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When you focus on bad things, sometimes that’s all you see. If you look for the good, you will find it. The trick is to part the dark curtains of despair, so that the great things around you—like family and friends—can shine through and light your world with joy.


CHAPTER 1

TAKING PRISONERS

The zombie army crouched low behind the sand dunes, waiting to be unleashed upon the unsuspecting village in the distance. The zombies were hungry for battle, and their desire to destroy the NPCs (non-playable characters) that toiled behind the sandstone walls on the other side of the dunes was nearly overwhelming.

“Remember, the goal is to bring back prisoners,” the zombie king said. “Do not destroy them unless there is no other option.” Xa-Tul walked behind the monsters that huddled in a deep, sandy recession, the iron rings of his chain mail jingling like deadly wind chimes. “Xa-Tul will be disappointed if any zombie gets too excited and destroys when wounding is possible.” He drew his huge golden broadsword. The keen edge gleamed in the light of the half-moon. “Xa-Tul will be very disappointed.”

The monsters knew exactly what the threat implied, and many shook with fear.

“These zombies, under the command of Ta-Vir, will be careful,” said a zombie general in gold armor.

“Excellent, General Ta-Vir,” the zombie king said. “Be sure all zombies follow the plan. Xa-Tul would hate to see a general punished for any of their failures.”

“Yes, sire,” the general replied. “Zombies, get ready!”

The golden-clad monster glanced up at the moon overhead. Its half-filled boxy face lit up the desert, making the cactus, dried shrubs, and everything else on the sandy plain, including the zombies, shine with a surreal, almost magical, illumination. But as the boxy clouds flowed across the shining, cratered face, the lunar glow disappeared, plunging the desert into a gloomy darkness.

“Now!” growled Ta-Vir.

Twenty zombies surged out from behind the dunes and ran—as fast as a zombie could run—toward the walled community. They didn’t moan or growl or make any noise at all. The zombies just moved as quickly as their shuffling feet would carry them to the sandstone walls and the wooden doors that barred their entrance. Sharp claws tore into the wood, and their clenched fists pounded on the brown timbers.

“Zombies!” a villager shouted from behind the wall in a voice filled with fear.

Xa-Tul smiled, but his toothy grin changed to a frown as archers began firing down upon his warriors from atop the wall.

“Hurry, fools,” the zombie king growled.

Zombies flashed red with damage as the pointed shafts fell down upon them. One of the decaying creatures disappeared with a pop as its HP (health points) finally fell to zero, leaving behind three glowing balls of XP (experience points) and a piece of zombie flesh. Another monster moved forward to take its place, pounding its clawed fist against the door.

More archers appeared on the wall, firing their lethal rain down upon Xa-Tul’s warriors. If they didn’t get into the village soon, they would all be destroyed. He had two choices: retreat, or get personally involved. He chose the latter.

Xa-Tul stormed toward his green, decaying zombie horse and leapt up into the saddle. Urging the steed forward, they galloped across the desert, crossing the open territory at a blazing speed. Archers from the wall saw the zombie king approach and opened fire. Their arrows streaked toward him, but bounced harmlessly off his chain mail. Xa-Tul laughed an evil, joyous laugh, then drew his massive golden broadsword as he approached the door. Not waiting for the monsters to get out of the way, he charged forward, trampling a few of his warhorse. When he reached the door, he swung his mighty blade down upon the wooden barrier. It instantly shattered the door into a million splinters.

The zombies moaned with excitement, then charged into the village and stormed up the stairs that led to the top of the wall. Arrows fell upon them like lethal hail, but the growling monsters did not stop. When one creature fell, two more took its place as they attacked the archers with their razor-sharp claws.

“Oh no!” one of the villagers screamed. “More zombies!”

Another fifty decaying monsters surged out of the desert. They passed through the shattered doorway and spread out through the village, seeking NPCs to capture or destroy. Xa-Tul rode through the village on his massive zombie horse. His size and fierce appearance terrified the villagers, causing many to simply drop their weapons and cower in fear. But some chose, foolishly, to stand and fight.

Xa-Tul dismounted and approached an NPC warrior. This villager was clad in iron armor and held a diamond sword—not a trivial weapon. But the zombie king could tell by the way the villager held it that this was no warrior. The NPC was just a pretender who was more afraid of surrender than death. What a pity for him, the monster thought.

“Put down the weapon and survive,” Xa-Tul growled.

“I’m not afraid of you, zombie,” the NPC spat.

“Ha ha ha,” the zombie king bellowed, his laughter filling the desert like thunder. “This villager is not afraid of Xa-Tul. He might be right; I actually think he is terrified! Ha ha ha …”

The iron-clad NPC charged forward, swinging his diamond sword at the zombie’s chest. Xa-Tul easily deflected the attack, then kicked the warrior hard in the stomach. The villager doubled over in pain, but stayed on his feet.

Another NPC came running to his friend’s aid. This one wore dyed-red leather armor and held an iron sword. He moved in front of his friend while that NPC recovered from the devastating kick. Xa-Tul could see that the newcomer’s armor was not as strong, nor was his blade as dangerous, as the first villager’s, but the new NPC maneuvered with a deadly grace. He kept his weight on the balls of his stubby feet, always moving rather than just standing his ground. It was just like the way that obnoxious Gameknight999 fought—always in motion.

When the first villager had recovered, the two NPCs split apart, hoping that one of them might get behind the zombie king, where he was more vulnerable. Xa-Tul ignored the iron warrior and focused instead on the leather-clad one.

That NPC lunged forward, his iron sword flashing toward the zombie’s ribs. Xa-Tul knocked away the attack, then spun and slashed at the second attacker, whom he could hear charging toward him from behind. His golden broadsword found the villager’s shoulder, making him flash red with damage. Not waiting, the king of the zombies spun to the right and lunged at the leather NPC, tearing a deep gash in the villager’s tunic. The two villagers now understood their peril, but they kept fighting nonetheless.

An iron sword slashed at Xa-Tul. He stepped aside, easily avoiding the stroke, then smashed his weapon down upon the iron-clad warrior. The NPC flashed over and over again until he finally disappeared, a look of shock and terror on his square face.

“NO!” cried the remaining warrior, who then charged.

The villager slashed at the zombie king with hatred in his eyes. He swung at Xa-Tul’s stomach, then poked his iron sword at his shoulder, then spun low and sliced into the zombie’s leg. Xa-Tul moaned in pain but brought his own broadsword down upon the NPC. His leather armor disintegrated under the assault. Not waiting for the villager to recover, Xa-Tul attacked again and again, driving the villager back against the wall. Then, with one final swing, he swung his blade into the warrior, tearing away the last of his HP. The NPC disappeared with a pop as his inventory littered the sandy ground.

“Are there any more who wish to challenge the king of the zombies?!” Xa-Tul bellowed.

A few warriors were still holding their swords, but at the sound of the monster’s voice, they quickly dropped them in surrender. Their defeated eyes lowered to the ground as the zombies moved forward and removed the blades and bows.

With all resistance now eliminated, the surviving villagers were ushered into the courtyard, prodded along with sharp claws. They were herded like cattle around the village well and surrounded by angry monsters.

“The villagers standing before Xa-Tul are now subjects of the zombie empire,” the zombie king growled as he paced before them, his gold sword shining in the moonlight. “Xa-Tul now rules all aspects of life. If a villager does not work, then the villager will be eliminated without discussion. Only work will make you free.” He turned to one of his generals. “General Ta-Vir, take these volunteers to our zombie-town. Work must be started on the new tunnels before too many zombies arrive.”

“Understood, Sire,” the general snapped.

With a growl, Ta-Vir motioned for the prisoners to be escorted out of the village and into the desert. The villagers shuffled forward, their defeated faces cast downward. Children sobbed while others moaned in despair, but the cries for mercy fell on deaf ears.

“Faster!” Ta-Vir growled, then swiped at one of the NPCs with sharp claws.

The villager yelled out in pain as he flashed red, taking damage. This instantly motivated the other NPCs to walk faster, for fear that they might become the next example.

They moved through the desert quickly, the only sound being the cries of despair from the villagers. After walking for an hour, the zombies led the prisoners to a hole in the side of a tall, sandy hill. It was a tunnel that extended deep underground.

“Move the NPCs through the tunnels and get them to the zombie-town as quickly as possible,” Xa-Tul commanded. “More prisoners are being gathered. These pathetic villagers must be put to work. If they refuse, then they are to be destroyed. Understood?”

The zombies all nodded their decaying heads, then urged the prisoners forward with sharp claws and vicious growls.

“General Ta-Vir, come here.”

The golden-clad monster approached and stared up at his king.

“Go back to the village and verify nothing was left behind,” Xa-Tul commanded. “Make sure there is no trace that zombies were ever there. Pick up any zombie flesh or XP. Destroy all the animals and take all the XP and food. The village must be completely empty. Take all evidence that NPCs were ever there as well. It is important that the village appears as if it were deserted long ago. We cannot let anyone know what we are doing, especially that awful User-that-is-not-a-user.”

“Yes, Sire,” the general replied, then turned and began shuffling back to the village.

Xa-Tul watched his commander disappear into the darkness, then looked up at the waning moon.

“I have a little surprise for you, Gameknight999!” the zombie king yelled into the darkness. “A belated gift from your nemesis, Herobrine … his final revenge. I only hope the User-that-is-not-a-user is still around to see it. It would bring joy to Xa-Tul to know that Gameknight999 was destroyed at the same time as all of Minecraft.”

He laughed a vile, malicious laugh, then turned and followed his zombies into the dark tunnel.


CHAPTER 2

GLITCHES

The ground looked like dirty, shattered brown glass. Hints of red and pink were mixed in with browns. It might have been beautiful in the right setting, but here, in the destroyed forest, it was just sad.

Gameknight999 pulled out his newly-enchanted diamond shovel. Crafter had put the Efficiency V enchantment on it, allowing him to dig faster. Placing the tip of the tool on the jagged ground, he was surprised to find that the shovel had dug through five blocks with a single push.

“Wow!” the User-that-is-not-a-user said.

“What?” asked Hunter, to his left.

Her long, flowing crimson curls spilled down her head and across her shoulders. They bounced like a million tiny red springs as she worked. Her deep, chocolate-brown eyes stared at Gameknight999 as if confused for a moment, but when she saw the waves of iridescent light running up the length of the shovel, she understood.

“Ahh, that’s the enchanted one, right?” she asked.

Gameknight nodded his square head.

“Lucky you,” she growled, then pushed her ordinary shovel into the glassy ground.

The User-that-is-not-a-user flashed her a satisfied grin, then dug up another line of blocks with a single stroke.

They were removing the damaged soil that had been melted and crystalized by the fireballs of the savage blazes. The monsters from the Nether had tried to destroy the Overworld, to eliminate all life here, and then take power. But Gameknight999 and his friends had been able to stop the fiery monsters. Their victory, however, was not without serious casualties: the flaming monsters had done considerable damage to many of the forests, and now it was time to repair what they could and hope Minecraft would recover from its terrible wounds.

As he dug up the shattered soil, Hunter’s younger sister, Stitcher, followed behind Gameknight. She placed new blocks of soil in place of the cracked, glassy ones. Behind her came one of the light-crafters, Treebrin. He was a creature that had been created long ago to combat Herobrine’s own shadow-crafters. Each light-crafter had an item for which they were responsible. Their task was to improve that item and make it more realistic for the users in Minecraft. In Treebrin’s case, he worked on the trees.

Gameknight turned and smiled at the tall Treebrin. He had rough, brown skin that seemed almost like tree bark, and long, stringy brown hair. The light-crafter was easily a head taller than all the NPCs, if not more, with powerful arms and legs that were likely stronger than wood. He was an imposing figure to behold, but his ever-present smile was instantly disarming.

“Grablach korig,” Treebin mumbled.

“What?” Gameknight replied.

“He said to hurry up,” Herder translated. “This forest isn’t going to be replanted by itself.”

Behind the light-crafter stood Herder with his usual collection of wolves. For some reason, the lanky NPC was the only person that seemed to understand the mysterious light-crafter.

Gameknight flashed him a smile, then turned and continued digging. He cleared out great swaths of ground with the enchanted tool. Stitcher had difficulty keeping up with the User-that-is-not-a-user, whose magical shovel carved into the shattered soil with ease.

“Gameknight, how long do you think you’ll be able to stay in Minecraft?” Stitcher asked.

“I’m not sure,” he replied. “You see, my dad doesn’t really know that I’m here. My parents went out for a while, and Jenny—I mean Monet113—is at a friend’s house. So they don’t really know I used his invention, the digitizer, to come into Minecraft for real again.”

Gameknight paused for a moment and turned to face the young girl. He could see she was staring at the letters that floated above his head, spelling out his username, GAMEKNIGHT999. But then her eyes drifted up into the sky.

“It’s still weird seeing your name over your head but no server thread stretching up into the sky,” she said.

All users are connected to the Minecraft servers through a server thread. The thread looked like a silvery line of light that stretched from the user’s head straight up into the sky. Only the NPCs can see the threads, but Gameknight had none. That was because he was not really logged into the game—he was actually in the game. His father’s digitizer had transported his whole being into the digital universe so that he could see and hear and feel and smell everything in Minecraft. But this also meant he could also feel pain. It was wonderful and terrifying at the same time. He was a user, but not really in the game, hence: the User-that-is-not-a-user.

“Well, I hope you don’t get into any trouble because of this,” Stitcher added.

“I’ll be OK,” Gameknight said. “I just want to help get these forests replanted, then I’ll go back home.”

“Hey, genius,” Hunter said from a few blocks away. “How are you going to turn on the digitizer so you can actually get back into the physical world?”

“Well … ahh … I’m gonna …” A confused expression came over Gameknight’s face as he thought about it.

Hunter started to laugh out loud. This caused Stitcher to join in, both of the sisters giggling at their friend. Eventually, Gameknight, too, was laughing.

“I guess I’ll wait until someone comes home,” the User-that-is-not-a-user said. “Just like I planned.”

“Yeah, right,” Hunter replied. “Sounds like you really put a lot of thought into this.”

Gameknight turned back to his work. He started to dig again, but just as he was about to push the shovel down, he saw the blocks below him flicker for a moment, and then disappear. It looked like they’d been stuck in some kind of glitchy loop for just an instant, then vanished as the enchanted shovel tore through them.

“What the—” Gameknight said softly.

“What was that, Gameknight?” Hunter asked.

“Oh … umm, nothing,” he replied, scratching his head. All the digging must have made him really tired—he was seeing things that weren’t there.

They continued to work on the forest that sat near their village, digging up the melted and shattered dirt and replacing it with fresh soil. Treebrin planted saplings all around them, and Herder followed behind the light-crafter, sprinkling bone meal on the fresh plantings. Many of the saplings burst into full-grown trees; others shimmered with green sparks and grew healthier, but did not bloom into mature pine or birch trees.

As the sun neared the horizon, the workers put away their tools and headed for the safety of the village. Though they saw few monsters these days, it always was a good idea to be safe and get inside before nightfall. Minecraft had a way of punishing the careless.

When they reached the village gates, Gameknight found Digger’s twin children, Topper and Filler, waiting to greet him.

“Gameknight … Gameknight, come quick!” Topper said.

“Yeah, come see what we found,” Filler added.

The boy and girl ran off toward a squat house that sat near the tall cobblestone watchtower at the center of the village. They opened the door to the wooden structure, then waited for Gameknight to catch up.

“Come on … we don’t have all day!” Filler whined.

Gameknight reached out and tousled Filler’s sandy blond hair as he stepped through the door. She stared up at him and gave her idol a huge smile that lit up her face all the way to those bright, blue-green eyes. It made the User-that-is-not-a-user’s heart soar with joy.

The room inside the structure was completely empty, with the exception of the wooden chests lining the walls. Each had a sign on them: DIRT, STONE, IRON, LAPIZ, DIAMOND, COAL. … Every block imaginable in Minecraft was represented on the signs. Some, like DIRT and STONE, had many double chests, while the Diamond chest sat alone off to the side. At the center of the room was a torch-lit hole that plunged down deep into the ground; a wooden fence lined the edge so that no one accidentally fell in.

This was the village’s mine.

Gameknight stood, waiting for an explanation from the twins, but instead of talking, the boy and girl just plunged into the torch-lit tunnel. The User-that-is-not-a-user frowned, wondering what this was all about, but followed them regardless. They stopped after descending about twenty blocks, then turned and pulled out their iron pickaxes.

“Watch,” Filler said.

She swung her pick, digging the iron tip deep into a stone block. Cracks slowly formed on the face of the cube until it finally gave in. Gameknight heard a soft pop! when the cube finally shattered. But the strangest thing happened. The block didn’t quite disappear. It seemed to hover there for an instant before finally vanishing.

“Did you see … did you see?” Topper asked, his voice squeaking with excitement.

Before Gameknight could answer, the two kids took off again.

“Come on … come on,” they said in unison as they ran.

The twins sprinted down the cobblestone steps, going deeper in the mine. The User-that-is-not-a-user ran after the duo, having difficulty keeping up with them. Just as he caught up, the two abruptly stopped and repeated their experiment. Gameknight watched as cracks began to spiderweb across the face of the block in front of them, as they had before, until it shattered with a pop. But as before, the block seemed to hesitate, a little longer this time, before it finally disappeared.

“What’s going on here?” Gameknight asked.

The twins giggled and jumped up and down, then headed even deeper into the mine.

“Wait!” Gameknight shouted, but the siblings did not seem to hear. “Topper, Filler, you know it can be dangerous down here.” But it was too late; he found himself speaking only to the darkness. They had already sprinted down the stairs and out of sight.

The User-that-is-not-a-user drew his enchanted diamond sword. The magical power that pulsed within the weapon gave off an iridescent blue light that filled the stairway with an ethereal glow. He knew that zombies could sometimes spawn down here in the tunnels, and he wanted to be careful.

Sprinting down the steps, Gameknight chased after the twins, shouting for them to stop and wait for him. Of course, they didn’t; they were just as stubborn as he was. Using every bit of strength, he bolted down the steps, taking many of them two-at-a-time. Slowly, he closed in on the boy and girl; they were just becoming visible in the distance. As they neared the bedrock level, they stopped and waited for Gameknight999.

“You know you shouldn’t be down here by yourselves,” the User-that-is-not-a-user lectured. “A zombie could spawn down here or—”

“We aren’t afraid of a zombie,” Topper interrupted proudly. “You taught us how to use a sword, and our dad, Digger, taught us how to use our pickaxes. A single zombie would be no concern, and you know that.”

Gameknight frowned, but knew he was right. These two could probably defend themselves against any lone monster down here. But that didn’t matter; rules were rules. He was about to reprimand them when Filler started digging again. As before, the iron pickaxe dug into the stone block. Cracks formed and spread out across its face until the block finally shattered. But this time, the block hung there in the air as if suspended by invisible threads for at least a second, and then finally disappeared

“Did you see it?” Topper asked.

“Yeah, it just stayed there after it broke,” Filler asked.

“Hmm …” Gameknight said.

Suddenly, he could hear voices in the tunnel as many feet pounded their way down the stairs toward them. As they neared, Gameknight could see the village’s leader, Crafter, approaching in full armor, Digger and an array of warriors at his back.

“What’s happening?” Crafter asked. “Some of the villagers saw you running toward the mineshaft. Is there something wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Gameknight said, then turned and glanced down at the twins. “Show them.”

The kids beamed with pride, then both pulled out their pickaxes and started to dig into separate blocks of stone. As before, the cubes shattered, but the block of stone hovered there in the air for a second, possibly longer, before disappearing.

“What happened?” Crafter said. “I heard it break, but then it was still there … that can’t be.”

Gameknight shrugged.

“Something is wrong with the server,” the User-that-is-not-a-user said. “It looks like it’s glitching.”

“‘Glitching’?” Digger asked. “What is that, and why is it doing it?”

“Glitch means that things aren’t working correctly,” Gameknight explained. “I saw this once on my own Minecraft server. One day we had lots of people on the server, but I had the software configured incorrectly. The server couldn’t handle the load.”

“What happened?” Crafter asked.

“First, little things started happening. The server started to lag, then blocks started to behave funny,” Gameknight said.

“Like this?” Crafter asked.

He nodded his head.

“Then the games on the mini-game server stopped resetting,” Gameknight continued. “I started to notice plots disappearing on the creative server, entire creations disappearing in a blink of an eye. I thought maybe someone had griefed those plots, but then I noticed that the kits on the survival server had gotten all mixed up, as if they were randomly shuffled. Finally, I was playing one of my favorite games, TNT-Defense, and it completely stopped working. We had a big contest going that day. I can remember throwing a TNT block at another player, but instead of exploding, it just landed there on the ground and glowed, like it was about to detonate, but it didn’t.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Digger said. “After all, it was just a bunch of games.”

“Then a bridge that someone built in the Nether disappeared,” Gameknight said, his tone deadly serious. “There were four users on the bridge at the time. They all fell into the lava and were destroyed. If they had been villagers, then …” He didn’t want to finish the statement. “Redstone mechanisms stopped working. Command blocks did strange things. Plugins stopped working. It reached a point where no one could play on it for a while. I don’t really care if a server full of users gets all glitchy, but not one with villagers on it as well. We need to treat this as serious.”

“Do the blocks only glitch here at this level?” Crafter asked.

“No,” Topper said. “They do it higher up, but not as bad.”

Crafter shook his head as if he’d just been delivered terrible news.

“What is it?” Gameknight asked.

“You remember when we communicated with the Council of Crafters? We had to use the beacon down here near the bedrock,” Crafter said.

Gameknight nodded his square head.

“We had to be down near the bedrock because that’s where all the servers overlap and form the pyramid of server planes,” Crafter explained. “If the server lag and glitches are worse down there, then whatever is happening is affecting all the servers, everywhere, in Minecraft.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Topper said, a look of concern in his young blue-green eyes.

Gameknight reached out and messed his sandy blond hair.

“It can’t be that bad,” the User-that-is-not-a-user said with a smile.

He turned and faced Crafter, but he could see worry in his bright blue eyes. What Gameknight didn’t mention was what eventually happened to that server, and it was not good.


CHAPTER 3

THE EMPTY VILLAGE

They came out of the mine single-file. Gameknight stayed at the back of the procession with Topper and Filler. The twins were beaming with pride because they had brought this problem to the villagers’ attention.

“Was it good we found these glitches?” Topper asked.

“Yeah … was it important?” Filler added, her eyes twinkling with excitement.

“Yes, it was very important,” Gameknight replied. “You both did a really good job today.”

“Is this dangerous?” Filler asked. “Could it mean trouble for our village?”

“No,” Gameknight said. “I’m sure it’s just a little glitch. These things usually just go away once the servers catch up. It will be no big deal, I’m sure.”

He felt bad lying to the twins, but the fact was Gameknight999 had a bad feeling about this. When this happened on his server, the glitches and lag became worse and worse until eventually everything completely crashed. On a silly Minecraft server like the Gameknight999 Network, it probably didn’t matter, but this server was filled with his friends and with NPCs that were alive. Crashing might be very bad, if not deadly.

When he stepped out of the mine and into the courtyard of the village, Gameknight could see word had already spread through the community. People in small groups were talking in hushed whispers as they deliberated over the possible meanings of the server glitches. He could just imagine all the terrible things they were probably saying.

I wonder if this is linked to me somehow, Gameknight thought. All the monster kings were after me, and then Herobrine chased me all over the server. Then we had to disable his command blocks, and finally the blazes tried to destroy the Overworld. Is this just the next chapter in the destruction that seems to follow me everywhere I go in Minecraft?

Glancing around the village, the User-that-is-not-a-user could see the villagers were getting nervous. All they wanted to do was till their soil, care for their animals, be with their families and friends, and live their lives. They didn’t want another deadly adventure with the User-that-is-not-a-user.

“Crafter, we should say something to everyone,” the Gameknight said. “The villagers seem worried, and—”

“CRAFTER … GAMEKNIGHT … COME QUICK!” someone yelled near the watchtower.

Turning, Gameknight bolted for the tall cobblestone building, sprinting around NPCs and stray animals. When he reached the tower, he found a young villager staggering out of the building, Stitcher helping to hold him up. He wore a charcoal-gray smock with a bright sky-blue stripe running down the center. Gameknight pulled out a block of wool and placed it on the ground, to make the NPC more comfortable, then motioned for Stitcher to have him sit.

“Stitcher, what’s wrong?” Gameknight asked. “Who is this?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “He came out of the minecart network calling your name.”

“Give him some food,” Crafter said as he knelt by the youth.

Someone handed him some bread. The boy eagerly grabbed the loaf and began stuffing it in his mouth, taking huge bites to quell his hunger and allow his HP to regenerate.

“Son, what is your name?” Crafter asked.

The boy stared up at Crafter with a pair of sad, brown eyes. His light brown hair was matted with sweat.

“My name is Cobbler, and I need to find the User-that-is-not-a-user,” the boy said between mouthfuls of bread. “Am I at the right village?”

Gameknight stepped forward and peered down at the boy. Cobbler gazed up at the letters floating above his head, then glanced up higher, looking for the server thread that was not there. An expression of amazement came across his face.

“It’s you,” he whispered.

“I think so,” Gameknight replied. Some of the villagers chuckled. “Now tell us the problem. Is it zombies? Or maybe spiders?”

“Or ghasts?” Topper added excitedly.

Cobbler just shook his head as he finished off the bread.

“No, it’s nothing like that,” the boy said. “My village … it’s disappeared.”

“What do you mean ‘disappeared’?” Crafter asked.

“I mean everyone is gone without a trace,” he replied.

“You mean they left the village?” Digger asked.

“No, everyone, I mean everyone, is gone,” Cobbler said. “I don’t know what to do. Everything bad happens to me, and now this…. I’m cursed.”

“You aren’t cursed, Cobbler,” Stitcher encouraged. “We’ll find out what happened, right Gameknight?”

She glanced up at her friend, the young girl’s warm brown eyes expecting some response.

“Ahh … yeah, of course we’re going to help,” Gameknight replied.

““Great! Come on,” Cobbler said.

The young boy sprang to his feet and darted back into the watchtower.

“Wait …” Gameknight said, but the boy was already gone.

Pushing through the villagers that clustered nearby, he followed Cobbler, only to see his light brown hair disappear down the vertical shaft that led to the crafting chamber.

“Come on,” Gameknight said. “We need to follow him.”

Without waiting for a reply, the User-that-is-not-a-user moved to the secret tunnel and descended, sliding down the ladder as fast as possible. He could hear feet and hands on the rungs above him, but in the darkness, Gameknight could not tell who was there.

When he reached the bottom of the ladder, he ran through the passage that led to the crafting chamber. Just ahead, he could barely catch glimpses of Cobbler in the darkness.

“Wait for us!” Gameknight shouted, but Cobbler did not slow.

The User-that-is-not-a-user sprinted onward, dashing through the tunnels that he’d used so many times to get to the large underground chamber. The passage quickly ended in a circular room, the iron doors on the far side standing open. Gameknight could remember that first time he’d met Crafter in this very chamber. It seemed a million years ago, but the memory was still vivid.

Dashing for the iron doors, Gameknight ran down the steps, two at a time, until he reached the floor of the crafting chamber.

“This way,” Cobbler said as he pulled a minecart from a chest and set it on the tracks. “Come on, follow me.”

The boy disappeared into the tunnel, the metal wheels making a clattering sound as they rolled down the rails.

“I guess we’re following,” Hunter said when she reached Gameknight’s side.

“Looks that way,” he replied.

They all grabbed a minecart. Gameknight could just barely see the young boy in the darkness of the tunnel. He had no idea where this Cobbler was taking them or where his village was located, but the minecart network stretched all throughout Minecraft. Users didn’t know of its existence; it was one of the great secrets of the Overworld.

Soon, the tunnel led to a new crafting chamber. When Gameknight emerged, he could see tunnels piercing the walls of the huge cavern, with mine-cart rails heading out in all directions. Cobbler stood near one of the tracks, waiting for the User-that-is-not-a-user and his friends.
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