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CHAPTER 1

SIGNS

The blinding sphere of light slowly faded around Gameknight999, and he could see the blocky landscape that now surrounded him. A long stream of water fell from an outcropping high overhead, forming a small pool of water at his feet. The spray from the water felt cool on his skin. Wiping the moisture from his face, Gameknight felt a flat cheek under his stocky rectangular fingers. He held his hand out in front of him and spread his fingers wide. They were like long, square sausages. He grinned.

That falling water had probably saved his life when he’d first entered Minecraft. He could still remember that first terrifying battle with the giant spider. The monster had carelessly jumped into the flowing water in an attempt to attack him. Trapped in the turbulent liquid, the spider had been unable to defend itself, allowing Gameknight to finish it off … his first kill. What a terrible way to remember your first adventure within Minecraft: the death of another creature, he thought, his grin fading.

“Are you just gonna stand there looking like an idiot until the sun sets and the monsters all come out to greet you?” a voice said from behind.

Gameknight turned to find his friend, Hunter, standing there in full diamond armor, her red curls spilling out from under the shining helmet. Waves of iridescent magic flowed across the glacial blue coating, casting a soft purple glow around her feet and bathing the nearby oak in sparkling light. Behind her, Gameknight could see two horses tied to a fencepost sticking up out of a clump of grass. The horses were happily leaning down and munching on the thick green blades.

She looked up over his head, and Gameknight knew she was looking at the letters floating in the air above him; this signified him as a user. Craning her head up even higher, Hunter searched for the server thread that would attach to the top of his head and extend up into the sky. The server thread connected any normal user to the server, allowing him to play the game from the physical world. But Gameknight knew he had no server thread. He was not just playing the game; he was actually in the game. All of the feelings and smells and sounds that happened within the game were very real to him. With his father’s invention, the digitizer, Gameknight999 had been transported into Minecraft and was now part of it. He was the User-that-is-not-a-user.

“Oh … ah … yeah, I’m ready,” Gameknight said clumsily. “It’s always a little bit of a shock coming back into the game using my father’s invention.”

“I thought he smashed it after he captured and destroyed Herobrine,” Hunter said.

She untied the horses and handed one of the ropes to Gameknight.

“No, he just demolished the computer that ran the digitizer. It was no problem hooking a new computer up to the digitizer and loading the software.”

“You sure the Herobrine virus was completely destroyed?” Hunter asked.

Gameknight nodded.

“He’s toast,” he said proudly.

“Toast?”

“Oh, yeah, um … toast is what you get when you heat up bread,” Gameknight explained. “The surfaces of the bread get cooked and turn brown and …”

“I stopped listening to your explanation after you said ‘toast,’” she said. “You should just make reference to things that are in Minecraft. How would I know what ‘toast’ is?”

“Good point. But yeah, Herobrine is still destroyed,” Gameknight said. “He’ll never hurt us again.”

She sighed, but in a good way, and Gameknight could see her visibly relax. Reaching into her inventory, she tossed him his armor and weapons. He quickly put them on, then drew his enchanted sword and held it up into the air. Sadly, Gameknight always felt better when he had a sword in his hand.

“Then let’s get moving,” Hunter said. “Herobrine might be gone, but I still feel better when we’re close to the village.”

"Me, too," he said as he leapt up into the saddle, Hunter following closely behind. “I know that Herobrine’s gone, but I can’t help still feeling nervous. We’ve been living under the threat of total destruction for so long, it's hard to just turn off feeling scared, like it was a switch.”

They spun their mounts around and headed out of the shallow basin toward the distant village. Hunter kept her enchanted bow in her hand as they rode. Even though it was daytime and it was unlikely that they’d be attacked, Gameknight knew that she always liked being prepared.

They rode in silence, moving through the blocky landscape at a gentle trot. Soon the lush, rolling hills of the grassland biome gave way to a thick oak forest. It was quiet in the forest, too; the only sound was the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves. Gameknight would have expected to hear the occasional moo of a cow or bleat of a sheep, but there was nothing. Was it just nerves making him so suspicious, or was something actually going on?

“You hear that?” Gameknight asked.

“What?” Hunter relied.

“I don’t hear any sounds at all,” Gameknight said. “Something’s wrong. We have to hurry back.”

“What are you talking about?” Hunter said. “Herobrine is gone, and I don’t see any monsters anywhere. There’s a difference between having frazzled nerves and actually doing something silly because of unfounded fears. Do you really think that problems always happen when you come into Minecraft? Aren’t we a little self-centered?” She gave him a silly look, crossing her eyes, then laughed. “Relax, there’s nothing wrong.”

“I’d still feel better if we got to the village sooner rather than later.”

Kicking his horse, Gameknight shifted to a gallop as he steered around the thick trunks of the oak trees. Hunter accelerated and matched his speed. As they rode, Gameknight continually looked left and right, ready for a skeleton or spider or zombie to jump out and attack. But nothing happened. Finally, a cow mooed in the distance, and Gameknight999 relaxed a little, glad to hear the animal’s voice.

When they reached the end of the forest, the sun was nearing the horizon. Long, dark shadows crept out from the base of the forest trees, stretching across the grassy plain ahead like spooky fingers.

Gameknight smiled and relaxed a bit when he saw the village; after so many adventures inside of Minecraft, it actually felt a bit like home. A high cobblestone wall surrounded the collection of buildings, with tall archer towers standing vigilant along the fortified barricade. Urging their horses across the plain, they headed for the wooden bridge that spanned the village’s moat and led to the open twin iron gates.

To the side of the village, Gameknight could see his own castle. Dark purple-black walls of obsidian circled the central keep, forming a perimeter. The cobblestone and obsidian structure that sat at the center of the castle rose high above the barricade. It narrowed as it climbed to the sky, until there was just the smallest of rooms at its peak.

Around the castle, defenses jutted out from the midnight walls, but Gameknight could see that none were manned. Since the destruction of Herobrine, life inside Minecraft had been peaceful, with axes and hoes replacing swords and bows.

“You see, I told you nothing was wrong,” Hunter said. “All is as it should be. The great Gameknight999 has no monsters to slay and no great battles to win. All this peace and quiet is making you restless!”

Gameknight harrumphed as he put away his own enchanted bow and crossed the wooden bridge that led across the moat. Dismounting, he held the reins of his horse and walked through the double doors, uncertain what to expect.

Suddenly a rocket streaked up and exploded in a shower of color high overhead. Gameknight jumped in surprise, his hand instinctively reaching for his weapon, but instead of screams, cheers echoed off the walls and buildings as the villagers emerged from behind the wooden homes, shouting his name and smiling. Gameknight frowned slightly at being so jumpy as he dismounted. A young girl came running up, her curly red hair bouncing about her shoulder with every step. She jumped into his arms, a huge smile on her face.

“Gameknight!” she yelled.

“Stitcher … I’m glad to see you too,” he replied as he caught Hunter’s younger sister in his arms.

“She seems happy to see you. We all are,” a young NPC said.

Gameknight set the girl down and turned to the villager. The young boy was clothed in a black smock, a gray stripe running down the center. The dark clothing made his blond hair seem to glow with a golden light. The only thing that could possibly be brighter were his shining blue eyes.

“Crafter, my friend, it is so good to see you again,” Gameknight said.

The young NPC smiled and nodded. “We are all happy you have returned,” Crafter replied. “I thought perhaps a celebration might be in order. Later we’ll …”

“Gameknight! Gameknight!” A lanky boy was running full-speed toward him.

“Slow down, Herder!” Gameknight shouted, but it was too late.

The young boy tried to skid to a stop, but instead smashed into the User-that-is-not-a-user, knocking him to the ground. Crafter helped the boy up as a pair of large hands reached down and helped Gameknight to his feet. Looking up, the User-that-is-not-a-user found Digger standing over him.

“Is everyone OK?” Digger asked, his booming voice sounding like distant thunder.

“Yeah, I’m OK,” Gameknight replied. “Herder, are you all right? What were you thinking, charging toward me like that?”

“Come quick, come quick, there’s something wrong with my pigs and cows,” the lanky boy said.

Spinning around, Herder streaked to the animal pens, his long black hair flying behind him like a long stringy flag. Gameknight looked at Crafter and smiled, then followed the boy.

They were all shocked when they reached the pen holding the village’s pigs. The little pink animals were all walking backward, something that was impossible in Minecraft.

“What’s going on here?” Gameknight asked, looking at Crafter.

“I don’t know,” the young boy replied. “I’ve never seen pigs do this before.”

“Look, there’s a sign in the middle of the pen,” Digger said. The stocky NPC moved around to the side of the pen so he could see the writing.

“What does it say?” Crafter asked.

Digger looked back at his friends, a confused look on his face.

“I don’t understand it,” Digger said.

“What does it say?” Hunter asked, having now joined the group.

“Well … it says ‘KROP’?”

Gameknight laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Crafter asked.

“Read it backward,” he replied.

Crafter thought about it, then smiled.

“And look at the cows!” Herder yelled, pointing to the brown spotted animals.

Gameknight turned and ran to the cow pen. He didn’t need to get that close to see what was wrong. The animals were upside down, moving along on their backs, their long legs waving around as they slid through the pen.

“There’s another sign,” Hunter said as she streaked by. “It says … ‘COM’?”

Gameknight laughed again.

“What is it this time?” Crafter asked when he reached his friend’s side.

“It’s upside-down,” Gameknight explained. “Turn it over and it spells …”

“COW,” Hunter growled. “Well I, for one, don’t think any of this is funny.”

“Well, your village has been trolled,” Gameknight explained. “I don’t know how a user did this though, without—”

“Everyone, come back to the gates!” a young voice shouted from the fortified wall.

Gameknight looked toward the voice and saw Stitcher standing at the iron doors, her enchanted bow in her hand, arrow notched and drawn. He ran to his friend and drew his own bow, notched an arrow, then slowly stepped through the doors. He could see a sign sitting on the far side of the wooden bridge. Moving cautiously to the sign, he looked at it and was confused. It was an arrow pointing out onto the grassy plain. He cautiously followed the directions, blades of grass swishing against his diamond boots as he walked. Back from the village, he could still hear the cows and the pigs in the village, the animals apparently not adversely affected by the prank.

Ahead, Gameknight spotted a bare patch of dirt where once there had been grass. As he approached, a sign appeared out of nowhere. Moving closer to the wooden marker to see what it read, Gameknight felt a drop of liquid hit the top of his head. That’s weird, he thought. I didn’t notice any rainclouds. He reached his hand up without looking, and when he pulled it back in front of his face, he stopped dead in his track. It was green slime! Stepping back, Gameknight looked all around and saw a heavy rain of green spheres falling, but only in a two-block radius around the sign. This is impossible, he thought. Why are all of these weird things happening?

He heard footsteps from behind, and knew his friends had caught up to him. Staying outside of the green hail, Gameknight moved so that he could read the sign.

“What does it say?” Crafter asked.

Gameknight glanced over his shoulder. His friends were spreading out across the grassy plain, their weapons drawn.

Looking back at the sign, he read the message. His blood turned to ice.

“Well?” Hunter asked. “You gonna share with us, or keep this a secret?”

He stepped backward, shaking his head.

“It says ‘IF YOU THINK I’M DONE WITH U, THEN UR ALL FOOLS!’” Gameknight said.

“Who wrote it?” Crafter asked.

Gameknight turned and looked at his friend. He knew his face betrayed the sense of fear that filled his entire being.

“Are you all right?” Crafter asked.

Gameknight shook his head. “It’s signed ‘HEROBRINE’!”


CHAPTER 2

SPIDERS

The giant spider watched as the User-that-is-not-a-user struck the sign with a diamond pickaxe, shattering it into a million pieces. The villagers then built a cobblestone structure around the blocks that were covered with the sticky green balls of slime. Sakkir glanced over at the spider next to her, also hidden amid the leaves of the tall oak.

“Saztin, there issss our enemy, Gameknight999,” Sakkir said, her eight spider eyes glowing red with hatred.

“Yessss, I can ssssee,” Saztin said. “We musssst report to the queen, quickly.”

“Agreed,” Sakkir replied. “But let ussss wait until the villagerssss have returned back to their village.”

The two spiders moved farther back into the leaves and branches, waiting for the NPCs to retreat behind their fortified walls. The villagers quickly finished the cobblestone structure, outlining the area of the Maker’s prank so that the other idiotic two-legs could avoid getting hit by the slime balls. Sakkir noticed that the foolish villagers looked afraid of Herobrine’s message, especially the User-that-is-not-a-user. This made the spiders smile. Finally, satisfied that they had walled off the strange green rain, the NPCs returned to their village, the sun slowly setting beyond the horizon. The spiders were free to make the return trip to their queen, Shaivalak.

The two giant monsters moved across the treetops, their long black legs almost a blur as they ran. When they reached the edge of the forest, the duo lowered themselves down on long thin strands of filament until they touched the ground. Around her, Sakkir could hear zombies nearby, their pathetic moaning filling the air.

“You notice how they’re alwayssss complaining?” Sakkir said to her companion.

“Yessss, the zombiessss only perceive that which issss bad,” Saztin replied. “They cannot appreciate the beauty of the morning dew on a web.”

“Or a cloudlesssss ssssky,” Sakkir added.

Satzin nodded her large head. She glanced in the direction of the moaning and saw a handful of zombies shuffling through the darkness, their arms always extended out before them.

“Let ussss be going,” Saztin suggested.

Sakkir nodded. Her eight eyes glowed with annoyance at the presence of the whining green creatures. They headed northeast toward the hidden cave where their queen waited, traveling through many biomes of grassland, forest, desert, and frozen river. It would take them at least two days to traverse the surface of Minecraft and reach their destination, but they had no choice; they had to report back what they had witnessed. The sisters momentarily considered returning to their own spider nest to feast on the moss that had been collected by the brothers (cave spiders). But their instructions had been to return to Herobrine’s cave of devices and report to their queen, Shaivalak, when the User-that-is-not-a-user was found. This was important and there could be no delay, even if it cost them their lives.

After a day and a half of travel, Sakkir had become extremely hungry. She looked at Saztin and could tell that she, too, was starving.

“What if we can’t make it?” Sakkir asked in a hoarse, cracking voice.

“You mean, if we sssstarve?” Saztin replied.

The spider nodded, her eyes barely glowing at all.

“Let ussss jusssst try to make it to the top of the next hill,” Saztin said, her voice weak.

Sakkir nodded, then charged up the sand dune in front of them. When they reached the crest and looked down upon the landscape ahead of them, they saw the end of the desert and another forest beyond the sand. Both spiders sighed with relief when they saw tall spruces in the forest. The ground was covered by dirt that was a mixture of dark brown and soft orange. Leafy ferns decorated the shadowy corners of the forest, their fronds reaching out to absorb the scant sunlight that made it to the ground.

“There will be food there in the mega taiga biome,” Sakkir said as she scurried down the backside of the dune, her sister fast on her eight heels.

The two spiders moved down the hill and across the forest floor until they reached a collection of mossy cobblestone. Quickly, the spiders pulled off the green strands of moss and stuffed them into their mouths. The soft verdant material instantly rejuvenated the monsters’ HP, giving them renewed strength. The creatures sat by the stone blocks until they were picked clean, all traces of the green moss eaten.

“Hurry, we musssst get to Shaivalak and report,” Saztin said, her voice now strong and clear.

“Agreed,” Sakkir replied, feeling rejuvenated.

The two spiders continued their journey through the forest. In the distance, they could hear the howl of wolves, but fortunately, none of them came near. They scurried through the forest until it ended at the multicolored mesa biome.

“We’re getting closssse,” Sakkir said. “I can feel her.”

“Yessss,” hissed Saztin.

They ran across the brown, orange, and tan sands like two fuzzy shadows. They knew their dark bodies would be easy to spot against the colorful sand and clay, but they had no choice. Moving as fast as they could, the pair of monsters sprinted across the mesa. In the distance, they could see grassland and an extreme hills biome butting up against the green rolling hills; that was their target. The secret cave would be there, hidden under the massive mountain that loomed on the horizon.

When they reached the end of the mesa, the spiders moved onto the grasslands, heading toward the distant hills. But as they reached the tall grass, they could feel a rumbling in the ground.

“Horssssessss,” Sakkir said to her companion.

“They’ll catch ussss,” Saztin said.

“You musssst divert them sssso that I can make it back to the queen,” Sakkir commanded.

The spider sighed, then turned and changed directions, away from her sister. Saztin knew, as the younger of the two, this task must fall to her.

“Good-bye, Saztin,” Sakkir said in a sad voice. “You sssserve the queen and the nesssst with strength and obedience.”

Her sister nodded her large black head, then turned and ran toward the thundering hooves.

There was a sense of pride in Sakkir’s voice as she watched Saztin move off through the tall grass to play a deadly game of hide-and-seek with the approaching mounted warriors. Sakkir knew her sister would not survive, but would make the villagers chase her in the opposite direction so that she could report to their queen.

As she ran, the spider could feel the vibrations from the horses slowly fade as her sister drew the villagers away. Her sacrifice would allow the news to make it to their spider nest.

Once she reached the extreme hills biome, Sakkir scurried toward the gigantic mountain that dominated the landscape. She followed her intuition, or the spider queen’s commands—it was hard to tell which sometimes—to the secret tunnels. As the spider followed the twisting passages, she could feel the presence of the queen getting stronger in her mind. Sakkir moved faster and faster until she finally reached a large cavern lit with redstone torches on the walls. At the far end of the cave, the orange light of lava lit the cave walls, showing how truly immense this chamber really was: at least thirty blocks wide at the center and a hundred from end to end.

Sakkir moved through the entrance and stepped onto a narrow bridge of stone only a single block wide. It led to a large, round platform of cobblestone. Glancing over the edge, the spider could only see darkness below, the depth of the chamber so great that the bottom was not even visible. Scurrying across the platform, Sakkir found the queen perched near the wall of the cave, her small form appearing to float in midair as she dangled from a fine strand of web.

“What do you report?” the spider queen asked, glaring down with purple eyes.

“Shaivalak,” Sakkir said, bowing her head low to the ground. “I have sssseen your enemy.”

“What issss thissss?” the ruler asked.

“The Usssser-that-issss-not-a-usssser hassss been sssspotted,” Sakkir said.

Reaching up, Shaivalak severed the web from which she was hanging with one of her curved claws. She landed gracefully on the ground and approached her subject.

“You ssssaw him?” she asked.

“Yessss, Shaivalak,” Sakkir replied.

A skeleton stepped out of the shadows and approached the two spiders. He wore a crown of bones on his head and had an evil look in his cold, dead, eye sockets.

“It is time,” Reaper, the skeleton king, said.

“Indeed,” replied Shaivalak.

“The message from Herobrine, before he went to the physical world, said we were to activate the device when the User-that-is-not-a-user appeared again,” Reaper said, as if he were reciting from a book.

“I know what hissss final commandssss were,” Shaivalak said, contempt in her voice.

Standing, the spider queen scurried across the cobblestone platform, moving toward the dark side of the chamber. Reaper followed close behind, curious as to what Shaivalak was doing. She moved across the narrow bridge that connected the cobblestone platform to a shadowy stone plane that had strange orange blocks distributed across it. Weaving her way around the blocks, the spider queen moved to a lever that had been placed on the wall, a hole in the sheer rock nearby. She reached up and placed one of her wicked, curved claws on the mechanism, then looked up at the skeleton king, her eyes glowing bright purple.

“Thissss issss the lasssst great revenge of Herobrine,” Shaivalak said as she pushed the lever.

Instantly, redstone lamps flared to life, revealing a counter glowing high overhead. The display was massive, at least a dozen blocks tall and easily visible from anywhere in the cave. The blocks moved on hidden pistons, forming the number 100. Another piston allowed molten stone to spill out of the hole in the wall of the cave. The lava fell into a pool lined with stone, the container nearly empty, but now filling with the deadly liquid. Above the hole was a redstone lantern that pulsed a slow tempo, as if it were a beating heart.

“When the pool fills with lava,” Reaper said, “Herobrine will have his revenge, and the villagers and Gameknight999 will feel his wrath one final time before they are all destroyed.”

He turned away from the display and looked down at the fuzzy spiders.

“Shaivalak, what do you think the Maker is doing to the pathetic users in the physical world?” the skeleton king asked.

“He issss making them ssssuffer. I have no doubt.”

“I would love to see it,” Reaper said. “It must be glorious. I’m sure the User-that-is-not-a-user is here in Minecraft to try and hide from the destruction of his home world.”

“The sssskeleton king issss likely correct,” Shaivalak replied.

“Are you sure your spiders are out there looking for him?” the skeleton king asked.

“My warriorssss will sssstop him from ever reaching thissss cave,” Shaivalak said proudly. “But you musssst bring your sssskeletonssss and guard thissss chamber.”

Reaper looked down at the spider and nodded.

“I will go and bring my finest warriors. If he manages to get past your spiders, then my skeletons will stop him here. And I hope your sisters do fail, for I look forward to destroying the great Gameknight999 myself.”

The skeleton king laughed a dry, rattling laugh as he headed for the chamber exit, Shaivalak clicking her mandibles together with evil delight.


CHAPTER 3

DESERT SNOW

Gameknight999 did experiments on the backward-walking pigs and upside-down cows to find out if the animals themselves had been altered permanently. He attached a leash to one of the cows and led the creature away from the COM sign. When it was a few blocks away, the animal quickly climbed to its feet, unharmed. In fact, it appeared as if the cow were unaware that anything was amiss. But when it was led back into the pen, the spotted bovine instantly flipped over and moved on its back again.

“There’s nothing wrong with the cows,” Gameknight announced to Crafter. “It’s the location that’s making them act weird.”

“Just like with the pigs,” the young NPC said, nodding his head. “But how can Herobrine be doing this? You said he was destroyed.”

“He was. I saw my dad destroy the computer he was trapped in. There was no way for that virus to escape into the Internet.” Gameknight closed the gate to the pen and stepped away from the cows. He remembered what Hunter had told him outside the village, that believing things that couldn’t be true just because he was scared was silly. What was happening with the pigs and cows and green rain was really strange, but it didn’t mean that Herobrine was responsible. He couldn’t be. “And even if he had somehow escaped into the Internet, he would have already done terrible damage to things to the physical world and we’d have heard about it.” Gameknight turned away from the cows and brought his gaze down to his friend’s bright blue eyes. “I’m telling you, Herobrine is dead.”

“Then how can he be causing these pranks?” Crafter asked.

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

“I don’t know,” Gameknight said. “But if …”

Before he could finish his thought, NPCs came running out of the cobblestone watchtower that loomed high over the village.

“Someone’s come,” one of the villagers said to Crafter. “They need our help.”

“What is it?” Gameknight asked.

“Just come and hear his story,” another villager said.

Crafter and Gameknight looked at each other, confused, then ran to the watchtower. When they reached the tall cobblestone structure, they dashed inside, heading to the far corner of the floor. A block had been removed, revealing a long vertical tunnel that sank deep into Minecraft. Crafter stepped into the hole and slid down the ladder that was attached to one wall, disappearing into the darkness. Gameknight moved to the passage and followed his friend down the shaft.
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