s mind, within his

  soul, but he continued to run.




  As he sprinted, he could still hear the deadly clicking sound from behind. Turning his head as he ran, he saw both spiders following him and closing fast. They were only 10 blocks behind him

  now. He could see their multiple angry eyes glowing bright.




  Fear shot through his veins like bolts of lightning, lighting up every nerve.




  They’re both chasing me...oh no! he thought. At least Crafter will be safe...maybe.




  Glancing over his shoulder, he could see their sharp mandibles snapping together in anticipation of their next meal...him. The realization that he’d have to turn and fight soon made him

  shake with fear.




  Sprinting as fast as he could, Gameknight snatched another glance over his shoulder. He could see that the spiders were running side-by-side. If he turned to fight, he’d have to battle

  them both simultaneously. He couldn’t survive that. So instead, he bolted off to the left, letting the spiders close the distance but also forcing them in a single file line, one behind the

  other. Turning around, he drew his sword in a fluid motion and, holding it out in front of him, waited for the first spider to close the distance.




  When it was within reach, he stopped and let the spider’s momentum bring it near. He slashed with his wooden sword. Two quick hits resonated through his blade, the spider flashing red.

  Running backward again, he dodged a black curved claw. It whistled past his ear... that was close. Swinging again, he struck at its forward leg, then lunged for its head. He landed a strong blow,

  and the creature flashed red again. But this time, it followed with a leaping attack. Pain erupted along Gameknight’s side as the spider’s claw found flesh. Reaching to his side with

  his free hand, he found no blood, just a torn shirt. That’s how it was in Minecraft—no blood and guts, just damage to your health points (HP).




  Shaking his head in an attempt to drive away the echoes of pain, he continued to run backward, slashing at the spider at every opportunity. The creature landed more devastating blows...more

  flashes of pain...more HP gone.




  He was losing this battle.




  The spider lunged again. This time, Gameknight leaped straight up into the air, causing the arachnid’s attack to miss. He landed directly on top of the beast. Hacking downward with his

  sword, he killed the monster just as the second spider reached out and struck him in the back. The first creature disappeared with a pop, leaving behind a bit of spider web and three glowing balls

  of experience points (XP). The balls of XP flowed into his inventory as he turned to face the second enemy. He knew he didn’t have enough HP to fight this last spider, but if he were to die

  here, then at least he’d die fighting rather than acting like a coward.




  “Come on you eight-legged beast...you wanna dance...come on and get some,” he yelled.




  Just as the creature was about to attack, a battle cry filled the air.




  “FOR MINECRAFT!”




  It was Crafter.




  The spider flashed red, then flashed red again and again as Crafter attacked it from the rear. The creature turned to face the small NPC, but as it turned, Gameknight moved in and attacked,

  landing decisive blow after blow. It turned back to face the User-that-is-not-a-user. Crafter attacked, then Gameknight, then Crafter, until the monster’s HP expired and the fuzzy beast

  disappeared, leaving behind more spider web and spheres of glowing XP.




  “You did it,” Crafter exclaimed. “That was a brilliant idea, leading them away so that I could finish crafting a sword. You were very brave.”




  Brave, what a joke, Gameknight thought to himself. I’m just a coward, a hollow shell... I’m nothing. He thinks I’m a hero, but I’m not. How am I supposed to

  save this server...or save Minecraft when I’m not even brave enough to face two spiders...I’m pathetic.




  The young NPC patted him on the shoulder, his wise old eyes filled with respect.




  “THE USER-THAT-IS-NOT-A-USER IS HERE!” Crafter screamed as loud as he could. “YOU HEAR THAT, MONSTERS?”




  The NPC’s words flowed out across the landscape, the gentle rolling hills letting them travel unabated, but then an echo returned from the right.




  “You hear that?” Crafter asked. “An echo. What could have made it?”




  “Let’s see.”




  The duo ran up the next small hill to find the source of the echo, and were grateful at what they found. It was their salvation—a village, the thing they’d been searching for these

  past few weeks. But this village had the look of death about it: homes blown apart by creeper explosions, doors shattered by zombie fists. It was just like those other three villages they had come

  upon; an empty, shattered village. Huge craters dotted the landscape, places where creepers had detonated themselves, their explosive ends taking with them as many innocent souls as possible.

  Arrows could be seen lodged in the few walls that still stood, many also embedded in the ground, as if sprouted from tiny seeds. Skeleton archers had taken their vengeance on the living

  inhabitants. None of them could have survived this onslaught. It was a terrible scene to behold, but worse than the destruction was the sound—or the lack of it; there was nothing. Complete

  silence. There wasn’t a living soul within this village. Gameknight’s heart sank, his glimmer of excitement replaced with panic and fear.




  “It’s begun for sure...the war,” he said solemnly.




  Crafter sighed. “It appears so,” the young NPC said.




  Holding his sword tightly with his blocky hand, Gameknight led the way down toward the village.




  





  CHAPTER 3




   




  SURVIVORS




  They approached the village slowly. Destruction was everywhere: Buildings had been blown apart, doors

  were shattered, and homes were burned to the ground. The village was completely devastated. Dark tendrils of smoke curled into the air across the village from fires still burning. Gameknight could

  feel the heat from darkened patches of ground where homes had once stood, the charred earth looking somehow sick and diseased. He stopped and looked at his friend.




  “This must have just happened,” Gameknight said, his voice shaking with fear. “Look, some of the places are still smoking.”




  Crafter just grunted a response as his blue eyes surveyed the damage.




  “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” the young NPC said. He looked around the devastated village and sighed. “We have to find some help or we’ll fail

  here.”




  “We won’t fail,” Gameknight said, trying to sound confident, though the fear in his voice betrayed him. “Remember, we saved the people on the last server. We should be

  able to save them on this server too.”




  “We didn’t save them, Gameknight, not yet. We only delayed things.” Crafter walked around a crater in the ground, the center of the hole smoldering with heat. “I can feel

  that the Source is just past this server plane. If we don’t stop them here, then everyone will be at risk, even my friends and family back in my village.”




  And mine as well, Gameknight thought.




  “We have to stop the monsters here, on this server, or all is lost,” Crafter said. “It’s my responsibility.”




  “It’s our responsibility,” Gameknight said, trying to ease the tension in his friend.




  He could see creases of worry etched in Crafter’s face; his unibrow furled and strained, and began to worry for his friend.




  Would the weight of this responsibility be too much for Crafter? Gameknight thought, as it is for me. No, Crafter is strong and confident. He’s like an adult even though he

  looks like a kid on this server. He can take the pressure. He can do it...but can I?




  Sighing, Gameknight gripped his sword firmly, and continued walking, peering into shadows and darkened buildings with trepidation, the jaws of fear snapping at him from within. Shaking slightly,

  he moved to one home that was partially destroyed and collected some of the wood and stone blocks that floated on the ground, then quickly made a new crafting bench and more stone tools.




  Sighing with relief, he handed his friend a stone sword, as well as other stone tools: a pickaxe, a shovel, an axe...Now they were a real duo.




  “How does that feel?” he asked.




  “Better,” Crafter replied as he swung the stone sword through the air. “I seem to feel better these days when I have a strong sword in my hand...unfortunately.”




  Gameknight tossed his own wooden sword to the ground and pulled out the new stone sword he’d just made. Looking about the village, he scanned the area with a keen eye. He could almost hear

  the screams of terror from the inhabitants as their village was ravaged; the feelings of panic and fear for loved ones still echoed through the cluster of destroyed buildings. Gameknight could

  somehow sense those feelings of terror, the hopeless despair that had flooded across this village. But there was something strange about the destruction. Not all of the buildings were destroyed. In

  fact, some of them remained completely untouched. Crafter pointed out some of these pristine buildings, gesturing with his new sword.




  Gameknight would have been curious about this if he wasn’t so scared.




  “Come, follow me,” Crafter commanded. “Watch our backs.”




  He swallowed, fear nibbling at his senses, then followed the small boy as his eyes darted over his shoulder, looking for threats.




  They moved quickly through the village, starting from the outer buildings then gradually moving inward, toward the center. The wooden homes at the edge of the village were completely destroyed,

  some of them just large craters in the ground, with cubes of wood, stone, and dirt floating where the buildings had once stood. When they circled around the other side of the town, they were

  shocked at what they found.
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