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PROLOGUE


A few minutes before my life was forever changed, I was just an ordinary young scientist, dutifully working at the Mojang Institute of Novel Experimentation as a Certified Research Associate (First Tier), cleaning up my lab after a long day of experimentation. Like most days, I had remained at work far past when all my colleagues had gone home for the evening, as I greatly enjoyed the quiet solitude of the empty campus after dark. The last thing I needed to do before I could go home was put my last three test tubes into the cold storage container, but I had run out of test tube stoppers and had to get some more from the storage closet in the hallway.


When I got there, I found only an empty box, meaning I would have to venture all the way down to the warehouse in the basement to find another. I sighed, judgmentally shaking my head at the carelessness of my colleagues, and began to make my way down the winding hallways and many staircases that led to the basement.


Since I had just begun working at the Institute a few weeks prior, I’d only been down to the warehouse once before, and that was with my boss leading the way. Still, it never occurred to me that I would get lost on my way down to grab a new box of test tube stoppers—but that’s exactly what happened.


To be honest, I’m not sure if I was ever going in the right direction, because before I even made it to the basement stairwell, I found myself all turned around and in a part of the building I had never been to before. I paused for a second to look around and get my bearings, wishing I had done this before everyone went home for the night, when a pair of double doors at the end of the corridor burst open, and a frazzled-looking woman in a white lab coat came running out, looking quite out of breath and seriously freaked out.


Her eyes went wide when she saw me. “You!” she yelled. “Stop right there!”


My first thought was that I had ventured into one of the restricted areas of the campus and that I was about to get a serious scolding. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just trying to find my way to the warehouse for a box of—”


But before I could finish my sentence, the crazed woman had cleared the distance between us and cut me off. “What’s your job here?” she asked, her voice shaking.


“Uh . . . Certified Research Associate.”


“What Tier?”


“First,” I said, hoping this might get me out of trouble.


“It’ll have to do,” she said, grabbing my hand. “Come with me.”


Before I knew it, she was leading me back through the doors she had just burst open and down a series of hallways until we came to a very heavy-looking metal door with a sign on it that read CLASSIFIED CLEARANCE ONLY.


The woman retrieved an access card from her pocket and I noticed that it identified her as “Dr. River Song, PhD – Chief Scientist, Department of Obscure Experiments.” She swiped her access card on the electronic lock and the door swung open, revealing a tableau that quite literally took my breath away.


It was a laboratory, not unlike my own, but right in the center of it was the strangest thing I had ever seen. It was a huge gray frame as tall as the ceiling and seemingly made of large metallic blocks that glistened as if they were coated with a thin sheen of crystal. Inside the frame was a glowing green substance that I could not identify, but almost seemed to be made from some kind of oily liquid.


I was about to ask what this strange object was when I saw the man lying on the floor just in front of the frame, his eyes barely open, breathing so shallowly I was certain that he did not have very many breaths left in him.


I instantly recognized the man, though I could not imagine what he was doing there. It was none other than the legendary physicist Charles Benzak, PhD—one of the greatest scientists to have ever worked at the Mojang Institute of Novel Experimentation.


“Is that Dr. Benzak?” I whispered to the frazzled Dr. Song. “I thought he retired years ago.”


“Yes, it is,” she replied. “Though he never retired.” She pointed at the strange object in the center of the room. “He’s been on the other side of that.”


Now I was really intrigued. “But what is that?” I asked.


Dr. Song shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. Some kind of doorway. To someplace . . . different.”


“Different how?”


She looked me square in the eyes. “That’s what I need you to find out.”


A chill ran up my spine. “You want me to go through that thing?”


“Yes,” she replied, the urgency in her voice growing. “It will only stay open for another minute, and I have to see to Dr. Benzak.”


“And what do you want me to do, exactly?”


“Research,” she replied. “Experiment. Document everything you find that’s different from Earth.”


My eyes went wide as silver dollars. “What do you mean by ‘different from Earth’?”


“There’s no time to explain,” she said, now pushing me toward the strange object. “Your contract requires you to accept any assignment we give you, and this is your new assignment.”


Dr. Song was right, of course. I had agreed to those terms when I took the job. What could I do? I began to walk toward the strange object, growing more and more nervous with every step. Right before I was about to step through, Dr. Benzak opened his eyes and looked right at me, a hint of sadness on his face.


“You got any advice for me?” I asked him.


He struggled to take in enough breath to form words. Finally, his lips parted. “Mine,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “Craft.”


Then the legendary Dr. Charles Benzak closed his eyes again, and the woman who had brought me to that strange laboratory shoved me through the portal.




CHAPTER 1


LEARNING TO CRAFT


I opened my eyes to find myself in a forest, though it wasn’t like any forest I had ever seen before. At first, I was a bit too disoriented to notice the difference, glaring as it was. There were great, towering trees rising out of a grass-covered hillside. There were rocks and shrubs and a blue sky above, and a brook babbling somewhere off in the distance. Something was just . . . different.


Maybe it’s the grass, I thought. Every inch of this forest seemed to be covered with tightly clipped grass as far as the eye could see. I wondered who could possibly maintain such an enormous lawn, and why they would bother to do so.


But no, I thought. That wasn’t the strange part.


Was it the trees? They were all incredibly straight, super tall, and not one of them had a single branch extending from a solitary trunk.


No, that wasn’t it either.


I took off my glasses, rubbed my eyes, and put them back on . . . and then I saw it.


Squares. Everywhere I looked, everything was square—the trees, the shrubs, the rocks, even the clouds. All squares. Or rather, I realized as I approached a small boulder, not squares exactly—cubes. Everything everywhere was made of identically sized cubes.


Well, almost everything. There was an animal that appeared to be a sheep standing on the hillside, staring at me warily, who seemed to be made of slightly smaller cubes than the rest of the environment. And much of the smaller vegetation was actually comprised of intricate matrices of imperceptibly thin squares.


Of course, my first thought was that I must be hallucinating or dreaming or something (and I admit that I held this as a possibility for quite some time), but before I got a chance to think much about this, the sun began to set, and I was enveloped in darkness.


That’s when I noticed the moon—the perfectly square moon—moving at breakneck speed across the star-studded sky.


For a second, I allowed myself to almost feel excited by the sheer scientific hugeness of what I was experiencing, but it didn’t last. You see, a second or two after I noticed the square moon, I noticed that it had illuminated a humanlike figure approaching me from the shadows.


“Hello!” I called out to the approaching figure.


There was no reply. I was about to call out again, but the mysterious figure emerged into the fullness of the moonlight, and I was instantly gripped by fear.


At the time, of course, I had no idea what this creature truly was, but I did know what it looked like: a human-sized, square-headed, black-eyed, green-faced zombie.


So, what else could I do? I turned and I ran.


Within a few seconds, however, I turned around a tree and ran straight into another zombie. Startled, I began to wildly swing my fists at the beast, hoping at least to scare it away. I landed a few punches on its head, and then (I swear this is true) the whole thing just disappeared in a puff of smoke.


For a moment, I was too stunned to move. Did I do that? Where had it gone? How was that even possible?


I didn’t get to hypothesize any answers to my questions, though, because right at that moment another zombielike creature emerged from behind a tree—this one even more grotesque than the last. It had no arms at all and tiny little legs and a horrified expression on its blotchy green face. I punched this one too as I darted around it, but instead of disappearing it began to hiss and smoke. When I turned to see if it was following me the whole creature just exploded with incredible force, creating a crater in the dirt beneath the spot where it had been standing.


That’s when I really started to run.


I darted through the forest as another two terrifying creatures appeared out of the dark: an enormous spider with glowing red eyes and a skeleton with a bow shooting arrows wildly in my direction.


I turned and sprinted in the opposite direction of where the beast had appeared in front of me, running and running until I found myself up against a dirt hillside that was far too steep to climb. Turning around, I saw that the creatures were still pursuing me, and they seemed to have brought friends.


Desperately, I began trying to claw my way up the hillside. That’s when I discovered one of the other great mysteries of this world.


You see, when I grabbed hold of the hillside to pull myself up, the hillside began to disappear beneath my hands, one solid cubic meter (35 cubic feet) at a time.


Later, I would learn that these chunks of dirt did not actually disappear at all, but in fact simply shrunk down to a fraction of their original size and, for some reason, appeared in one of my many pockets (I had thirty-seven pockets, I later figured out—seriously, thirty-seven), but at that moment I was far too scared to realize any of this. I just dug and dug into the dirt hill until I came out the other side and could keep on running.


And then before I knew it, the sun was rising.


How long was that night? I wondered. Fifteen minutes? Ten minutes?


In any case, the creatures seemed to have stopped following me by then and I wanted to put as much distance between myself and them before night came again . . . which, based on what I had seen so far, might be just a few minutes away.


As I ran through the forest, I began to notice subtle changes in the environment. The tall trees with dark brown bark began to give way to smaller trees with lighter brown bark, and then other small trees with black-speckled white bark (almost like a birch tree, I thought, if birch trees were made entirely of right angles and grew with meter-wide [foot-wide] trunks). I ran past some more cubic sheep, but also some cubic pigs and cows and chickens, and even a cubic wolf that tried to bite me.


Finally, as the sun began to set again, I found myself in a swampy part of the forest where the ground was spotted in shallow, murky ponds, and long vines hung down from every tree. Not wanting to be stuck in a swamp when darkness came (if the idyllic forest spawned giant spiders and zombies, I didn’t even want to know what the scary swamp would spawn!), I picked up my pace, just hoping to find some kind of shelter before dark.


I came to a body of water that seemed a bit too deep to wade through, and I was just about to try a different direction when I spotted what appeared to be a small stone house on the other side. So, I jumped into the water and swam my heart out, reaching the little house just as the sun dipped beneath the horizon.


Unfortunately, when I finally stumbled up to the structure, I immediately realized that the house had no door, and the spaces where the windows used to be were just empty cubes of space and cobwebs. Still, it seemed better than being out in the forest, so I ran inside anyway and crouched in the corner to hide.


That’s when I discovered all those blocks of dirt in my pocket. They were much smaller than the blocks I had pulverized while I was digging that tunnel through the hillside, but there were loads of them in there. I took one out and held it up in the fading light, wondering what laws of physics could possibly make such a thing possible. I didn’t allow myself the luxury of contemplating this mystery, though, as I quickly realized that there just may be enough of these tiny blocks of dirt to stack in the doorway and create some type of barrier against a monster.


To my great surprise, however, the moment I placed one of these tiny dirt blocks down on the threshold of the doorway, it expanded all the way back to its original dimensions, instantly filling the bottom half of the empty space.


Okay, I thought. That’s . . . interesting. I guess I should try to do that again.


I took another tiny block of dirt and placed it on top of the first one. Just like before, it instantly expanded back to its full dimensions, filling the rest of the doorway without the slightest gap.


My mind raced with the scientific implications of this discovery, but I quickly quieted my curiosity and set to work filling in the windows with dirt blocks, as well as filling a hole in the roof that I hadn’t noticed before.


Just when I finally got myself fully enclosed (and completely in the dark, by the way) I began to hear the moans and footsteps of those horrible creatures just beyond the walls.


All night they kept at it, and it wasn’t until the sun had fully lit the sky that I summoned the courage to break down my dirt door and venture back outside.


I found that my little sanctuary of a shack was, in fact, just the outermost building of what appeared to be a long-abandoned village of some kind.


That’s when I thought back to Dr. Benzak’s mysterious two-word instructions: Mine. Craft.


Maybe the answer to what he meant can be found somewhere in this village, I thought.


So, I began to explore, first just taking in the village as a whole and then looking through each of the many decrepit buildings one by one. The first few structures I searched contained either nothing but cobwebs, or else a solitary bed. Finally, though, I came upon a small stone house that, in addition to a bed and chair, contained a small wooden chest. Inside the chest I found some blocks of wood the exact same size as the miniaturized dirt blocks and an apple that seemed (despite having been there for what I imagined was quite a long time) to still be perfectly fresh . . . and I was starting to get rather hungry. I ate the apple, which tasted more or less like any apple I had ever tried on Earth, and then went out to explore some more buildings.


That’s when I found the object that finally offered the first clue about Dr. Benzak’s instructions. Like everything else, it was a cube about a meter (3 feet) squared, and it appeared to be made of some wood-like material. There were some knobs and dials on the outside and a drawing of a 3x3 grid of squares on the lid. Clearly, this was nothing like I had ever seen before, because when I touched it, the top opened to reveal a graphic interface with pictures of various items on the left, empty squares on the right, and the word “Crafting” at the top.


I felt a chill go up my spine. This must be what Dr. Benzak meant by “Craft.” But how do I use it?


There were thirty-five squares on the left side, each containing a different item. I noticed right away, however, that most of the squares were red and the object pictured in them slightly faded, while only five squares were clear.


I touched each of the squares in turn to see what they were: stick, bowl, oak button, oak pressure plate, and crafting table.


I closed the lid and took a step back. Just as I suspected, the “crafting table” pictured in the device looked exactly like the device itself. Opening the device up again, I noticed that touching the picture of the crafting table made four wood blocks appear in the grid on the right. Seeing as I happened to have exactly four blocks of wood, I placed them in the grid on top of the squares, and then closed the top.


The box made some whirring and clicking noises, and then out popped a miniature version of the crafting table itself.


At first, I was disappointed by the size of the item (wondering if I had just wasted those four blocks of wood on a model of some kind), until I remembered how the dirt blocks had expanded back to their original size when I placed them down. So I picked up the mini crafting table, put it in my pocket, and opened the original one up again to see if there was anything else it could make. But when I looked at the graphic interface again, there were no pictures on the left side at all.


Interesting, I thought. It must only show the objects that I actually have the materials to craft. Amazing!


I quickly started exploring the rest of the buildings in this abandoned village to see if I could find any other useful materials. All in all, I wound up finding some sticks, a few stones, a loaf of bread, and a pair of leather pants. I took everything I found (even the leather pants, which were never much my style back on Earth), and then barricaded myself back in the shack with the crafting table before night fell again. Once again, the village was overrun by monsters after the sun went down, but this time I was not quite so lucky to make it through the night unscathed.


Just before sunrise, I heard the now-familiar hissing of the exploding zombie monster just outside my shack, and before I knew it—BOOM!


I was thrown to the ground, and when I finally got back on my feet, I saw that one whole wall of the structure had just evaporated, along with the chest and crafting table that had only seconds ago been sitting on the floor beside it. Clearly, the explosion had impacted me too, as my whole body began to throb with pain. Thankfully, I still had my miniature crafting table and the items I had found in my pocket, so I took a deep breath and began to sprint out toward the edge of the village.


I ran through a veritable army of zombies, spiders, and other monsters before finally making it back to the edge of the forest. I kept running until the sun, at long last, had risen over the horizon, and I could finally stop to catch my breath.


At this point, I found myself in a forest that seemed to be made up entirely of birch trees. I decided to look for a suitable place to set up some sort of camp, when one of those giant spiders hopped out from behind a tree, practically right in my face.


Without thinking, I just closed my eyes and started punching wildly. I’m not sure how many punches it took to kill the spider, but at some point, I noticed that the spider was gone, and I had actually been punching the tree that was behind it. Just as I realized this, the section of tree that I had been punching popped right out. Like the dirt from the hillside, it shrunk down to a fraction of its original size, leaving a sizable gap right in the middle of the trunk.


Yup, I had literally just punched a hole in the middle of a birch tree, which of course made me recoil back in terror, assuming that the top portion of the tree would now come falling down on top of me. But I discovered another way this world was very different from the one that I had come from.


To my complete amazement, the tree did not fall. It didn’t even wobble. I touched the top portion, and it felt just as solid as the bottom portion. I punched through the tree stump, which popped off as easily as the last piece, and then stared in awe at a tree trunk that began a solid two meters (six and a half feet) above the ground, hanging there in space as if it were completely unaffected by gravity at all.


I decided that this was probably something I should investigate in more detail later, but right now I needed to get back on track to survive the next night. I kept on punching away sections of trees and collecting the wood from them, figuring that if I collected enough I could build a more suitable shelter for myself someplace less conspicuous than the middle of an abandoned village.


I figured my best bet would be to build my new shelter at the top of a hill where I could easily see any dangers as they approached, and hopefully gain some protection from the height as well. It took me all day and most of the logs I had collected, but by nightfall, I had a simple, square wooden hut that I sealed myself inside of, and I was once again encased in darkness.


Although I did hear some monsters outside during the night, they seemed to be far fewer in number than the hordes that had been roaming through the village. After a mostly uneventful night, I finally felt as if I had some basic level of safety.


So, feeling optimistic and accomplished, the next morning I set up my crafting table in the shack and began my work of discovering what it could do.


***


By the time the sun rose on the first day of my research, I was no longer giving a thought to the strange twist of fate that had landed me on Planet Minecraft. After all, I had taken the job at the Mojang Institute because I wanted to discover things that no one else had ever discovered before, and if I couldn’t do that here, then I couldn’t do it anywhere.


Clearly, I realized, the best place for me to start was with the crafting table. Now, as I had discovered the day before, the items the crafting table would let me make were limited by the materials I possessed when I opened it up, and at the moment, all I had was three blocks of dirt, three blocks of stone, and six logs. I didn’t think the table would give me too many options; as it turned out, I was right. I could only craft three items with the materials in my possession: oak wood planks, a cobblestone slab, or a block of solid oak wood.


Figuring I couldn’t go wrong with so few options, I chose to make some oak wood planks. According to the crafting recipe, this only required a single oak log, so I took one of the logs (still in miniature form, obviously) out of my pocket and placed it in the grid at the top of the crafting table. I closed the lid, heard a bit of strange whirring and knocking sounds come out of the table, and then the lid popped back open to reveal four small cubes of oak wood planks.


Wow, I thought to myself. One log makes four blocks of planks. That’s awfully efficient.


As soon as I picked up my new oak planks (which I had no idea what to do with) I was amazed to see a whole new selection of items pop up on the screen, including another crafting table, sticks, and a few other wooden items that looked to be mostly decorative. Considering I had nothing to put in a bowl and I already had a crafting table, I went with the sticks.


This is when things started to get interesting.


As soon as I removed the sticks from the table, even more items became available to craft, the most interesting of which were a stone sword, a stone ax, and a stone pickaxe. My first inclination was to make either the sword or the ax, as these two seemed like they would have been the most helpful on the previous day, considering I spent so much time fighting zombies and punching holes in trees.


But then I remembered that “craft” was not the first word Dr. Benzak had spoken. The first word was “mine.”


Of course! I thought. I can use the pickaxe to mine!


You see, what I realized right away was that this table only let me create things if I already had the materials to make them, which means that if I was going to really see what the crafting table could do, I would have to get more materials. Clearly, what Dr. Benzak was telling me was that the best way to get materials was to mine for them, and for that, I would need a pickaxe.


After crafting the stone pickaxe, I was quite happy to see that I still had enough materials for either a wooden sword or a wooden ax (though not, I realized, for both). Figuring that I had done a better job punching trees than monsters, I decided to go with the sword.


Thus, with my stone pickaxe and the wooden sword in hand, I went out to find a good spot to start my first mine.


Leaving my little hut for the first time in daylight, I realized that the hill I had chosen to build it on was right on the edge of two different biomes: the birch forest I had seen the day before and a sort of red rock, desertlike biome that looked a lot like Badlands National Park in South Dakota back on Earth. Thinking it might be easier to start a mine someplace where the rocks were a bit more exposed than in the forest, the first thing I did was venture into the Badlands biome.


Even before I began to dig my first mine, I realized that this would be a far safer place to make my home than a little shack on a tiny hill in the middle of a forest. In such a barren landscape, I would be able to see the zombies long before they reached me, and the red clay mesas offered the extra protection of their considerable height, as well. After spending some time searching for a suitable location, I decided that the safest thing to do would be to carve my new home into the side of one of the red clay cliffs. I had read about the Native Americans doing that in this kind of landscape back on Earth. So I decided to forego digging my first mine, and instead, I went straight back to my shack, punching a few trees along the way so I could make myself a new crafting table to take with me.
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