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  Siblings are the best friends that you take for granted when you are young, and treasure when you are old.
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  CHAPTER 1




  THE VILLAIN




  He materialized onto the lush green blocky landscape with a hateful sneer on his blocky face, his whole being filled with a destructive loathing

  for the natural beauty that surrounded him. Walking toward a nearby sheep, he grinned as the square fluffy creature bolted away across the blocky hill, a look of terror in its soft square eyes. An

  evil presence seemed to emanate from him like the heat from a burning house. Even blades of grass wanted to lean away from this sinister creature.




  “How can these Overworlders tolerate this place?” the dark creature hissed as he glared at his surroundings.




  In the distance, he could see a village, this one not fortified like many were these days. It was the normal collection of houses, each made from individual blocks, as all things were in

  Minecraft, formed from many cubes of wood. The squat structures were clustered around a central stone building that stretched high up into the air: the watchtower. Nearby, he could see the village

  well and a field of wheat growing in the distance. Lurking in the alleyways between the buildings, he could see the villagers going about their work, their boxy heads and long rectangular bodies

  almost blending in with the blocky homes.




  These foolish villagers are oblivious to the danger they’re in, the sinister creature thought to himself. He would soon correct their mistake.




  Closing his glowing white eyes, he teleported away from the scenic view and materialized in a dark shadowy tunnel. Drawing in a full breath, he let out an abrasive guttural wail that echoed

  throughout the stone passages and rocky chambers, bouncing off lava pools and reflecting from towering waterfalls until it filled the underground world of Minecraft. In an instant, his call was

  greeted by the sorrowful wails of zombies.




  “I am coming, my children,” he yelled to the darkness. “Prepare a Gathering.”




  The wails changed from sounds of despair and sadness to those of surprise and fear. The dark stranger smiled; he could feel their fear . . . good.




  Moving silently through the dark passages, he descended through the tunnels, heading for that secret entrance that only the monsters of the night knew existed. Occasionally he saw giant spiders

  and creepers hiding in the shadows, hoping to avoid being seen, but none escaped his glowing eyes. He saw them all, their cowering forms veiled in darkness. Normally, these fearful creatures would

  have been destroyed, for their fear disgusted him, but he had far more important plans to worry about, and didn’t have time for these weaklings.




  A glow started to fill the tunnel ahead, the soft orange illumination of lava, warm inviting lava. The shadows behind stone pillars and deep crevasses began to grow dark and long as he neared

  the source of the light. As he turned a corner, he was greeted by a long flow of molten stone that spilled down from high above, forming a broad pool. Nearby, a water fall gurgled its cool waters

  from a hole in the wall, the long blue stream flowing into the boiling pool. Where the opposites met, obsidian was formed, the black speckled blocks reflecting the light from the molten stone and

  casting beams of light throughout the chamber.




  This was it.




  The entrance to Zombie-town was always near the meeting of water and lava. Casting his glowing gaze across the jagged stone walls, he instantly saw the pattern that masked the secret door: a

  flat section of stone with a single block sticking out. Moving to the outlier, he placed his hand against the block and pressed. A click sounded, then the wall swung inward revealing a long dark

  tunnel. Stepping into the passage, the stranger turned and closed the stone door, then sprinted down the rocky corridor. As he ran, he could see the end of the path growing brighter, the walls

  changing from the stone grey to an inviting orange, like the coming of autumn. More lava: the stranger smiled an eerie smile. He loved lava . . . it always reminded him of home.




  When he reached the end of the tunnel, he stopped and looked at his surroundings. Before him stood a massive chamber that stretched upward maybe twenty blocks or more, and at least a hundred

  blocks across. All across the chamber floor were small homes built out of stone and dirt, each a different size and shape. The blocky structures seemed to be competing with each other, walls

  pushing against walls in a battle for space that seemed to create a patchwork of geometry that had a strange kind of chaotic beauty to it. Nothing matched, nothing was the same, and yet every

  Zombie-town looked like every other.




  A large clearing could be seen positioned at the center of the chamber, the encroaching buildings kept away by some kind of mystical force. That was his destination. Taking the blocky steps two

  at a time, the dark stranger ran down to the cavern floor then sprinted through the maze of narrow streets, turning this way and that in a confused serpentine path that wended its way through the

  town. At some points, he found the walkway blocked by the corners of houses. Drawing his diamond pick, he quickly smashed through the blocks, leaving the damage behind as he streaked for the

  clearing.




  In minutes, he’d traversed the floor of the cavern and reached the edge of the clearing. Near the edge of the open square, strange green sparks seemed to shoot up into an air like the

  fireworks for some kind of alien celebration. Zombies stood around these sparkling fountains, just standing beneath them, bathing in their flow, their dark eyes closed in blissful contentment. The

  stranger knew that these were the HP fountains that zombies depended on for life. They did not eat ‘brains’ as the foolish users thought; that was a silly myth. Zombies fed by standing

  within the emerald flow of the HP fountains, the green sparks restoring their health and sating their hunger. He knew that if a zombie spent too much time away from a zombie-town, then they would

  die. As a result, they were forced to always stay nearby, shackled to their underground existence forever.




  Zooming past these zombies, the stranger headed for the stone dais that stood at the center of the clearing. Pushing through the crowd of monsters, he saw zombies of every size and age, large,

  small, the young and the old. He also saw zombie-pigmen and the occasional blaze, likely visiting from the Nether by using the secret portals that connected them. When he reached the steps leading

  up to the raised platform, he let out another abrasive guttural wail. This drew everyone’s attention.




  Slowly, he walked up the steps. Another zombie was on the stage, this creature muscular and strong; he was likely the leader of the community . . . but not for long. The stranger moved to the

  zombie’s side and glared up at him with his glowing eyes.




  “What is your name?” the dark stranger asked.




  “This zombie is called Va-Lok,” he said in a scratchy animal-like voice, pointing to himself with a stubby green finger. “Va-Lok is the leader of this town.”




  “Not anymore.”




  The stranger attacked the zombie with a flurry of punches, raining damage down on the zombie. The creature tried to fight back, but his attacker was able to disappear just as the zombie claws

  were about to touch his skin. The stranger would then reappear behind Va-Lok and attack his exposed back, bringing him to the brink of death. This lasted for only a minute, the stranger attacking,

  disappearing, reappearing, attacking again . . . over and over. Va-Lok didn’t stand a chance. When only the smallest trickle of health remained, the stranger shoved the zombie off the stage,

  causing him to fall to the ground. Landing hard, the damage from the fall erased the last of his XP. The creature disappeared, leaving behind pieces of zombie flesh and three glowing balls of XP.

  They drifted to those nearest the victim.




  All eyes then shifted to the stranger.




  “I have defeated your leader in combat and now claim this town as my own. This was done as it has always been done, the strong eliminating the weak, as it is written in your laws. You are

  all my subjects and will do as I command.”




  “What orders are given to the zombies of this town?” said one of the nearest zombies.




  “What is your name?”




  “This zombie is called Ta-Zin,” he said as he stepped forward, a look of uncertainty and fear on his decaying face.




  “Ta-Zin, you are now one of my generals. You will lead this town in battle,” the stranger said in a loud voice that echoed off the walls of the chamber, making it sound as if there

  were a hundred of him. “You are to attack the Overworlders and continue to attack until the User-that-is-not-a-user comes before me on his knees.” He paused to let his command sink in,

  then continued. “The first war which was to set us free failed. The idiotic leaders, Erebus and Malacoda, failed me, and their punishment was death. Now I will lead the Last Battle and show

  the pathetic NPCs of the Overworld what fear really is.”




  The zombies started to murmur to each other, their rotting heads nodding up and down, toothy smiles showing on green, boxy faces.




  “We will attack the villagers until the User-that-is-not-a-user comes before me and kneels, begging for the lives of these pitiful NPCs. And when he is near death, when the last bit of his

  health is about to evaporate, his courage will shatter, and this Gameknight999 will take the Gateway of Light back to the physical world to escape his death. And when he does that, I will ride the

  Gateway with him into the physical world where I will be free to cause havoc and punish mankind for my imprisonment within Minecraft. Then and only then will I be able to free the monsters of the

  night.”




  The zombies shouted out a guttural cheer that sounded more like a growl than an exclamation, but then grew silent as Ta-Zin stepped forward. The zombie turned to look at the crowd of monsters

  behind him, bringing all their cold dead eyes to him, then gazed up at the stranger.




  “This zombie is confused. It can be seen by the clothes being worn that the leader standing before zombie-town is a shadow-crafter, one of the ancient ones that can change those that live

  in the shadows, make improvements to the creatures of the night, but . . .”




  The stranger teleported to the zombie’s side and pummeled him with punches, his fists a blur, reducing the monster’s HP to nearly zero, but then the attack stopped just as Ta-Zin

  fell to one knee.




  “I am not a shadow-crafter, I am THE shadow-crafter,” the stranger said, his voice filled with rage. “I created the shadow-crafters and am the ruler of all

  the creatures of Minecraft.”




  “Ta-Zin apologizes,” Ta-Zin said with a strained voice. “How should the zombies address their new leader?” As the zombies knew, all non-monsters were named for their

  task, their purpose within Minecraft. A shadow-crafter that improved zombies would be called Zombiebrine, one that crafted creepers would be called Creeperbrine . . . “What thing does the

  leader craft?”




  “I am the crafter of creatures like the failed Erebus and the overzealous Malacoda. I create the leaders of armies and the rulers of darkness. I CRAFT EVIL HEROES!” His voice echoed

  off the chamber walls like a hammer to a gong. “Now go forth and destroy, and tell the NPCs they will suffer until the cowardly User-that-is-not-a-user decides to face me!”




  “But what is the leader’s name?” a zombie yelled from the crowd. “How should the leader of zombie-town be addressed?”




  “My name . . . you want to know my name?”




  Ta-Zin nodded his sickly green head. The stranger leaned in close, and his voice was a spine-tingling whisper.




  “You call me as the legends have named me . . . I am Herobrine.”




  





  CHAPTER 2




  NEW BEGINNINGS




  Gameknight999 logged into Minecraft like he always had a thousand times before. He was playing in his basement, using his father’s

  high-powered computer, the one with the advanced graphics that made the game run really fast. Looking over his shoulder, he could see his father’s inventions all over the basement: the 3D

  licorice printer, the marshmallow launcher, the high-speed peanut butter mixer . . . inventions of all kinds. That’s what his father’s job was: being an inventor. He created the most

  unusual things, then traveled all over the country trying to sell them to anyone that might buy them. Most of his creations were failures, few if any actually working as expected, with the

  exception of one: the digitizer. Gameknight had learned the hard way that this one actually functioned better than expected, as it had digitized him and pulled him into the program that had been

  running on the computer: Minecraft. It had been a painful lesson that he would never repeat.




  He could still remember his initial terror at being sucked into the game . . . that gigantic spider he had to battle . . . and the zombies . . . and the creepers . . . and the . . . The monsters

  seemed to go on forever. Gameknight hadn’t turned on the digitizer on purpose; it had been an accident. But that little accident had propelled him on an adventure that changed his life

  forever. Many things had been learned on his journey through Minecraft, but the most startling had been that the creatures within the game were actually alive . . . the NPCs and the animals . . .

  and the monsters . . .




  Two evil beings in particular had made it their jobs to terrify Gameknight999 and threaten all the lives within Minecraft: Erebus, the king of the endermen, and Malacoda, the king of the Nether.

  Both had made it their mission to destroy Minecraft by destroying the Source. This was where all software came from to run all of the Minecraft world servers. If they destroyed the Source, then

  they could have escaped into the physical world. But Gameknight999, with the help of his friends and an army of NPCs and users, had stopped Erebus and Malacoda and saved everyone. It had been a

  great experience that had taught him much about himself, but also had changed how he viewed Minecraft, forever. Once he was inside, it was no longer just a game for Gameknight999 . . . it was so

  much more.




  Looking over his shoulder, he could see the digitizer sitting there amidst the clutter of the basement, its pointed ray gun-looking frame aimed at the basement wall. It just sat there, turned

  off, its tubes looking dark and ominous. That device gave him the chills whenever he looked at it. But now, a few weeks after escaping from the game and miraculously staying alive, he finally had

  the courage to come back down into the basement and play his favorite game again . . . Minecraft.




  Turning back to his large 1080p monitor, he saw his character materialized in the normal area just outside the hidey-hole that he’d built when he’d been pulled into Minecraft by the

  digitizer. Looking up, he couldn’t see the server thread that connected his character to the Minecraft servers (and to the Source), but Gameknight knew that it was there. That was how the

  NPCs could distinguish a user from an NPC: the server thread that stretched up into the sky like a silvery beam of light. They could also see the letters of the user’s name floating above the

  user’s head. When he’d been pulled into Minecraft he looked like a user, with his moniker floating above his head, but the shining server thread was absent. He was a user, but without

  the connection to the servers . . . he was also not one. The NPCs called him the User-that-is-not-a-user, the one prophesized to save Minecraft, and he had taken that title with pride.




  Now his character was looking out across the landscape. Gameknight could see the tall rocky outcropping that extended over the basin, a long stream of water falling from its heights and

  splashing into the underground chamber. That was where he’d first been attacked by the giant spider. The waterfall had saved his life that day. He could still remember every detail of the

  terrifying creature, the little hairs all over its body that seemed to move on their own; those wicked black curved claws at the end of each leg; the multitude of eyes all burning with a hatred

  that was insatiable. The memory made him shiver slightly, but he knew that it was different now. He had been in the game, really in the game. But now, he was just playing it; a normal user

  out for a stroll in Minecraft. His character might take damage, might even get killed, but nothing would happen to him in real life. This was just a harmless computer game and it was going to stay

  that way. Besides, there was nothing in this world that could make him take the Gateway of Light (his father’s digitizer) back into Minecraft: never again.




  Looking back at the screen, Gameknight999 moved his character out of the basin and toward the village that he knew was in the distance. He sprinted across the landscape, moving past another

  mountain with a similar rocky outcropping. This one had long columns of stone hanging down from the overhanging surface that looked like giant fangs of some kind of ancient blocky leviathan. He

  remembered this mountain from the first time on this server, and it had scared him back then . . . but everything had scared him back then.




  Streaking past the rocky peak, he sprinted straight toward Crafter’s village. A few spiders came out to challenge him, but Gameknight left them alone. He knew that with his enchanted armor

  and sword, these spiders did not stand a chance against him, and besides . . . they were alive and he didn’t want to fight them, or kill them, if it wasn’t necessary.




  That was one of the things that he’d learned after being pulled into the game by his father’s digitizer; the creatures within the game were really alive. The villagers, or NPCs

  (non-playable characters) had hopes and dreams for their children and felt sadness and despair when they lost a loved one. All of the creatures within the digital realms felt pain and feared death;

  they were sentient and knew that they existed, and now Gameknight carried that knowledge with him as well.




  Running past the eight-legged monsters, he nodded at them, acknowledging them but veering around them as he continued on toward the village. After a few minutes, he could start to see the tall

  cobblestone wall that they’d erected around the village. It was built to protect the NPCs from the monsters of the Overworld that had been led by the king of the endermen, Erebus.




  Erebus had led the assault on Minecraft in an attempt to get to the Source. If they had been successful, they could have destroyed the Source and killed all of the digital lives that existed

  within Minecraft. Then they could have taken the Gateway of Light to the physical world where they would have wreaked havoc and destroyed everything. Gameknight and his friends in the village ahead

  had led the defense of Minecraft and saved everyone. And now, thankfully, there were no battles, no monsters seeking his death, no armies clashing on the battlefield. There was just Minecraft . . .

  and that’s how he liked it.




  As he approached the village, he could see an NPC standing atop a tall stone tower that loomed over all the buildings. That was the watchtower and every village had one. The NPC with the best

  eyesight would be assigned the task of watching for monsters. They would be named Watcher, for NPCs are named after their task, e.g., Builder, Runner, Planter, Digger . . . It always reassured

  Gameknight when he saw Watchers in their position atop the towers. That meant that things were as they should be. But this time, there were two Watchers . . . strange.




  “Open the gates,” one of the Watchers yelled.




  Two iron doors swung open as Gameknight approached, but as they creaked open, he thought he saw deep scratches carved into the surface as if four razor-sharp claws and been dragged across their

  cold iron surface. Looking up, he could see archers walking the battlements atop the wall, each with their bow in their hands, arrow notched.




  Why would there be so many archers up on the walls today? Gameknight thought.




  Crossing the wooden bridge that spanned the encircling moat, Gameknight moved into the central square. He was hailed by every NPC that saw him. They all knew him, of course; he was the savior of

  Minecraft . . . the User-that-is-not-a-user.




  As he moved into the village, two young NPCs ran toward him, huge smiles painted across their faces.




  “Gameknight!!!” they yelled as they sprinted to him.




  Kneeling to the ground, Gameknight999 held his arms out as they dived into him. Scooping them up, he held them close to his chest as he spun around, their little legs dangling outward like seats

  on some kind of rotating carnival ride, their giggles filling the air. Stopping the ride, he slowly settled them to the ground and released his grip, letting the twins run off on some new childish

  adventure.




  They were Topper and Filler, the twin children of his NPC friend, Digger. They had adopted Gameknight999 and made him part of their family after he’d saved Minecraft. This humbled him, for

  he’d caused the death of Digger’s wife, the twins’ mother, back when he’d been a selfish griefer. Before he knew the great secret of Minecraft, that the NPCs were actually

  alive, Gameknight had done terrible things. When he first came to this village, back before the war that had assaulted all the servers, back before he’d become the User-that-is-not-a-user,

  Gameknight had griefed this village. He’d broken open doors to let zombies get to the villagers, and had smashed open walls to let the skeletons shoot their arrows at the inhabitants;

  that’s what had caused the death of Digger’s wife. After the great battle that had crashed down upon this village . . . after Gameknight had helped to fortify the village with the help

  of his user friend, Shawny . . . after he’d saved the lives of countless NPCs, Digger had come to forgive him for his past transgressions. This had always humbled him, and made Gameknight999

  want to work hard to be deserving of this kindness, and Digger’s twins, Topper and Filler, always reminded him of the incredible value of this gift with their warm hugs and joyous giggles.




  The only thing that made him sad now was that he couldn’t actually feel the hugs. He was just playing the game, watching on his computer monitor, hearing the voices of his NPC friends through

  his headset . . . he was just an observer and not part of the world that he was watching. He missed feeling those hugs, but he would never go back into the game for real, and become the

  User-that-is-not-a-user. It had nearly cost him his life and had been the most terrifying thing he’d ever experienced. No, he missed feeling the twins’ warm embrace, but the cost to

  feel those loving arms was too great.




  “Gameknight!” another young voice yelled.




  Turning toward the sound, he saw a young girl running toward him. She had long curly red hair, but it was not flowing behind her as she ran, it was just stuck to her shoulders and back as if

  painted to her skin. It was Stitcher.




  As just a regular user, things within Minecraft seemed so flat and two-dimensional. But when he’d been in the game, he could actually see Stitcher’s long red curls flowing

  down her shoulders, bouncing like so many crimson springs as she ran. There were so many wonderful details in the world of Minecraft that normal users just couldn’t see, details that made all

  the creatures look different and unique, and proved that the NPCs and animals and monsters inside the game really were alive!




  She ran across the square and dove into him, dropping her bow and arrow as she flew through the air. He caught her easily, but the force of her momentum knocked him to the ground, laughing.




  “You’ve gotten bigger since the last time I saw you,” Gameknight said as he stood up.




  “It has been a while since you’ve been here,” she replied.




  “Only a couple of weeks,” Gameknight999 replied. He had to take a break after his last harrowing adventure.




  She looked at him and frowned as if he were lying. Then he remembered time within Minecraft went faster than it did in the physical world; one day in Minecraft was only twenty minutes in the

  physical world.




  “Yeah, I guess it has been longer than that,” he said. “Sorry, I should have come back sooner.”




  “You’re right, you should have,” Stitcher replied, then punched him in the arm. “Next time, I’ll punch you harder if you wait this long to come back and see us.

  We’re your Minecraft family and don’t you forget it!”




  “Sorry,” he said meekly.




  A laugh came from behind. Spinning, he saw Hunter approaching, Stitcher’s older sister. As always, she had her enchanted bow in her hand, and arrow notched, ready.




  “Did my little sister just beat you up and put you in your place?” she asked.




  “Yeah, kinda,” Gameknight replied.




  Hunter laughed even louder. She too looked as if she’d aged. Her flowing red hair was longer, the strands reaching down to the center of her back, but painted flat. It took something away

  from her appearance, as if she were just one of the multitudes instead of someone unique. She also looked taller, now as tall as Gameknight. Much about her had changed, but not her eyes. Her deep

  brown eyes still showed the fury and anger she felt toward the monsters that had killed her parents and destroyed her village. Gameknight could see that her thirst for revenge still filled her

  being, and this made him sad, for revenge is a hungry master that consumes both the prey and the predator. His mother always said the best revenge was to live life fully, to be successful, and to

  be happy. But Gameknight could tell that Hunter was not ready to hear this . . . not yet.




  “Well, if you’re done having my little sister beat you up, we have much to discuss,” Hunter explained. “Come, to the crafting chamber.”




  She spun gracefully on one foot and headed for the center of the village, toward the tall stone tower that stood like a sentinel, watching over the inhabitants. Gameknight followed behind,

  Stitcher at his side.




  Many cheered as they saw Gameknight pass by; he’d saved all of their lives and was a hero . . . no, a legend, a living legend: the User-that-is-not-a-user, the one that stopped the

  monsters of Minecraft from destroying everything and everyone. Villager after villager shouted out his name and patted him on the back as he ran through the village. It made Gameknight feel good

  about himself, something that he was not used to feeling; like he was someone important, someone valuable and worthwhile. He didn’t normally feel this way at home, and especially at school.

  In middle school, Gameknight999 was just Tommy Feynman, the kid that tried to be invisible, because that was how you easily avoided bullies. He didn’t feel important or significant or

  valuable, because feeling like that was how you attracted the bullies, by standing tall and standing out. No, school was not where he excelled; Minecraft was where he did that. And now that he had

  friends here, in Minecraft, he could feel good about himself at last.




  When they reached the tall cobblestone tower, Hunter opened the door and moved to the far corner of the room. Glancing up the ladder, Gameknight could see archers on the various floors, each

  with arrow notched, looking out the window as if expecting some kind of attack.




  What was going on here? he thought.




  Drawing her diamond pickaxe, she swung it at the corner block, shattering it with three swings, exposing the secret tunnel that was hidden in every watchtower; it was the entrance to the

  subterranean crafting chamber that sat beneath every village. Tossing the block aside, she dropped down into the tunnel with practiced ease. Stitcher then followed right behind, her petite form

  disappearing from sight. Gameknight was about to follow them, but first glanced up the ladder to the upper floors. The archers looked anxious. Why would they be so nervous?




  Stitcher’s red hair suddenly popped up out of the shaft, her brown eyes looking up at Gameknight999, a confused look on her face.




  “You coming or just gonna do some sightseeing for a while?” She smiled.




  “Yeah, I’m coming.”




  She disappeared down the dark tunnel, then Gameknight stepped down onto the ladder. He slid down a few rungs then stopped and looked up at the bright opening. Questions rolled through his head

  like a thunderstorm.




  Something is going




  on . . . something unexpected. I don’t like unexpected.




  Shaking that familiar feeling that something bad was about to happen, he slid down the ladder into the shadowy depths of Minecraft.




  





  CHAPTER 3




  THE SMALLEST RIPPLE




  As Gameknight slid down to the bottom of the ladder, questions bounced around in his head.




  What was going on? Why did everyone seem on edge? Why all the warriors on the wall? The questions burst through his head like bolts of lighting, each one flashing brighter than the last

  across his mental landscape. A few times, he had to stop and consider certain ideas, his mind focused so tightly on the questions that he thought he might fall from the ladder.




  When he finally made it to the bottom of the ladder, he found Hunter and Stitcher impatiently waiting for him, an agitated look on Hunter’s face.




  “What took you so long?” Hunter asked.




  “Ahh . . . I was just thinking,” Gameknight answered. “I mean . . . what’s with all the archers? There were two Watchers and a bunch of archers in the tower. And I

  noticed there were lots of soldiers on the walls. It looks like you’re getting ready for an attack. What’s going on?”




  “You need to talk about it with Crafter,” Hunter answered. “All I know is, the war isn’t over yet, and the zombie problem still needs to be taken care of.”




  “The zombie problem?” Gameknight asked.




  “Yeah, you know . . . They need to be taken care of . . . if you know what I mean.”




  “Why, have they attacked your village?” Gameknight asked.




  “They have before and they will again!” Hunter said. “And we’ve got to get rid of them before they do.” Pausing to take a breath, Hunter turned to her sister.

  “The monsters destroyed our village, abducted you, and killed our parents and all our friends. They destroyed everything. Zombies can never be trusted!”




  She paused for a moment, and Gameknight could see the pain on her face grow as she relived the destruction of their village. Her eyes grew angrier and angrier as the memories flooded through her

  mind.




  “They are monsters and we are NPCs,” Hunter growled. “There will never be peace between our two races, and the only way this war will end is when one of us is wiped out, and I

  vote it’s them and not us. Any objections?”




  Nobody said anything. They just let Hunter’s anger slowly dissipate.




  “I didn’t see any zombies out and about,” Gameknight said. “Are you sure they’re coming to attack the village?”




  “Of course they’re coming,” Hunter said. “It’s what zombies do, attack, then attack again and again. It’s the only thing they know how to do, other than moan

  and growl.”




  “But I thought the war was over,” Gameknight said. “We beat Malacoda and Erebus and saved the Source. I figured the fighting would be over.”




  “I don’t know if it can ever be over,” Hunter added. “Our history with the monsters of Minecraft is based on fighting. When our hands were linked across our chests,

  before you freed them, we couldn’t fight back, we were just victims waiting to get pounced. Now, the NPCs refuse to be the victims anymore.”




  “But it doesn’t seem like there will ever be peace,” Gameknight replied.




  “That’s right,” Stitcher added, “Maybe we need to solve our problems by talking, not fighting.”




  Gameknight contemplated Stitcher’s last remark, but said nothing. He wasn’t sure how they could ever make peace with zombies . . . but maybe she was right . . . maybe they should

  try.




  They traversed the torch-lit tunnel in silence. Gameknight remembered the many battles they’d had in tunnels like these while they moved across the server, staying just a few steps ahead

  of Malacoda’s army of Nether-monsters. Peering deep into the shadowy tunnel, he half expected zombie claws to reach out at him at any instant. But he knew, deep down, that this tunnel was

  safe and those days of constant fighting and overwhelming fear were long past.




  In minutes, they reached the end of the tunnel and entered the large circular chamber where he’d first met Crafter. It was empty save for a wooden table and chair at the center. At the far

  end of the chamber, Gameknight could see two iron doors, torches placed above each: the entrance to the crafting chamber. Moving to the metal doors, Hunter pounded on them with her blocky fist.

  Seconds later, an armored face peered through the inset windows. The guard looked at each of them, then glanced at the rest of the chamber, making sure there were no threats. Satisfied that all was

  safe, he pushed the button on their side of the door, causing it to swing open.




  Why are they being so cautious? Gameknight thought. What is it that has them so afraid?




  The trio entered the crafting chamber, and their ears were instantly assaulted by the cacophony of hammers ringing on metal, minecarts clattering across slatted tracks, and thirty NPCs crafting

  the tools of war. Gameknight was shocked by the activity. He hadn’t seen a crafting chamber this busy since they had been preparing for the war to save Minecraft.




  Moving down the steps that led to the floor of the chamber, Gameknight saw his best friend in Minecraft, Crafter, at the center of the maelstrom. He was moving from crafting bench to crafting

  bench, inspecting each NPC’s work, commenting on the sharpness of a sword or the fetching of an arrow.




  “CRAFTER!” Hunter shouted above the din.




  The young boy turned toward the sound. His blue eyes glanced at Hunter, but then moved up to Gameknight. He smiled and dropped the arrow that he was inspecting into a nearby minecart, then ran

  to the foot of the stairs, his black smock swaying as he wended his way around the multitude of crafting benches. Leaping over an incoming minecart, he landed gracefully right in front of the

  trio.




  “A rather dramatic entrance,” Stitcher said with a mischievous smile.




  Crafter shrugged and sped past her, then stopped in front of Gameknight999.




  “Hello friend, it’s good to see you again,” Crafter said.




  “Yeah, I think it’s been a while, maybe a few weeks,” Gameknight answered.




  “A few weeks?” Hunter laughed.




  Then Gameknight looked down at Crafter and noticed that his friend was a few inches taller, his face and body more mature. It looked as if he’d aged a couple of years instead of a couple

  of weeks. He had played Minecraft on and off over the last couple of weeks, but had steered clear of Crafter’s server; the memories from the past adventures . . . battles with creatures of

  the Overworld and the monsters of the Nether, had still been fresh in his mind. Instead of looking for adventure within the digital realms, he’d instead been experimenting with making mods,

  the most recent his greatest creation.




  “Ahh . . . sorry I’ve been away for so long,” Gameknight stammered, feeling bad for his absence, “but I’m back now.”




  “Well, you are a welcome sight Gameknight999,” Crafter said, putting a blocky hand on his friend’s shoulder.




  “What’s going on around here, Crafter?” Gameknight asked. “I saw all those soldiers on the village walls, and extra Watchers in the tower. That seemed kinda strange, but

  then I get down here and see all of your people banging out swords and armor. Hunter’s ready to go to war right now. What’s going on?”
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