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CHAPTER 1

THE FREE ONES

There was silence in the Capitol rotunda, save the sound of hundreds of pairs of feet marching. Row by row, the black-clad troops filed into lines. Jayden and G glanced around the room nervously at the dozens of dark figures positioned in the upper balcony, all of whom had loaded bows aiming down into the giant mass of soldiers.

G took a deep breath and let it out. He knew what was going on. Four days had passed since he had left Sirus alone in that obsidian chamber with a diamond pickaxe in his hand, and now Tess had ordered that all soldiers meet in the rotunda for an emergency.

Sure enough, Tess emerged on the highest, most ornate and most pronounced balcony of the rotunda, made from chiselled quartz blocks. There was no hint of joy on her face. There was only a scowl as she looked down on all the soldiers. Gazing back up at her and cowering under her intimidating leer, they were all silent. Finally, Tess spoke.

“Last night,” Tess announced, “our hostages from the Adorian Village escaped captivity.”

A collective gasp rolled across the soldiers as they realized what that meant.

“To escape, the hostages tunnelled through a five-block-thick wall of solid obsidian,” continued Tess. “This is a feat that would take at least two full days to complete if done by anything other than a diamond pickaxe. And seeing as no guards saw any sign of an escape in progress during their check-ups, this can only mean that somebody in this room managed to sneak a diamond pickaxe to the hostages.”

A collective burst of panic rose off the crowd, and though nobody dared to speak, the tension in the room could be cut with a sword.

“I know that someone among us is the traitor,” Tess said slowly as her eyes swept over the soldiers below her. “If you step forwards and reveal yourself to me now, then you shall simply be executed by firing squad, quickly and painlessly. However, if you don’t, then I shall be forced to begin interrogations, and when I discover who it is, you will be tortured without mercy before you become food for the Zombie villagers. If anybody would like to speak out, you may do so now.”

G, who was struggling to keep his own heart from exploding with panic, heard Jayden beside him take a deep breath, let it out, and then raise his hand.

“I confess,” Jayden said, a slight warble in his voice. “I did it.”

G’s mind went blank, refusing to comprehend what was happening. He turned to stare at Jayden in utter shock, totally blindsided and utterly bewildered by what his best friend had just said.

“Is that so?” asked Tess, a hint of surprise in her voice as all the soldiers around Jayden backed away from him in abhorrence. G followed suit, convinced that he had gone totally insane. “How did you do it, Drayden? And what was your motivation?”

“My name is Jayden!” he exclaimed, pulling off his black leather cap, throwing it to the ground, and stomping on it. “I am a member of the governing council of Element City and a friend of President Stan2012. I have been living undercover among you for these past weeks, working to free the hostages you have taken from us. Now, my work here is done.” A manic smile crossed Jayden’s face as he pumped his fist into the air and, with patriotic fervour, he bellowed, “LONG LIVE THE REPUBLIC! LONG LIVE PRESIDENT STAN!”

G’s mind was still reeling from what was going on. He was hardly able to comprehend that Jayden had just revealed himself for no good reason, and that soldiers were drawing their bows and taking aim at him. Suddenly, a lightbulb clicked on in G’s head. There was at least one good thing that could come from this turn of insanity. G leaped forwards and into the ring, letting the overwhelming despair that was boiling inside him burst from his mouth.

“How could you do this?” G shouted, tears streaming down his face as he let all the white shock he was feeling burst through his voice. “You were my friend! I trusted you! How could you work for that evil president?”

Jayden glanced back at G, and caught his eye. For an instant, he looked miserable, as if all he wanted was to be able to say “sorry.” However, the look soon vanished, to be replaced by nothing but zeal.

“I’d never lower myself to the level of calling myself the friend of a Noctem!” Jayden spat in disgust.

There were so many things that G longed to say but knew he couldn’t. He was forced to simply stand still, quiet and motionless. It was all the same, though. Words could not describe the agony that wrenched his heart as two soldiers pinned Jayden to the ground, and a third raised a bow to his head. G looked away, preparing for the arrow to fly.

“Hold your fire!” Tess’s voice rang out from the balcony above.

G looked up, hardly daring to believe his ears. The collective group of soldiers, including those who were restraining Jayden, seemed to follow suit as their eyes locked on Tess. She was staring back and forth between Jayden and G, an intrigued look on her face. G’s heart skipped a beat. Did she suspect something?

“Executioner, stop,” Tess said again, holding up her hand. “I have a better idea. All troops, move out. Leave this rotunda. Guard and MasterBronze, stay put.”

G was petrified as the troops began to move out around him, giving him uncomfortable glances as they flooded through the doors. The executioner put his bow away and drew a glowing diamond sword, jabbing it up against Jayden’s back and grunting, “Hands in the air, dirtbag.” Jayden complied, and his eyes darted to the side and met G’s. He could tell they were both thinking the same thing.

Tess knows, G thought in a panic. She’s got to know. Why else would she have singled me out? All the recruits probably realize that Jayden and I have been talking this entire time. And why did Jayden reveal himself anyway? She might not have ever guessed it was me. He didn’t need to sacrifice himself!

The sounds of footsteps on the stone-brick floor echoed throughout the cavernous rotunda as Tess made her way to the centre. G and the executioner snapped to full attention as Jayden scowled at her.

“General Tess,” the guard asked in disbelief, “why did you tell me not to execute this spy?”

“Trust me,” Tess replied, a devious grin creeping across her face, “I know what I’m doing. Guard, you are dismissed now.”

The guard stared at Tess with a total lack of comprehension, and then turned round and made his way to the door, grumbling the whole way. Jayden watched as he went, hands still raised, and Tess drew a glowing diamond sword from her own inventory, pointing it at Jayden.

“MasterBronze,” Tess said slowly, turning to face G, “I understand that you are friends with this traitor. Is this correct?”

“I thought I was,” G grunted, trying to sound hurt and betrayed, and not let his true dread be too obvious. “He always seemed like such a nice guy, I can’t believe that he’s been working for President Stan this entire time.”

“Well, I hope that you can bring yourself to believe it,” Tess chuckled, “because you’re going to be the one who kills him.”

G heard, but he didn’t understand. “I’m … sorry …?” he finally croaked.

“For the past few weeks, I have been training you as my apprentice, MasterBronze,” Tess continued matter-of-factly. “I must say that, so far, I am quite impressed by your progress in combat and skills training. However, if you are truly going to become a great leader of the Noctem Alliance, you must learn to make sacrifices for the sake of our cause … even if it means stabbing your best friend in the back. And besides, if your loyalties are in the right place, then you should be able to get over it quickly.”

G stared blankly at Tess, still not understanding what he was being asked. Then, out of the corner of his eye, G saw Jayden staring at him with wide, fearful eyes, and finally snapped back to his senses.

“Um, well …,” G sputtered, trying to think fast. “I mean … General Tess, ma’am … can I at least kill him in private? It’s … going to be difficult enough without you watching.”

Tess sighed and rolled her eyes. “Whatever. We’ll go to the holding chamber. Move it, you worthless piece of trash!”

Tess poked the diamond sword into Jayden’s back and he began to walk forward, hands still raised above him. G followed Tess down the hallway. He realized that they were headed towards the room where Sirus and the others had been imprisoned. G glared with contempt at the back of the general who was walking in front of him, and his hand started to crawl towards his pickaxe before he stopped himself. As easy and satisfying as it would have been to strike Tess down right then and there, he knew that he couldn’t do that. They were the only ones in the room, and Jayden was unarmed, so the rest of the Alliance would know that he had done it. And regardless of what happened, he still had to cure Mella and Stull, something that would be much easier if the Noctem Alliance trusted him.

It wasn’t long before they reached the obsidian room. At Tess’s command, G pressed the button to open the iron door. Once it had swung all the way round, Tess gave Jayden a kick in the back, sending him tumbling. He face-planted on the floor of the now vacant obsidian chamber. G glared at Tess with burning hatred but forced himself to curb his anger as she turned to face him.

“I’m coming back shortly,” Tess decreed sternly. “And I will expect you to bring me his weapon.”

And with that, she stepped back into the hallway and pressed the stone button again, swinging the iron door shut.

“What were you thinking?” bellowed G, spinning round to face Jayden the second the door closed.

“Don’t yell at me!” Jayden retorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “Do you have any idea what I just did for you?”

“You almost left me without a best friend?” spat G. “You made Tess expect me to kill you? You put me into an incredibly difficult position? Take your pick, they’re all true!”

“Oh, open your eyes, man!” cried Jayden. “It was only a matter of time before Tess realized that you let those prisoners go. Since I took the fall for you, you can stay in Nocturia for as long as you want! You can free the villagers, you can find out so much information, do so much damage to the Alliance. For the first time since we started fighting this war, Element City has eyes on the inside of the Noctem Alliance, and that’s not something worth giving up, even if it means I have to die. Actually, the fact that Tess ordered you to kill me makes all of this so much better!”

“How do you figure that?” exclaimed G incredulously.

“Because now she’s going to have total faith in you!” Jayden said, sounding as if this should be incredibly obvious. “She’s already rearing you up to be her little lackey. If you do this, then she’s going to trust you with anything and think that you’re totally devoted to the Noctem Alliance, and to her.”

“Oh, my apologies. You’re right, Jayden!” G replied, a mock cheerful tone in his voice. “I mean, gee whiz, why didn’t we do this in the first place? Oh, yeah, that’s right! Because in order for this plan to work, it still required me killing you!”

“Oh, don’t be so sure,” Jayden replied with a smile. And with that, he reached into his inventory and pulled out a bottle. The potion within it was transparent, almost clear, but it had a definite grey tint to it. G gasped.

“Jayden. Where did you get that?”

“I swiped it,” he replied, taking the bottle and tipping it down his throat in one giant gulp. “Yesterday, we went to the Brewing Plant in the Nether while you were surveying the grounds with Tess. Here, catch!”

Jayden’s hand plunged into his inventory for a second time and out came his diamond axe, which he tossed through the air towards G, who caught it. “Just wait until the potion takes effect, then show the axe to Tess, and I’ll slip out through the door, invisible, and make my way back to Element City!”

“Wha … wait,” G said, as he put together what Jayden was saying. “You’re … you’re leaving me?”

“Well, the alternative is that you kill me, and I think that option is considerably less appealing to everyone,” Jayden replied, sounding a little annoyed.

“But … you can’t leave!” cried G. “I need you here! Tess has been working me into the ground, never leaving me alone, making me be with her all the time, taking me away from everyone else so she can train me. The fact that she’s so nice to me isn’t even cool any more – it’s just uncomfortable! I can’t lose the only person that I can still talk to!”

Jayden simply stared at him for a moment in disbelief. Finally, he managed to get out, “Dude … do you … realize what you’re saying? Do you see any hint of irony at all in anything you just said?”

G stared back, looking confused. Then, without warning, Jayden began to fade away, becoming dimmer and dimmer by the second.

“The potion’s taking effect!” exclaimed Jayden, pulling off his armour and frantically reaching into his inventory and tossing random items to the ground, making it look like a player had died. “G, go open the door now, and hurry! I don’t have much time before the potion wears off, and I have to get all the way into the tundra. I’ll say hi to Kat and the others for you when I see them … bye!”

And with that, Jayden disappeared.

G stared at the place where his best friend now stood, invisible, and then down at the diamond axe in his hand. He knew that Jayden was right. He forced himself to walk to the iron door. He gave three sharp knocks on the iron face, and seconds later the door swung open. G stepped out and felt a rush of wind behind him, indicating that Jayden had silently taken off down the hallway.

“Did you finish the job?” Tess asked.

G took a deep breath, reached into his inventory, and pulled out Jayden’s diamond axe. He handed it to Tess, who took it, looking thrilled.

“Well done, MasterBronze!” Tess exclaimed, patting him on the shoulder, which made his skin crawl. “In honour of your loyalty to the Noctem Alliance and to me, I am promoting you to the rank of Corporal. You will, from now on, have the duty of being my assistant commander in the training programme.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” G replied. He knew he ought to be thrilled at this promotion, which would allow him access to even more high-level secrets, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling of total isolation now that Jayden was gone, and he was stuck with this Tess, this player who had total control over his life.

“Now, come with me, Corporal MasterBronze,” Tess continued, a grin crossing her face. “It’s time to go and see your fellow trainees, and present their new second-in-command to them.”

G’s stomach churned as he followed Tess down the hallway. She was talking to him so affectionately, like he were her prized show dog instead of another person. It made him feel powerless, degraded and humiliated. G shuddered and wished that somehow, he still had Jayden to talk to.

“Charlie, please … let me take a turn, I can see how bad you’re hurtin’ …”

“Leonidas, for the last time, I am fine!” Charlie bellowed, whipping around to face him. “Stop interrupting me or we’re never gonna get to Element City!”

“OK, fine, calm down, man!” Leonidas cried out, raising his blocky hands defensively.

Charlie shot one last steely glare at him before turning back around, and continuing to hack away at the solid cave wall with his stone pickaxe. Leonidas stared at Charlie’s back, illuminated by torchlight. He had been baffled by the hostility Charlie had been showing towards him. Since they had joined up with him and Stan, Leonidas had been pleasantly surprised by how quickly everybody had warmed up to him. Everybody, that was, except Charlie. And even as Leonidas watched Charlie mining, it was clear that he was hurting. Every swing of the pickaxe brought another grunt of discomfort, and every step he took through the newly mined cave saw another limp.

Leonidas was the only one who even noticed Charlie’s outburst, however. Commander Crunch was busy tunnelling forwards alongside Charlie, while Stan, Kat, and Cassandrix walked behind, talking among themselves. Stan put torches on the wall as they walked, and Rex trailed lazily behind Kat.

“I still can’t believe that we’re being forced to sneak into our own city,” Kat spat in disgust.

“Oh, I’m sorry, dear. Allow me to play you a sad song on the world’s smallest violin,” Cassandrix replied, sticking her bloated lip out in mock sadness before reverting back to a scowl. “Kat, we’re all down here together. There’s no need to whine about what we’re all feeling!”

“Shut up!” cried Kat, so loudly, that Stan cringed and raised his hands to his ears. “There’s no need to be so obnoxious about it!”

“I’m sorry, what’s that, Commander?” Cassandrix said loudly, looking over at Crunch, who was still firmly fixated on his digging. “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you. There appears to be an infant who’s crying because her feelings are hurt. I do wish the parents would take care of her.”

Kat turned red as a beet, and was about to retort when Stan forced his way between the two of them.

“Enough, you two!” he cried, indignantly glancing back and forth between them. “We’re all stressed enough as it is in this stupid tunnel. We don’t need your bickering making things worse!”

“She started it,” Kat mumbled, causing Cassandrix to roll her eyes and shrug with an arrogant sigh.

“I don’t care who started it, I’m finishing it,” said Stan firmly, as he continued to walk forwards between Kat and Cassandrix. Man, I’m so glad to be back with everyone, Stan thought to himself, trying to think as optimistically as possible. I missed talking with everybody so much … 

“Hey, Charlie!” Kat hollered right next to Stan’s ear, causing him to cringe again. “Are we past the wall yet?”

“If my calculations are correct,” Charlie replied, trying to keep his breathing steady as he winced with the effort of mining, “we passed underneath the wall a little while ago, and we should be underneath the Merchants District of Element City by now.”

“Hey, did you hear that, everybody?” Stan asked, looking around the mine at all his friends. “We’re back in Element City! Welcome home, guys!”

There were lacklustre murmurs of assent around the mine as Charlie and Commander Crunch tunnelled into a sizable natural cave. Stan sighed. He knew that they had to get to Element City as quickly as possible, and the fate of all of Minecraft might lie in their hands. But that didn’t change the fact that they had been walking for three straight days with no sleep, and everybody was worn out.

“OK,” he said, finally letting his inner exhaustion come forwards. “Maybe we should take a break for a little while and rest.”

As soon as Stan said this, the entire group collapsed onto the ground, letting the fatigue of weeks of trekking with almost no rest finally hit them. Stan lay down as well, not even caring that the stone-block floor below him was uncomfortable. Rex curled up at his feet, and Stan was just about to doze off when he suddenly had a startling realization.

“Hey, guys, we can’t all go to sleep yet,” he mumbled, forcing himself to sit up. “Somebody has to stand guard.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Leonidas said, grabbing a ledge on the cave wall and pulling himself to his feet.

“NO!” Charlie cried, causing everybody to snap up right as Charlie jumped, wincing as his bad leg hit the ground. “Get back to sleep, Leonidas. I’m standing guard.”

“Come on, Charlie!” exclaimed Leonidas, looking concerned. “You’ve been mining all day. You really ought to take a rest!’

“What’s that supposed to mean, huh?” Charlie demanded accusatorily. “Are you saying you don’t think I can do it?”

“No, I …”

“Then shut up and sit back down!” Charlie spat out bitterly. “I don’t recall asking for your help!”

Leonidas stared at Charlie, amazed at the harshness in his voice. After a moment, Leonidas lay back down and, with an uncomfortable glance at Charlie, rolled over to face the wall. Stan was outraged, and was about to chastise Charlie for his harshness when, without warning, an explosion erupted in the wall beside them, showering the entire group with dust.

Within seconds, all six players and the wolf were on their feet again, weapons drawn, glancing into the misshapen hole in the cave wall. A shadowy form appeared in the smoke, and as the dust settled, a row of figures came into view. The form of Creeper Khan, with Arachnia, Enderchick, Lord Marrow and Zomboy standing directly behind him.

There was a moment of silence. Stan and his friends stared at the mobhunters, transfixed in horror that they had been discovered. Meanwhile, the members of ELM stared back, their eyes alight with joyous amazement.

“Fancy seeing you here, Stan,” Arachnia hissed with a grin, stepping forward to the front of the group.

“How did you find us?” Stan demanded as he uncomfortably forced himself to look into Arachnia’s eight red eyes.

“Lucky break, I guess,” she replied with a grin. “We were just about to set some traps for you guys down here. We didn’t expect you to get back here so quickly.”

“We’ve been walking nonstop,” Stan replied slowly, trying to buy time as he wildly thought of how they could escape from these bounty hunters. “We wanted to make it back to Element City as fast as possible.”

“Aw, poor tragic you,” Arachnia sneered. “You tried so hard, and got so far … but in the end, it doesn’t even matter.”

“Haha! I ged id!” Zomboy shouted. “Because dose are da words to a song! And you used dem in …”

“Shut up, Zomboy,” Arachnia said offhandedly.

“OK,” he replied meekly, looking to the ground.

“Well, congrats to you,” Stan said, still desperate for more time. “You finally managed to catch up to us. Now what?”

“Well, you’re going to come with us, Stan,” Arachnia replied in a disturbingly sweet-sounding voice that made Stan’s skin crawl. “Lord Tenebris is most anxious to see you. And as for your friends, well, they’re of no use to anybody any more, so they will be disposed of.”

“Well, I’m sorry, Arachnia,” Stan retorted, keeping his voice pleasant and conversational as he realized that there was no escape, and they would have to fight. “But I’m afraid that I can’t let you do that.”

And before the mobhunter could respond, Stan leaped forwards and locked his axe against the glowing diamond sword that Arachnia had pulled out, and the two of them began to duel. Immediately, the players who had been standing behind the two leaders leaped into action. Kat lunged toward Enderchick with Rex at her heels, Cassandrix and Creeper Khan struck at each other simultaneously, and Commander Crunch rushed in to help Cassandrix. Lord Marrow and Leonidas both released a barrage of arrows at each other, while Zomboy lunged at the nearest target, Charlie.

Charlie feinted backward to avoid the giant stone axe that the oversized player slammed into the ground, leaving cracks in the stone blocks of the cave floor. As he moved, Charlie felt a sharp pain in his foot, and it nearly gave out, but he managed to stay on his feet, cringing in pain. Charlie glanced up at Zomboy, who was raising his axe and preparing for another attack. He’s not very fast, Charlie noted to himself, and he’s taking way too long between attacks. He must be a heavy fighter.

Charlie became aware of explosions going off behind Zomboy as Creeper Khan started to use his pyrokinetic powers and Lord Marrow fired off explosive arrows, but Charlie forced himself to focus on his own fight. Zomboy continued to walk towards Charlie, swinging his giant stone axe from side to side, forcing Charlie back down the cave towards the way they had come. Charlie saw multiple openings in the attack that would allow him to counter, but each time he was about to strike, the pain in his leg flared up again, and he was forced to fall back to avoid another attack.

Finally, after a frustrating minute of dodging, Zomboy launched a particularly powerful downward axe strike, which Charlie sidestepped. The axe blade shattered the stone block beneath it in a shower of sparks and became lodged in the ground, forcing Zomboy to struggle to pull it out. Seeing his chance, Charlie launched himself forwards off his good leg, and sunk his stone pickaxe directly into Zomboy’s chest. The giant mobhunter winced and staggered backwards, axe still in hand, before collapsing to the ground with a massive thud.

Charlie took a deep breath, and let it out as he looked down at the massive body of his defeated adversary. He was infuriated with himself. That giant thug was so unskilled that it should have been an effortless kill, but his leg had made it much more difficult than it had to be. A dark thought crossed Charlie’s mind. What if he came face to face with a skilled opponent? Not somebody like Leonidas in their fight in the forest … someone who actually wanted to hurt him? Charlie shuddered as his mind clouded with these thoughts, and he began to walk back towards the fight, past the body of Zomboy, determined to prove himself.

What Charlie hadn’t expected was for Zomboy’s axe to fly up off the ground and directly at him.

Charlie managed to pull his backup pickaxe out of his inventory to block the attack, but the impact of the oversized stone axe on his weapon still sent him flying across the cave. He hit the wall with a smack, landing hard on the stone-block floor, right on his bad leg. Charlie let out a holler of pain and clutched his damaged limb in agony, glancing up through his teary eyes to figure out what had just happened.

Zomboy was back on his feet. His stone axe was held firmly in his right hand, Charlie’s pickaxe was still lodged in his chest, and he was staring at Charlie with a grin, no sign of pain on his face at all.

Charlie was perplexed, not sure how it was that Zomboy was still alive, until it hit him. Zomboy was part of the assassin team, and, according to what Stan had told him, each member of their team seemed to be modded to have some sort of special ability. Charlie realized that this player must be modded to have extra HP, and be able to take a ton of punishment before he died.

As the giant beast of a player lumbered towards Charlie, he prepared to kick off the wall, and get out of the way of the incoming attack. Zomboy began to raise his axe over his head as Charlie kicked off the wall, only to have his knee buckle under the pressure. Charlie hardly noticed, though; he was too focussed on the axe raised over Zomboy’s head.

Just as the blow was about to fall, an arrow flew from deep in the cave and lodged itself into Zomboy’s skull, right between his eyes. The giant player gave a yelp of pain, and then proceeded to look down the tunnel towards the source of the arrow, not dead from the blow (somehow) but most certainly angry.

“Hey!” he bellowed down the mine, his eyebrows, with an arrow sticking out between them, knitted in fury. “Wads da big idea?”

Charlie glanced down the cave, and his face lit up in amazement and relief. There, standing in the mouth of the cave, was Sirus, bow raised, and an army of twenty players, all armed with stone weapons, standing behind him.

“Charge!” the crazed redstone mechanic bellowed.

The entire mass of players barrelled through the cave, sending arrows and flying weapons at Zomboy. Sensing that he was overwhelmed, the massive mobhunter turned, the attacks simply sinking into his back to no effect. With his axe in hand, he dashed down the cave and back towards his comrades.

As the wave of freed hostages continued to rush past Charlie, Sirus stopped to help him to his feet. “Hey, Charlie, man, long time no see, how’re you doing?”

“I’m … fine,” Charlie replied. He couldn’t believe his eyes. From what he had heard, Sirus had perished in the Battle for Elementia. “I … I’m really glad to see you. But … I thought you …”

“Oh, I get it, you thought I died,” Sirus replied with a short laugh. “Yeah, I thought that, too, but I respawned, and I saw somebody duck into the woods and I figured that the hill probably wasn’t safe, so I decided that I wanted to go out into the middle of the Ender Desert because I thought that could be fun, but then I got hungry and tried to eat part of a cactus, and it kind of caused me to hallucinate to the point where I imagined that I was at a wedding between a cantaloupe and—”

“I’m sorry, but do we have to talk about this now?” Charlie cut in urgently, jerking his head towards the blasts and shouts of the ongoing fight down the cave.

“Seriously though, dude,” Sirus continued, as he got into position to help Charlie up, “you must have done something pretty bad to that leg of yours, ’cause it’s totally busted, gone south, practically useless, comparable to the poop of—”

“OK, I get it, Sirus,” Charlie cut in, irritated. “I’m already frustrated enough without your commentary.”

Sirus merely shrugged and pulled Charlie to his feet. Charlie attempted to take a step forwards, but his bad foot couldn’t take the slightest bit of pressure without him screaming in agony. Sirus noticed his suffering and placed Charlie’s arm around his shoulder, slowly helping him follow the horde of Adorian Villagers that had surged down the cave and towards the ongoing fights.

Look at me, Charlie thought to himself bitterly. I can’t even walk by myself. I’m nothing but a cripple now.

As they reached the end of the cave, Charlie saw that, to his confusion, there was no fighting. Stan, Kat, Charlie, Cassandrix and Commander Crunch were all standing around, looking exhausted and in various states of injury, but the assassins had vanished.

“Where’d they go?” Charlie inquired to Commander Crunch as Sirus helped him sit down on a loose stone block.

“They warped away, lad,” the Commander replied as he nursed a blast wound on his arm. “As soon as Sirus ’n’ his scallywags arrived, the other scallywags realized that they were outnumbered, ’n’ couldn’t win. Th’ poppet that goes by th’ name o’ Enderchick grabbed her mates, ’n’ they all warped away. T’ where, we can only venture guesses, but I doubt they’ll be comin’ back anytime soon.”

Charlie nodded in understanding and looked around at the scene around them. Sirus and Stan were in deep conversation, Stan’s eyes wide, as if he were talking to a ghost. The hostages were wandering around the cave, some of them tending the wounds that had been inflicted during the fight. Suddenly, there was a commotion in the back of the cave, and two of Sirus’s followers came forwards, holding Leonidas with his arms behind his back.

“Hey, what do ya think you’re doin’?” Leonidas demanded, clearly too tired from the fight to resist them.

“We found another one of them, Sirus,” one of the two players said, and Sirus turned to face them. Immediately, his jaw dropped.

“Leonidas of RAT1! Force him down, men!”

And with that, the two players delivered sharp kicks to the back of Leonidas’s knees, forcing Leonidas to fall to the ground, a grunt of agony escaping his mouth as Sirus loaded an arrow into his bow.

“I’ll take care of this,” he announced heroically, and he was about to let the arrow fly when Stan realized what was happening. He knocked the bow out of Sirus’s hand, sending the arrow flying down the mine.

“President Stan, what’re you doing? This is a dangerous criminal who needs to be executed!” Sirus cried out.

“Sirus, calm down, it’s OK! Leonidas is on our side now. He’s realized the errors of his ways and he’s fighting for Element City.”

Sirus looked at Stan incredulously for a moment, and then raised an eyebrow in scepticism.

“President Stan, with all due respect, this player is responsible for tons of terrible things that happened during the rebellion against King Kev, and he’s killed more people than you’ll ever realize as a part of RAT1, so are you sure you don’t want me to kill him?”

“I am positive!” Stan barked in fury. “I’m granting Leonidas a complete presidential pardon for his past actions. He’s been traveling with me for weeks, and has proved to me time and time again that he’s sorry for what he did under King Kev and the Noctem Alliance. Now, he’s willing to give everything that he has to make up for what he did in the past! So I’ll thank you for not being rude to him!”

Sirus opened his mouth, and then closed it again. He gave a sideways glance at Leonidas, who had pulled himself to his feet and was shooting a dirty look at Sirus. Finally, Sirus spoke again, his voice still sounding suspicious.

“If you say so, President Stan,” Sirus replied slowly, and with that he turned to work on Charlie’s bad leg.

“Thanks, man,” Leonidas said, smiling at Stan for a moment before going to tend to a burn wound left on him by one of Lord Marrow’s attacks.

“Don’t mention it,” Stan replied offhandedly, barely paying attention as he came to a startling realization.

Within the next day, Stan would be at the underground bunker of Element City, which held his friends and all his citizens. They would surely be overjoyed to see him, along with Charlie, Kat, Cassandrix and Commander Crunch. However, he had never considered how the citizens of Element City would react to Leonidas.

As clear as it was that Leonidas had had a change of heart now, Stan still couldn’t change the terrible things that Leonidas had done in the past. And as he led his citizens forwards in the greatest challenge that Element City had ever faced, Stan wondered just how they would take it when they found out that he had granted a full presidential pardon to one of King Kev’s most powerful soldiers.


CHAPTER 2

UNDERGROUND

As the frigid winds of the eternal blizzard tore through the streets of the Nocturia complex, the Noctem Capitol Building stood tall and looming. Throughout the war, the Elementia forces hadn’t come close to scratching the capital city of the Nation of the Noctem Alliance, and the Capitol was proof of that. The building was totally untouched, and still the crowning jewel of the Noctem Empire with its gothic stone-brick block design, gold and lapis lazuli block accents and beacon blocks that shot radiant pillars of light into the sky. The building was also by far the largest and tallest in Nocturia – the highest spire of the building extended out of the base castle and far into the sky.

Atop this spire, a single light could be seen. Torchlight shone from an open window, the only pinpoint of luminescence in the midst of the raging snowstorm. And it was within this one window atop the highest tower of the Noctem Capitol Building that Lord Tenebris sat on his throne of obsidian and quartz, deep in thought.

Lord Tenebris had his eyes closed, yet he could quite clearly see through the eyes of one of the Withers, patrolling the skies over Element City. Lord Tenebris had been experimenting in private, drawing energy from the server itself to bolster his power and discovering more and more new skills by the day. However, this particular new ability that he had discovered had proven to be the most useful by far. On a whim, Lord Tenebris could borrow the eyes of any player or mob, provided, of course, that he knew where they were, and see all that they could see.

In the past few weeks, during the Noctem Alliance’s drive to take Element City, this power had been especially helpful. Between clairvoyance and his ability to speak using telepathy, Lord Tenebris had been able to have direct control over the troops on the battlefield through the eyes of General Drake, while still staying hidden away in Nocturia and Fungarus. And he knew that it was for the best that he remain hidden. After all, though the Noctem Alliance now had the upper hand in the war, fear was still by far their greatest asset.

To be honest, Lord Tenebris quite enjoyed the feeling of commanding the troops from far off and tactically manoeuvering them to ensure total domination over a region. Furthermore, he was also well aware of how necessary this step was if he truly wanted control over the server. Lord Tenebris knew that, if he wanted to, he could destroy all the Elementia forces in a matter of minutes using just his own abilities. However, he fancied himself a wise leader, and he was well aware of the vast difference between destroying all the enemy forces and winning the war.

Lord Tenebris saw through the eyes of the Wither that soldiers, clad in black, with bows, weapons and potions at the ready, patrolled the streets of Element City, securing them in the name of the Noctem Alliance. He gave a sigh of satisfaction. Finally, after all these months, Element City was back in the hands of the players who had earned it, those who had toiled and struggled to raise the city after starting from nothing but a meadow.

At long last, they had done it. The Noctem Alliance had conquered Elementia.

One thing still tainted Lord Tenebris’s perfect victory, however. Although the Noctem Alliance now had military control over the entire server, they had yet to capture Stan2012. Lord Tenebris actually found it rather surprising. Drake knew exactly what Lord Tenebris was going to do to him should Stan return to Element City. If there was one thing that was certain, it was that Drake would go to any lengths to save his own neck. When added to the fact that Drake had hired a group of trained assassins to track Stan down, Lord Tenebris found it difficult to believe that Drake hadn’t delivered Stan to him yet.

Lord Tenebris stood up from his throne and stopped using his clairvoyance, looking once again into the plain stone brick–block room, flickering in the light of the torch. The time had come, he decided. The military offensive was now over, and the Noctem Alliance had a strong foothold in Element City. There was no purpose in his staying in Nocturia any longer. It was time for him to return to the city that he had worked so long and hard to conquer.

Lord Tenebris took a deep breath, focussed intently on the Council Room of Element Castle, and vanished in a puff of purple smoke.

G felt disgusted with himself as he dragged himself up the quartz stairs towards Tess’s office. He still couldn’t get the image out of his mind of the wounded recruit in a blue and green jumpsuit, lying on the ground and clutching the cut on his side. He had stepped in and declared the round of the sparring tournament over, and ordered that the fallen recruit be given medical attention, but the two soldiers overseeing him had cut him off. He could vividly remember the Noctem captain in the metallic Creeper costume staring him in the eye and growling those hateful words.

“If you’re a true Noctem corporal, you’ll tell him to finish the job right now.”

Despite the fact that every fibre of his body was telling him to stand up for the fallen recruit, G found himself unable to speak. Before he could, though, a messenger arrived and told G that Tess was looking for him. As G had left to make his way to the stairs, the two corporals had turned back to the sparring recruits, and right before G turned a corner, he heard one of them say, “All right … finish him!”

G still couldn’t get the sound of that last shout out of his head. He could only imagine what they were doing to the wounded player now … and here he was just walking away. Even if that player was in training for the Noctem Alliance, he didn’t deserve the abuse and harassment that G was sure was coming his way. In fact, he had half a mind to turn around and go help that player, but he knew that he couldn’t. Jayden had been willing to sacrifice his life to keep G in Nocturia, and there was no way that he was going to risk anything until he cured Mella and Stull, regardless of what the cost may be.

Finally, G reached the top of the staircase, and was standing at the threshold of General Tess’s room. The room was beautifully designed. The walls were made out of quartz blocks fashioned into different patterns, the floor was carpeted with blue-wool blocks, and the ceiling was covered in glowstone blocks. A fire burning eternally in a Netherrack fireplace projected a warm glow into the room, and picture frames, showing pixel-art paintings, hung on the walls. There were glass windows that revealed the howling storm outside, and behind a cedarwood plank desk sat General Tess, her diamond sword hanging in an item frame behind her.

“Greetings, ma’am,” G said automatically, suppressing his self-loathing for the time being.

“You took a long time,” Tess retorted, not bothering to return the greeting. “Please try to be quicker next time, Corporal.”

“Yes, ma’am,” G replied, his disgust with himself now replaced with irritation at Tess.

“I have a task for you,” Tess continued. “I need you to patrol the grounds again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” G replied, glad that it was only a mundane task that was being asked of him, and he turned back down the stairs to go carry it out.

“Oh, and one more thing, Corporal,” Tess continued, sounding almost lazy. G turned around and watched as she reached into a chest next to her desk and pulled out a Potion of Slowness. “Tell Captain Zingster to execute those twenty Elementia prisoners today instead of tomorrow. Now that we’ve taken Element City, there’s really no point in keeping hostages any more.”

G’s eyes widened, and he did all that he could to hold back a gasp of horror. Regardless, Tess still raised an eyebrow, setting her glass back down on the table and glaring at him.

“Do you have a problem with that, Corporal?”

“No, ma’am,” G replied quickly, the gears in his mind spinning as he tried to work out how he could possibly save these prisoners without arousing Tess’s suspicion.

“Well then, get to it,” Tess ordered, taking another sip of potion as she reached into her desk a second time. G was about to go down the stairs when he paused for a moment.

All throughout his stay in Nocturia, G had spent hours upon hours with Tess. Because of her constant presence, incredibly high expectations of him and casual talk as if they were the best of friends, G had felt incredibly awkward and hated every minute of it, but he had forced himself to do it for the sake of Element City. And he had done his job quite well, never letting on to his aversion to Tess, and always letting her feel like they were becoming close friends. And perhaps now would be the perfect time to try to get some payoff for all his hard work for the sake of rescuing those trapped players from Element City.

“Um … excuse me, ma’am?”

“Why are you still here, Corporal?” Tess asked in irritation as she glanced up. She had been searching for food in the chest, and hadn’t realized that G hadn’t left yet.

“Well, because I have a suggestion for you.”

“I don’t want to hear it, Corporal. You have duties to attend to.”

“Please, ma’am, I think that it may be important.”

“Fine!” Tess shouted in frustration. “What do you want, Corporal? And make it fast. I have a lot of work to do, and so do you!”

G took a deep breath, and let it out before continuing. “Well, it occurred to me that the war in Elementia is going to be over soon and it seems like we’re on the verge of winning. I think that, if we’re going to rule over the citizens in Element City again, perhaps we might be able to get more support from them if we were to be a bit lenient.”

“Oh?” Tess asked, her eyebrow raised suspiciously as she eyed G. “And how do you propose we do that, exactly?”

“My suggestion,” G replied tentatively, aware of how Tess was probably going to react to his proposal, “is that we don’t execute the soldiers just yet. We hold them captive here until—”

“That is a preposterous idea.”

There was a moment of silence as Tess glared at G, and G struggled to hold his feelings in. He knew what he had to do, and even though he was aware that he was pushing his luck, he tried to press on.

“Well, the reason I think that is—”

“What are you trying to say, Corporal? That the atrocities that the soldiers of Elementia have committed during the war deserve to go unpunished?”

“No, of course not, but—”

“Then I see no reason why this conversation should continue.”

“Please, listen to me!” G exclaimed, something snapping in his head as he felt a surge of anger toward Tess for all the wrong reasons. “I’ve been following you faithfully since the day I arrived here, and I’ve devoted my life to you. The least you could do is hear me out!”

Tess’s face took on a dangerous look. “You’re treading on thin ice, Corporal.”

“Please, General,” G said again, trying to curb the acid boiling in his stomach. “It would mean a lot to me if you would just allow me to—”

“I am your commanding officer, Corporal MasterBronze,” Tess shot back, standing up at her desk and giving him the evil eye, “and I am this close to having you executed for insubordination! Stand down right now!”

G stood still, his mouth still slightly open, and found himself unable to speak. As Tess had yelled at him, a startling realization had hit G like a train. He merely stood still for a moment as he flashed back to over a month ago, when he was standing in the hallway of Element Castle, enraged and hurt, and he had yelled …

“Get a move on!” Tess barked at him. “Are you just going to stand there all day? You have no idea how lucky you are that I haven’t already ordered you out in front of the firing squad!”

G barely heard her. He was making his way down the quartz block stairs, back towards the group of recruits, his mind swimming in a vortex of realizations and guilt.

Since G had entered Nocturia, he had given barely any thought at all to Kat. The two of them were clearly done and over with, and with far more important things going on, the issue had been dormant in G’s mind for quite some time. However, the last time he had thought about her, he was still under the impression that she was being unreasonable in not getting over their fight, and that she had been stupid to want to break it off in the first place, given how much attention he was lavishing on her.

Now, though, G found it amazing that, given everything General Tess had put him through since he had joined Nocturia, Kat hadn’t come to his mind sooner. It hadn’t occurred to him for a second, all this time, that the way that he had treated Kat, his former girlfriend and fellow council member, was disturbingly similar to the way that General Tess, the commanding officer of the organization that he had sworn to destroy, had treated him as an underling.

It felt like a void had opened in G’s chest as memories came flooding back to him. All that time, he had thought that he had been an amazing boyfriend to Kat, and he was frustrated because he didn’t feel like she was putting in as much effort as he was. But now, G could see quite clearly that he had been far too demanding of her, and incredibly disrespectful. She had agreed to go out with him, and continued to make an effort even when things got difficult while still keeping sight of her responsibilities. But he had neglected his duties to the council, only wanting to spend time with her, and was infuriated when she hadn’t done the same.

And to top it all off, he had only put up with Tess because he had to. Why Kat had put up with him at all, G could only guess …

G sat down on the stairs for a moment, overwhelmed. He had just snapped at Tess for something that he himself had done before. Because he had done that, Tess was now suspicious of him, and his cover would surely be blown soon. And if he was executed as a spy, not only would Mella and Stull never be saved, but G would never get a chance to return to Element City and let Kat know how sorry he was for what he had done to her.

G stood up, his stomach blazing with resolve. He knew what he had to do. It was do-or-die time now, and drastic actions were called for. All at once, an insane plan formulated in G’s head, and he knew that he’d have to go through with it. If it worked, then not only would he spare the hostages’ lives but free them as well, along with curing the NPC villagers and escaping the nightmarish Noctem Capitol. If the plan failed, then they would all die.

G took a deep breath, let it out, and set off down the stairs to put his plan into motion.

A roar of furious shouting erupted from the base of the cave as Ben walked off the stone brick–block balcony. Even as he walked back inside the command post that had been carved into the cave wall, he could still hear the threats and boos that followed his most recent announcement. He gritted his teeth in frustration. He still couldn’t stand the fact that he’d had to cut the food rations again, but unfortunately there was nothing else that could be done.

Ben shut the wooden door behind him, yet he could still hear the jeers. Sighing, he walked into the room, which was nothing more than a small cave that had been cleaned up and turned into the head office of the military as long as they were stuck down in the bunker. A few chests sat pressed up against the stone-block wall, and some maps and papers sat on a wood plank–block table, but other than that, the room was barren. Bob was sitting on Ivanhoe, and upon his entry, they both looked up.

“Sounds like it went well,” Bob muttered bitterly, glancing at the door, which was doing nothing to block out the noise.

“Well, how did you expect them to react?” asked Ben, a resigned look on his face as he pulled another wood-plank block from his inventory, set it on the ground, and plopped down on it. “I’d be pretty upset, too, if somebody told me that I’d only be getting two slices of bread a day, every day, for the foreseeable future.”

Bob gave a grim nod. The two brothers sat in silence for a moment. Both of them knew that they had the same thing on their minds. It had been the only thing on their minds since the incident.

“It’s eerie,” Bob finally said, his voice sounding almost disconnected as he stared off into space, “to think that it’s already been four days.”

“Yeah,” Ben replied, glancing at the ground. “It’s even more eerie that the two of us are still here and talking to each other, like normal, while … while Bill is …”

Ben couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. He had finally managed to stop the waves of nauseating depression over the past few days, and he wasn’t going to allow them to return. They were still fighting a war, and grief had no place in a war. Ben choked back his sob, letting it out as a raspy sigh. Bob was about to open his mouth to respond when, all of a sudden, there was an earsplitting crash.

Both brothers leaped to their feet, bow and sword drawn, ready to defend themselves as they whipped around to face the source of the sound. What they saw was the door they had just exited through knocked down, window broken and a brick lying on the ground not too far inside the room. With no door, there was no barrier to protect the two brothers from the raging, hateful taunts from the basin of the cave below them.

Ben let out a growl of fury, which was drowned out by the jumbled chants of protest from outside the door. “This is ridiculous!” he yelled to his brother. “What are they complaining about? Yeah, sure their food supply got cut. Well, you know what? At least they’re safe from the Noctem Alliance for now! At least they’re not dead!”

Bob sighed in disgust. “And I suppose you want to go out there and tell them that?”

Ben was about to respond when, without warning, the Mechanist hurdled into the room through an entrance in the back wall, pickaxe drawn.

“What’s going on?” he demanded. “I thought I heard a …”

Suddenly, the Mechanist realized that Ben and Bob were in the room, and he stopped in midsentence. He hadn’t spoken to the brothers, except through messengers, since Bill’s death.

“Well,” the Mechanist said, recovering and attempting to regain his composure. “Is everything all right out here? I thought that I heard a crash.”

“Yeah, someone threw a brick through our door,” replied Ben forebodingly, gesturing to the wooden door and brick lying in the empty doorframe, through which the boisterous anger of the crowd was still raging. The Mechanist’s eyes widened at the sight.

“It would seem,” Bob continued for his brother, giving a look to the Mechanist, “that the citizens aren’t very happy with us right now. Since we’ve been holed up in this bunker, they haven’t gotten any good news at all. The only thing that we’ve done for them is cut off their food supply.”

“Well, what do they expect?” the Mechanist asked, baffled. “We’re doing everything that we can for the citizens. What else do they want us to—”

“Oh, open your eyes!” Ben yelled, the anger that he had barely been holding back since the Mechanist’s arrival surging forward. “These people have had their entire lives uprooted! The Noctem Alliance has taken over their city, stolen their homes, and forced them to lock themselves down in this stupid mine! Some of them have friends who are still up there, and the Noctem Alliance is probably abusing them, or worse! They need to hear good news!”

“But … I …,” the Mechanist sputtered. “What do you expect … We don’t have anything good to tell them …”

“Well, that’s your job!” bellowed Ben, marching up to the Mechanist and now yelling directly into his face. “Like it or not, when you volunteered to take over Stan’s job, you took on the responsibility of keeping your people happy! And since the beginning, you’ve stayed holed up in the castle, drinking yourself into a stupor, and running the country without caring what your people think of you.

“Even now, when we’re all trapped down here, do you have the nerve to talk to your citizens face to face? No! You just locked yourself in your room, feeling sorry for yourself, and had me and Bob take the fall for you! We’ve been trying as hard as we can to keep the people of Element City from hating us. What have you done to make the situation better? Nothing!”

There was a moment of silence, broken only by the ongoing, enraged roar of the crowd, during which the Mechanist stared into Ben’s furious eyes, unable to speak. Ben glared back, his anger slowly fading, and grief starting to well up in his face.

“My brother died to save you,” Ben spat bitterly. “And so far, I don’t think that you’re worth it. You’d better prove me wrong.”

And with that, Ben shoved the Mechanist away from him and, with tears streaming down his face, he marched out of the room.

For a moment, Bob and the Mechanist just stood there. The Mechanist stared blankly at where Ben had just stood. After a moment, Bob turned around and had Ivanhoe run out the back door and down the hall after Ben, leaving the Mechanist standing alone in the midst of the barren stone room.

Ever since he had woken up and realized that Bill had sacrificed his life so that he could live, the Mechanist had been totally distraught. After he had joined Stan’s militia all those months ago, the Mechanist had sworn off SloPo. Yet, in the stresses of running the entire country, the Mechanist hadn’t been able to resist the relaxing allure of the potion. If he had had the power to resist, to keep off the potion, Bill would still be alive.

And the more he thought about it, the Mechanist realized, in horror, that Ben was totally right. He hadn’t done anything since they had entered the mines, too wrapped up in his own self-loathing, only ordering cuts to the food rations when supplies began to run low. He had abandoned his police chiefs and he had abandoned his country. And now the Mechanist knew what had to be done.

Taking a deep breath, the Mechanist walked out the doorway and onto the stone-block balcony, overlooking the basin of the giant cave, which was swamped with players. The mob of players, which was beginning to become slightly calmer, erupted yet again at the sight of the Mechanist. Now, however, the anger emanating from the crowd was far more potent. This was the first appearance the Mechanist had made before his people since before the construction of the bunker. All the hatred at the overwork and ruthless discipline that the Mechanist had ordered came surging forward.

“Excuse me!” the Mechanist yelled, raising his hand, struggling to be heard over the tumult of the masses. “I have something I would like to say to you all.”

The noise did not die down. Rather, another brick flew up out of the crowd, straight towards the Mechanist. Acting out of instinct, the Mechanist whipped his pickaxe from his inventory and shattered the brick in midair. Shocked and appalled, he looked down into the crowd and saw soldiers surging into the throng to apprehend the one who had thrown the brick. He forced himself to take another deep breath.

“Anyway,” the Mechanist continued, trying as hard as he could to ignore the struggle between the attacking player and the soldiers going on below him, “I would like to personally thank all of you for your continuing cooperation. Being holed up in this cave is difficult for everybody, but it is necessary to—”

“It’s not hard for you!” a single voice rang out above the noise. “I bet you’ve been on SloPo every minute of every day since the war started!”

A fresh round of fury burst forth from the crowd at this accusation. The words stung the Mechanist, and he gave a shudder of disappointment in himself before responding.

“I fully admit that since the departure of my fellow councilmen, I have not always acted as I ought to. I have made many mistakes, and for that, I offer you my sincerest apologies. However, in the present situation—”

“You’re nothing but a dictator!” the voice cut back in, from a player somewhere in the centre of the crowd who the Mechanist couldn’t see. “You’ve done nothing but lay around and drink while us normal people have been doing all the hard work!”

“OK, guards, apprehend that player. I can’t get a word out!” the Mechanist spat out without really thinking. Had he given it any thought, he would have realized just how big a mistake it was.

“He’s trying to silence me!” the player screamed, sounding disturbed and terrified. “He’s gone crazy with power!”

The soldiers, who
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