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CHAPTER ONE

All was quiet in the valley.

The warm breeze blew softly across the shimmering green landscape of the Overworld. The clouds hung low in the sky. Night had just fallen. The surrounding hills were covered in a thick green lawn. The breeze gently rustled each blade of grass.

… which completely hid the footsteps of the approaching horde.

At the edge of the valley, a peaceful crafter named Brian walked out the back door of his house and carefully closed it behind him. He had crafted his modest home out of red sandstone blocks from a nearby mesa. Brian made a living as an expert smelter, specializing in making iron ingots. Each day, he turned hundreds of blocks of iron ore into ingots which he sold to other crafters. Throughout the Overworld, there were few iron ingots finer than his.

After a long day of smelting, Brian liked to eat his dinner outside in the moonlight. There was a pleasant view of the valley from the back of his house, and Brian enjoyed it very much. However, this night was not to be like other ones. As Brian’s nose took in the fragrant evening air, he noticed that something seemed a little bit off. Staring down into the beautiful green valley usually gave him a deep sense of calm. Yet tonight, he found that he could not relax. Danger was on the wind. Danger, and the scent of … Was that bones?

“Do bones have a smell?” Brian wondered out loud. He couldn’t recall the last time he had smelled one on purpose. Whenever he cooked himself a rabbit stew, he usually just threw the bones straight into the trash.

But no. Something told him that the strange odor on the wind tonight was definitely bones.

“That’s very strange,” Brian said.

Then it got stranger.

The wind shifted directions, and Brian began to detect a second smell. It seemed to be coming from the opposite side of the valley. It was much stronger. And it was much, much worse.

This second smell carried the distinctive stench of rotting flesh. Of decay. Of gross, way-past-the-expiration-date meat, and other nasty things that were very unpleasant to think about.

Brian wrinkled his nose. Usually, his valley smelled wonderful at dusk, but tonight, something had completely ruined all of that. Yet what concerned Brian most of all was that these smells—both of them—seemed to be getting stronger by the minute. Which meant that something was getting closer.

Then Brian heard the moans.

From one side of the valley, a chorus of deep, low moans began to accompany the awful smells. Brian was an experienced crafter who had lived in many different parts of the Overworld, and he understood right away that this sound could mean only one thing. Zombies.

Brian knew these pests very well. They came out at night and sometimes wandered into your neighborhood. They could be a real nuisance—disturbing the landscaping, knocking things over, and generally being annoying. On top of everything else, they liked to attack unsuspecting people they came across, especially crafters. On the upside, they were slow, and usually easy to avoid. Brian could always retreat inside his sandstone house whenever he spotted one headed his way.

But Brian had a sneaking suspicion that whatever was making its way toward him was no normal mob of zombies.

Moments later, this sneaking suspicion was proved right.

As the smelter looked on, the largest group of zombies he had ever seen crested the hill on the east side of his valley. It was more than a mob—more than several mobs. It was a small army.

Rows and rows of hungry-looking zombies lined up at the lip of the valley. Several of them carried weapons, and many wore armor. Two or three even rode chickens. They all had mean, angry-looking expressions on their faces.

Brian was almost too astounded to feel afraid. What on earth were all of these zombies doing here? How had they all come together like this? What could they possibly want? Why were the chickens okay with this??

Then the answer (well, not to every question) loped into view.

From the corner of his eye, Brian suddenly detected movement on the opposite side of the valley. He turned and saw something even more astounding. Another army! This one was entirely made up of skeletons. Rows and rows of the bony things were carefully lining themselves up facing the zombies. Their bones gleamed brightly in the moonlight, and their bows made loud ‘clack’-sounds as they jostled against one another.

Having no eyebrows or lips—or, really, faces at all—it was usually hard for Brian to get an idea of a skeleton’s facial expression. But on this night, things were different. Each one of the skeletons’ bony skulls found a way to look really, really angry!

Brian swallowed hard.

Like most crafters, Brian didn’t particularly like zombies or skeletons. He might have said some bad things about them to other crafters. Okay, he definitely had. And sure, now and then he liked to try out a new weapon by bashing some skeletons or smacking some zombies with it. In fact, just last week he’d received a new golden sword as a birthday present from his brother. The first thing he’d done was to go looking for some zombies to try it out on. A fact he now deeply regretted.

But on the other hand, it wasn’t like Brian was some kind of special undead-hunter. Plenty of crafters had spent more time than him shooting at zombies with arrows or whacking away at skeletons with a nice sharp axe. Why both mobs would choose to get together and gang up on him was completely beyond Brian.

Brian nervously rubbed his hands together and wondered what to do. Were they coming for him? Should he run back inside his house, shut the door, and hope all the monsters just went away? Should he flee from the valley entirely, even though it was his home? Should he break his golden sword over his knee and tell the zombies he was really, really sorry and he’d never do it again?

As Brian tried to figure out how we could possibly make it through the night alive, the zombie army and the skeleton army did something very strange. It was something that Brian had never known zombies or skeletons to do in the history of Minecraft. Ever. It was something unexpected. Something unprecedented.

And something—Brian reckoned as he looked on in mounting confusion—that might just change the Overworld forever.


CHAPTER TWO

Bacca stood at the center of the improvised crafting workshop in the garden that framed the front of his estate.

Bacca’s enormous castle loomed in the background. Its high turrets cast a welcome shadow that kept everyone shaded from the hot sun. It was a gorgeous summer day. The breeze softly tousled Bacca’s fur. In a rare show of informality, Bacca had unbuttoned his suit jacket and loosened the knot on his necktie.

Bacca was the most famous crafter in the entire Overworld. He was known far and wide for remarkable feats of crafting, and equally impressive accomplishments of bravery and guile. His creations were famous for their beauty, for their usefulness, and for being generally awesome.

Bacca himself was about the same size as most other crafters, but in all other ways his appearance was very different. Every inch of Bacca was covered with short fur, making him look a little bit like a dog or a wolf, or maybe even a particularly well-groomed bear. He had very long canine teeth and his nose was suspiciously close to a snout. But despite this animal hairiness, Bacca managed a very formal appearance. He always kept his fur cleaned and combed, and never went anywhere without his trademark three-piece suit.

Bacca’s castle was perhaps his finest crafting creation of all. It was perched dramatically on the edge of a cliff and featured some of the tallest towers and spires in all the Minecraft universe. On the lawns in front of his castle, Bacca had crafted expansive gardens filled with blue orchids, tulips, and sunflowers. Crafters came from all around the Overworld to see Bacca’s impressive home and marvel at these gardens. Bacca didn’t mind the visitors. He was friendly, and liked guests. Sometimes, he even invited them to come inside and enjoy some raw fish, which was his favorite food—and, in fact, the only food he ate. Luckily for Bacca, being the top crafter around came with plenty of benefits. Being able to craft enormous fish tanks with endless supplies of yummy fish was just one of them!

Although Bacca could often be sassy and sarcastic, he was kind and cared about other people. At his core, the most important thing for Bacca was helping others. It wasn’t enough for Bacca just to challenge himself to make bigger and better crafting creations—though he certainly did that. It was also important to Bacca to be a mentor to the next generation of crafters. Which was why, every summer, he took time out of his busy crafting schedule to host a special workshop for the Overworld’s leading young crafters.

And today, because it was such a nice day, Bacca had decided that they could have class outside.

Seated in a half circle around Bacca were ten very gifted young crafters. Most of them were not old enough to be on their own yet, and had to be dropped off by their parents. In most cases, Overworld parents were delighted when their child was selected for Bacca’s yearly master class. (Successful graduates were presented with the prestigious “Bacca-laureate” degree, which came with a diploma and a set of fine crafting tools. It virtually guaranteed a long and prosperous career in crafting. Suffice it to say, the class had a very competitive application process.)

Assisting Bacca with the teaching was Bacca’s girlfriend, LadyBacc. An accomplished crafter in her own right, LadyBacc was perhaps the perfect match for Bacca. She looked more or less exactly like him—which could sometimes be hilarious and confusing—except that she wore a dress instead of a suit, and had a ribbon tied to her mane. Both Bacca and LadyBacc loved being sarcastic and silly, but when it came to crafting they were both dead-serious.

This year, their summer crafting class had turned out to be unexpectedly controversial. That was because, for the first time, a zombie had been admitted.

The zombie’s name was Dug. (Not “Doug” as Bacca had originally thought, but “Dug,” as the young crafter’s parents had carefully explained. It had to do with digging … like out of a grave … because you were a member of the walking dead!)

Many people in the Overworld disliked zombies, and this was true of most of the parents of the crafters in Bacca’s class. When they’d dropped their sons and daughters off, some of them had let Bacca know exactly how they felt.

“So a zombie’s in your class this year?” one of the parents had said rather rudely. “I guess it’s not as exclusive as we thought.”

“You’re letting a zombie crafter in?” another parent had quipped. “What’s next? Sheep crafters? Pig crafters? What about very smart mushrooms?”

“I’ve got nothing against zombies,” said still another parent. “I like them just fine. When they’re lurking in the shadows and trying to eat people. You know, like zombies are supposed to. But a zombie trying to be a crafter? That’s just too strange!”

Other parents had expressed concern about the safety of their children around a zombie. Bacca knew that this was silly, if only because he would be present at all times, and could easily put a stop to any roughhousing. (In addition to being a renowned crafter, Bacca was also a highly skilled warrior. He never went anywhere without his diamond axe, which he had lovingly named Betty. Breaking up fights between students, even zombie ones, would be no problem for him.)

For his part, Bacca was actually excited about his zombie student. This was because Dug was one of the fastest learners of any crafter Bacca had ever met. Period. While his style was sometimes a little rough around the edges—mostly owing to the lousy selection of crafting tools available to zombies—Dug showed enormous potential. Who knew what he might be able to accomplish with a little bit of guidance?

The undead didn’t have parents in the same way that living crafters did, but it was clear that a group of zombies had claimed Dug as their own. These zombies showed up to drop off Dug on the first day of class, right at the momentt before night became morning. (Most zombies had to stay underground during the day because they burned in sunlight. Baby zombies did not burn, however, and were effectively sun proof. Dug wasn’t a baby, but he wasn’t an adult either. As near as Bacca could tell, the sun didn’t hurt Dug yet, but he still preferred to be in the shade whenever possible.) Bacca had made a point to have a friendly chat with Dug’s parents. He could see in the rotting, half-formed faces of these zombies that they were incredibly proud of their young protégé.

On this particular morning, the class was learning to craft golden chestplates. The task involved smelting gold ore into gold ingots, and then using eight of the ingots to carefully create the finished piece of armor. It was only their first day working with gold, but Bacca was already seeing a lot of advanced work from his students.

“That’s some nice hammering, Jason,” Bacca said as he strode from crafter to crafter, reviewing each student’s progress. “Make sure you get the front of the breastplate nice and smooth, but don’t make it too thin. Remember, this thing has got to protect somebody from a creeper or a skeleton or a z—”

Bacca stopped himself, remembering his new student.”

“Or a … ?” said the student, waiting for him to finish.

“Or a zebra, I was going to say,” Bacca lied. “They can, you know, run up and kick you when you’re not looking. It’s very unpleasant.”

Bacca quickly moved down the row of crafters.

“That’s looking excellent, Sara,” Bacca said to the next pupil. “Be sure to reinforce the top so that it protects the wearer’s shoulders.”

“Will do!” said the enthusiastic student.

Then Bacca arrived at the crafting table where Dug was working. The young zombie did not appear to be in very much of a hurry. Maybe Dug was lazy? Bacca knew that zombies tended to move slowly, and so he was prepared to give his student the benefit of the doubt. However, after a moment, Bacca realized that the lack of action was due to the fact that Dug was already finished.

“Let’s see what you’ve got here,” Bacca said, picking up the gold chestplate and turning it over.

It was immaculate. Strong and lightweight, the front of the armor had been polished to a brilliant golden gleam. The young crafter had even adorned it with tasteful engravings along the edges. Looking more closely, Bacca saw that they were engravings of zombies.

This kid is ready to work with diamond, Bacca thought to himself. Dug was already head and shoulders above the other crafters in the class. Higher than that. He was practically up in his own stratosphere.

“Very nice work,” Bacca said evenly.

Bacca hesitated to tell the young zombie just how skilled he actually was. Bacca didn’t want the other crafters in the class to get jealous. He also didn’t want Dug to grow an inflated ego.

“Mmmm,” Dug responded with a smile. Traditional speech was a challenge for zombies. They could talk, but they preferred simply to moan whenever that would get the point across. Dug was no exception.

With his single moan, Dug seemed to transmit the idea that Bacca didn’t have to worry, because while Dug might have been many things—like, say, a living corpse reanimated to feast on crafters—‘intimiated’ wasn’t one of them.

Bacca liked this boldness, and gave his student a grin. Then he stepped over to where LadyBacc was preparing the next lesson—a lecture on bone meal and its many useful properties.

“This zombie kid is just blowing everybody away,” Bacca whispered. “I’m really impressed.”

“I know,” agreed LadyBacc. “So am I. Did you see the iron sword he crafted on the very first day?”

“I sure did,” Bacca replied. “He made the cross guard and hilt without even being told how. And that blade! It was practically sharp enough to split obsidian.”

“Can you believe there were people who thought Dug shouldn’t even be here?” asked LadyBacc.

“I think those skeptics are going to come around soon,” Bacca said confidently. “Especially when they see what hecan do.”

“And he hasn’t tried to bite any of the other students even once,” she observed.

“Yes,” he replied. “That’s a point in his favor as well.”

“But back to his crafting, I think he’s ready for diamond.”

“I was just thinking that myself,” Bacca told her. “This afternoon, maybe one of us should show him how to … how to …”

Bacca trailed off. He seemed to have lost his train of thought. He was looking past LadyBacc and squinting into the distance.

LadyBacc was confused. She turned around and followed Bacca’s gaze.

On the horizon, a distant crowd of people, maybe twenty or thirty of them, was approaching the castle. They were crafters, she realized—some of whom Bacca and LadyBacc had met before—and they looked very unhappy.

“Uh oh,” LadyBacc said. “Do you think they’re here about Dug? Should we move the children inside?”

“No, I’m going to give them the benefit of the doubt,” Bacca said cautiously. “They’re mad about something, but it’s not like they’re holding torches and pitchforks. Besides, I know some of these crafters personally. They’re not people who get angry over something like a zombie student. Can you watch the students for a bit? I’m going to go hear what they have to say.”

Bacca walked across his front lawn to meet the approaching mob. As they drew closer, Bacca began to think they looked less hostile, and more like they might just need help. More than one of the crafters had dusty clothes and faces covered in dirt. A few of them were missing shoes, making Bacca think they’d been running away from something.

“Hi everybody!” Bacca said as the mob drew close. “Why the long faces? What’s going on?”

“Oh Bacca,” said a spokesman from the group. “We’re here to seek your assistance!”

The spokesman was a talented smelter named Brian. Bacca had met him a time or two before, and admired his fine ingots. Bacca knew that Brian was very shy, and liked to live a quiet life away from crowds. If Brian had joined up with a big group like this, then Bacca guessed it was for a very important reason.

“Tell me the details,” Bacca said. “Why do you need my help?”

“It’s the zombies and the skeletons!” Brian said. The rest of the crowd behind him nodded seriously in agreement.

“What about them?” Bacca said, thinking maybe he’d been wrong and bracing himself for something about how his zombie student was taking a spot at the school away from other crafters.

Instead, Brian said: “They’re acting all wrong. They’re violent. It’s like they’ve gone crazy.”

Bacca wrinkled his nose to show he didn’t understand.

“But being violent is what mobs do,” he said. “And skeletons and zombies are mobs, so … ?”

“Hang on,” Brian said. “There’s more to it. They’re not just being violent … they’re being violent with each other.”

“You mean to say that zombies and skeletons are … fighting?” Bacca asked.

The entire crowd of crafters nodded yes.

“And it’s not just a few of ’em … it’s all of ’em!” someone shouted from the back.

“Yeah,” shouted someone else. “They’re joining up into great big armies, and then charging right into each other!”

Armies of zombies and skeletons? Bacca had never heard of such a thing. It was true that members of different mobs sometimes fought with each other—a zombie fighting a skeleton was not unheard of, for example—but it was usually an isolated incident. It typically happened by sheer accident. (Bacca usually thought it was fun when it did. You could take bets on which mob member you thought was going to win.) Certainly, zombies had never been known to go in search of skeletons, or vice versa. But these crafters seemed to be saying that that had changed.

“How long has this been going on?” Bacca asked.

“Just for a few days,” Brian answered. “But it’s already a big problem! When they fight each other, they mess up all the stuff we built.”

“It’s true!” shouted another crafter. “Yesterday a zombie army marched across my farm. They trampled all my crops, and knocked down all of my buildings. On top of that, my animals ran away!”

“The skeletons are just as bad,” said another crafter. “A bunch of them walked through my fountains and pools that had taken me months to build. They pushed over the statues, and displaced all the water. Worst of all, they stepped on my fish!”

“Poor fish,” someone said from the back of the group. “They hadn’t done anything to anyone … they were just swimming around.”

Bacca frowned sympathetically. The unnecessary wasting of delicious fish was something that struck a chord with him.

“And I used to live next to a beautiful valley,” Brian said. “That was the whole reason I built my house there. Location, location, location. Well, now my location is ruined! The other night an army of zombies and an army of skeletons showed up at the same time. They charged into the valley and fought each other for hours. I don’t know who won, but now my valley is a giant pit of mud filled with armor and arrows and dead skeletons and zombies.”

“Erm …” someone said from the back of the group. “But I thought skeletons and zombies were technically already dead, so—”

“You know what I mean!” snapped Brian. He was clearly in a lousy mood.

“This does sound like a serious problem,” Bacca said.

“You’re the most famous crafter and the bravest warrior in the entire Overworld,” Brian said to Bacca. “So we’re coming to you in hopes that you can fix things. Somehow, we need to make the skeletons and the zombies stop fighting. It’s making everything awful for everybody.”

Bacca rubbed his hairy chin and considered carefully. He wanted to help the crafters if he could, but this request was so unusual. He had never heard anything like it. Bacca was certainly skilled at combat himself. If the request had been to take on a zombie army or a skeleton army—or both!—Bacca would have been up for it … and then some! (It might have been fun to make a game of it, and see which army he could defeat more quickly. For a moment, Bacca mentally explored the fun possibilities.) But to make two mobs stop fighting with each other? This was a completely different kettle of fish!

“Do any of you know why the zombies and the skeletons are fighting?” Bacca asked. “Has there been an argument? Did one group insult the other?”

“We don’t know,” Brian said. “Nobody does. Maybe they’ve always hated each other … and only now gotten around to fighting about it.”

Bacca rubbed his chin again. That sure didn’t sound right. Wars didn’t start for no reason. If these two mobs were at each other’s throats (or neckbones, in the skeletons’ case), something new had probably happened. Something bad.

“Okay,” said Bacca. “I’ll investigate. But I can’t make any promises.”

“Thank you,” several crafters said at once.

“Yes, thank you,” Brian added. “That’s all we ask.”

Pleased to know that Bacca was on the case, the group of crafters in front of his castle gradually began to disperse. Bacca strode back to where his crafting class was still in session. Many of the young crafters had seen the commotion and wondered what was going on. LadyBacc was also curious about what the visitors had wanted.

“Have you heard anything about zombies and skeletons fighting?” Bacca asked his girlfriend.

“Not more than usual,” she said. “Usually, I’m more concerned with how I can fight them.”

“Apparently big groups of zombies and skeletons are going to war,” Bacca said. “It’s causing a lot of problems. The crafters are really upset. They want me to help.”

“Help how?” asked LadyBacc.

“I’m not quite sure yet,” Bacca answered.

“Well, if anyone can get to the bottom of this, it’s you,” LadyBacc said, giving her boyfriend a vote of confidence.

“I guess so,” Bacca said. “I expect this will take a while to investigate. Do you mind teaching the class until I get back? You’re every bit the crafter I am. Plus, all the students love you.”

“Sure thing,” said LadyBacc. She then smiled slyly. “On one condition.”

“What’s that?” asked Bacca.

“Take Dug with you.”

Of all the possible conditions, Bacca was not expecting that one.

“What?” he replied. “Why in the Overworld should I do that?”

“I’ll give you three reasons,” LadyBacc said confidently. “For one, there’s almost nothing we can teach him. You know that. He’s the best young crafter we’ve ever seen. He already knows almost everything, and anything that is new he picks up instantly. Taking him with you for a few days might give the others in the class a chance to catch up!

“For another, he’s a zombie. That might be useful. If something is going on with the zombies and the skeletons, it might help to have a zombie on your team.

“And finally, I’m sure it would mean a lot to him. I know he doesn’t say much, but Dug tends to moan in a special, more enthusiastic way when he gets some praise from you. Helping you with a quest would be the highlight of his summer!”

“Hmm, you make some good points,” Bacca said, looking over to the workbench where Dug was lovingly polishing his gold breastplate. “As you know, eventually all crafters have to learn that crafting is about more than just making items or building blocks in a workshop. It’s about interacting with the environment of the Overworld around you. It’s about building structures that complement their surroundings, and using the natural landscape as an asset instead of a hindrance. I guess taking Dug out into the larger world might introduce him to some of these ideas.”

“See?” said LadyBacc. “I knew you’d come around.”

“But I’ll only take him if he wants to go,” Bacca quickly added. “Nothing would be worse than dragging a complaining zombie with me the whole way.”

Bacca stepped over to where Dug was polishing the breastplate. With a tip of his head, Bacca silently indicated that the zombie should follow him. Bacca strode a few paces away, to where the other students would not be able to hear. Dug put down his breastplate and enthusiastically loped after him.

“So, Dug …” he began when the zombie caught up. “Something important is happening, and it looks like I have to go away for a while on a mission of special importance.”

Dug looked sad. His face fell. Literally. The skin on Dug’s face was not attached very tightly. (Being a zombie will do that to you. Dug’s nose and mouth dropped perhaps a full inch lower on Bacca’s bad news.)

“It’s going to involve a lot of travel and it might be dangerous,” Bacca continued. “All the same … I thought you might like to come with me.”

“Mmmm!” Dug said. He nodded enthusiastically, and his face snapped back into place.

“We would need to leave right away, and I’m not sure when we’ll be back,” Bacca cautioned. “You’re sure about this? You really want to come?”

“mmmmYes,” Dug managed, giving another nod.
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