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Prologue

A small avatar, a young boy, wandered between the giant trees of the taiga. (They looked even bigger to him because he’d never seen a tree before.) He stayed away from caves (too dark). And he was still trying to figure out water: It looked like a block, but he couldn’t walk on it. And none of the fish wanted to talk to him.

The boy’s favourite block was mossy cobblestone because it made him wonder if there had been people here before. He hadn’t picked any cobblestones up yet because he hadn’t picked anything up. He didn’t know that he could.

Every day this very unusual player did two things: he explored, and he practised talking. He knew the words for most of the objects he saw. He knew numbers, too. He even knew some things he didn’t fully understand, like that he was waiting for his friends to return. He knew those friends were called Morgan and Jodi, among other things.

(He spent a lot of time looking for more Morgans or Jodis in his world, but there seemed to only be one of each.)

Today, he finally heard someone new! A rattle behind a spruce tree pulled him away from inspecting mushrooms, and he ran as fast as he could to see who was visiting his home.

“Hello!” he called. “Are you a Theo? Or a Harper?”

The visitor did look a little bit like a Theo. It had two legs and two arms. It had a head. The boy realised he had all those things, too!

“Are you like me?” he asked. The visitor only rattled in response. It lifted a curved stick. “That’s nice,” the boy said. “I like your stick.”

The visitor showed him another stick with a sharp point on the end. It brought the two sticks together.

“Wow, you have two sticks? I do not even have one.” The boy smiled as the visitor pulled the second stick backwards, stretching a string tied to the first stick.

“Oh, I know what that is!” the boy said, excited. “That is a bow!”

The visitor rattled.

“Congratulations on having a bow!”

The string pulled back all the way.

“Would you like to—”

Thwip.

“Ow! Be my—”

Thunk.

“Ow! friend?”







Chapter 1

Ironsword Academy Is Totally SIEGE-PROOF. Please Leave Your Trojan Horses At Home!

Ironsword Academy was much, much bigger than Morgan Mercado had expected. Tall walls surrounded an even taller building, and every grey brick shone so brightly in the sun it was hard to look at it directly.

“More like a castle than a school,” said Jodi, Morgan’s little sister. She looked as nervous as Morgan felt. “You said it would be smaller!”

“It looked smaller on the website.” He squinted up at the highest level and saw a flock of crows staring down from the roof with a hungry glint in their eyes. “And less creepy.”

Morgan and Jodi’s school, Woodsword Middle School, had been damaged by a huge storm a few days ago. Both it and the Stonesword Library across the street were being rebuilt and repaired. But until that was done, several students had been sent here, to Ironsword Academy.
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“What if nobody else is actually here?” Jodi asked. “What if everybody else went to the best school ever, and we got sent to a monster school that’s going to eat us? What if they don’t have art class?!”

“You make ‘no art class’ sound worse than getting eaten.”

“It is worse!” Jodi sulked.

“Don’t worry. Our friends will be here,” said Morgan. “First days at new schools are always tough. But we’re a team, and we’ll stay a team no matter what.”

“Thanks, Morgan. Let’s go.”
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A teacher ushered the siblings through Ironsword’s stone gate. They followed the crowd past the yard into the main building, where a group of students in sashes labelled with the Ironsword crest were giving directions.

A boy with round glasses gave them directions to room 1201, their new classroom. It was four hallways down, then two right turns, up a staircase, down another, past the door you could hear loud jazz music behind that you should NOT open, through a door leading outside, around the statue in the courtyard that had spooky eyes that followed you no matter where you go, through a door leading back inside, past the art room (Jodi let out a sigh of relief), up ANOTHER staircase and then all the way at the end of that hall.
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They couldn’t believe it was so complicated! To help remember the directions, Morgan imagined the school was like the old castle he’d made with the rest of the Minecraft team. Having six minds all adding to one building meant it got complicated fast! Imagining Ironsword as a Minecraft build helped, but it also made him feel a little sad: their castle, like all their other builds, was gone because everything had been rebooted.

Before the storm damaged their old school, Morgan and his friends had been playing a game of Minecraft unlike any other. Their science teacher Doc Culpepper’s experimental VR goggles had combined with the school’s server in some sort of strange science (or alchemy) to create a very . . . different Minecraft experience. The biggest difference of all was the Evoker King, an artificial intelligence who’d taken over the server.

When the friends stopped his plan to conquer Minecraft, the Evoker King had seen the error of his ways – but had broken apart in the process. They spent what seemed like ages finding all the pieces and putting him back together.

“Do you think that new kid is OK?” Jodi asked as if reading Morgan’s mind. She meant the strange new player the Evoker King had become when they put him back together. They’d met him once, before the school server got shut down.

“I’m sure he’s fine. We told him to be careful.”

“I don’t think he knows what careful means.”

Morgan nodded. But they were kids, and as much as they would like to, they couldn’t spend every minute logged into Minecraft – especially with a new school to attend.

They finally made it to room 1201, right as the bell rang. Morgan pushed the door open ... and came face to face with his favourite teacher!

“Morgan! Jodi!” Ms Minerva smiled at them. “We were afraid you wouldn’t make it.”

Jodi gasped. “You’re our teacher here, too?!” Ms Minerva was the best – not only was she an amazing teacher, but she also loved Minecraft and had helped the team many times.

“I am. You didn’t think I would be building the new school myself, did you?” She paused. “Doc did want to build it herself, of course, but I convinced her to leave it to the professionals.”

“AHEM!” A roomful of students all pretended to clear their throats at once. Morgan and Jodi turned to look, and their jaws dropped in surprise.

Everyone in their classroom was from Woodsword. Morgan recognised students from student council, theatre club, the basketball team – and three people he was so, so excited to see.
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“What took you so long?” Harper Houston asked.

“That’s my fault,” Po Chen admitted. “I told the student council to make them go the long way.”

“He thought it would be fun to surprise you,” Harper explained. “I hope you weren’t too nervous.”

Po gestured to his wheelchair. “If you go around the side of the building, there’s a ramp right there.” He grinned. “Sorry.”

“I don’t care!” Jodi exclaimed. “I’m so glad to see you I could cry!” She jumped up and down. 

“And I,” Theo Greyson declared, striking a dramatic pose by the window, “am here, too.”

Morgan was relieved everyone was there! Well, almost everyone. He thought about Ash Kapoor, the last member of their Minecraft team, who went to another school entirely. And that new player was still in their Minecraft world somewhere. 

As if reading his mind, Ms Minerva handed him a piece of paper. “Doc asked me to make sure you kids had these directions to the computer lab. We need to get started with school for the day, but if you’re available after school, she’d like to see you.”
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“Of course we’re available!” said Morgan, grinning at his friends. 

As everyone took their seats and Ms Minerva started explaining how things worked at their new school, Morgan couldn’t stop checking and rechecking the directions on the paper. Maybe they could visit Minecraft there. Maybe this place wouldn’t be so bad.

“I couldn’t think of anything to say before,” Theo whispered. “But I am excited to see you both!”

Morgan and Jodi turned and started to answer.
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“Ahem!” Now it was Ms Minerva’s turn to fake clearing her throat. “You’ll have plenty of time to talk after class, kids.”





Chapter 2

This Computer Lab Isn’t Big Enough for the Two of Us (And All of Our Computers and a Pile of Experimental Technology).

After school, everybody rushed to the new computer lab. They were eager to see Doc and maybe play some Minecraft. The lab was just a short walk away, connected to the library. Harper was the first to arrive. She waited outside for everybody else.

“This is unacceptable!” A man’s voice boomed from behind the door. Harper jumped. Theo turned the corner just in time to hear it, and his eyes widened in surprise.

“It’s inconceivable!” the man continued. “It’s against the rules, it’s irregular and it’s absolutely not correct!”

“Who is that?” Harper whispered. Theo peeked through the door’s window to see inside.

“It’s Mr Ferris, the head teacher” Theo explained. The man was standing in front of Doc Culpepper, his face red. He was much taller than Doc and wore a suit with a dark tie that looked as sharp as a blade. “I saw his picture on the website.”

“I welcomed you and your students to this school, but I draw the line at this . . . this junk.”
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The head teacher was pointing at several piles of technology: Doc’s inventions! In between the thingamajigs and whozawhatsits, Harper and Theo spotted a pair of their old VR goggles, one of the Stonesword Library’s computer monitors and the server that hosted their Minecraft world. It was all there!
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