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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I had a fantastic time writing this book, as well as the last—I think this has been my favorite of all the series I’ve written. I’m really enjoying writing about Krael and his wither army, and based on feedback I’ve received about the first book in this series, all of you are enjoying it as well. I can’t wait to start the third book in this series, Wither Invasion. Writing about withers, for some reason, is incredibly exciting. Maybe because every time I try to battle one of them, I’m always killed. This is my revenge.

I’ve given you a lot of lore to play with in these Wither War books, so I’m looking forward to seeing the stories the young writers out there create. I hope some of you write about the Great War between the NPC wizards and monster warlocks. Maybe some of you will write about how the withers were created, or what role they played in the Great War.

For those who want to write and are just afraid to try, I have numerous writing tutorials on my website, www.markcheverton.com. Just click on the Writing Tutorials tab or on the Writing Tips from Mark tab and you can see all of my writing videos. Hopefully, these will help you with your own writing.

Please send me your stories; I post every story I receive on my website. Click on the FanFic/Art tab and you can see the hundreds of stories I’ve posted over the years. You can email me your story through my website, www.markcheverton.com, but be sure you type your email address correctly, so I can send you a link once I’ve posted it.

If you have questions for me, send me an email. If you want to hear about how fat my cat is, send me an email. If you want to know anything, or have a comment, or want to tell me which is your favorite book, send me an email. I reply to every email, as long as you type your email address correctly. I can’t wait to hear from you all!

Keep reading, and watch out for creepers.

Mark Cheverton (Monkeypants_271)


People matter, and stuff doesn’t. If someone judges you based on your hair or your clothes or your phone or anything else like that, then they don’t know you well enough to look past all the stuff and see the inner light burning bright within you. Cling to the inner light that makes you unique, harness it and let it grow…. Everything else is just noise.
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The darkness wrapping around Krael, the king of the withers, was like a leaden blanket of hopelessness. He had tried to free the many withers floating high overhead—his wither army—but that annoying boy-wizard had thwarted his efforts.

“I’ll make that wizard suffer somehow,” the center head hissed vengefully, the right and left skulls nodding.

Krael glanced upward, his eyes instantly drawn to his wife, Kora, floating in the center of the huge cavern. The redstone lanterns distributed across the Cave of Slumber cast a soft yellow glow, illuminating her body. Kora’s three heads lolled to the side, eyes shut as she continued the three-hundred-year-long nap caused by the magical spells built into the Cave of Slumber. Those enchantments had ensnared Kora and the hundreds of other withers here during the Great War between the NPC wizards and monster warlocks, drawing them into a perpetual sleep.

And now, those spells were trying to capture the king of the withers as well.

Krael lay on his side on the bottom of the gigantic chamber, too weak to fly, but still awake. The enchantments in the two magical Crowns of Skulls on his left and center heads cast an iridescent purple glow upon his surroundings. The magical Crowns fought against the spells woven into the Cave, allowing him to resist falling into an eternal sleep … for now.

“We must move, or we’ll die here.” Krael’s voice was weak but insistent.

The wither king lifted his body off the ground and stood on the end of his stubby spine. He had no legs, and usually didn’t need them, for withers could fly, but right now, he didn’t have the strength to float up into the air.

“I see something glowing,” the right skull said.

Even though the wither was exhausted, Right’s voice still had a lyrical and soothing sound, as usual. “We must move that way and see what it is.”

“What’s the point?” Left’s scratchy voice sounded hopeless.

“Because it might be something to help us.” Right’s voice now had an angry edge.

Krael inched slowly across the ground, his dark spine dragging across the stone floor, a scraping sound echoing off the cold stone walls. As they neared the source of the glow, Krael’s breathing quickened, his pounding heartbeat like a drum; the light ahead was an iridescent purple, like that of an enchanted artifact. It could be some weapon, dropped there by the ancient wizards as they were building the Cave, or maybe some enchanted tool used to create the insidious spells trapping the withers in an eternal prison, or maybe it could be … Krael didn’t even want to consider that.

“I saw the boy-wizard drop it,” Right said.

“Yeah,” Left added. “He dropped it when our flaming skull struck him. The fool can’t hold on to anything.”

“Be quiet,” Center snapped. “Just focus on getting to whatever it is. We’ll know when we reach it.”

“If … we reach it,” Left yawned. “I’m getting sleepier and sleepier.”

Krael slid forward, trying to move faster, though his stubby spine was getting sore as it dragged across the rough, stone floor. The glow was becoming brighter, the distant artifact pulsing with power as he neared. At the same time, the two Crowns of Skulls atop his head also started to pulse, their glittering purple glow in sync with the object up ahead.

Right could barely keep her eyes open now. Without a Crown of Skulls on her head, the enchantments from the Cave of Slumber felt stronger; their whispers and promises of blissful sleep echoed in Right’s mind, drawing her eyelids down, and down, and … a loud snore filled the air as her head flopped to the side, asleep.

“We must hurry,” Center hissed desperately. Left, also struggling with fatigue, just grunted.

Krael moved across the uneven floor, the scraping sound of his spine across the hard floor now mixing with the wheezing snores from Right. He could see it now. The item ahead was gold and shiny, its magical enchantments lighting the cave floor with a sparkling glow. He was getting close …

“I can see it, Left. I can see it. It’s the third Crown of Skulls! If we can reach it, the third Crown will give us enough power to resist the Cave of Slumber and get out of here.” Center’s voice was filled with excitement at first, but then grew concerned. “Left … are you okay?”

Another snore pierced the dark cave; Left had fallen asleep as well, his skull drooping forward.

“I don’t have much time.” Center could feel his own eyelids growing heavier and heavier.

Using every ounce of his remaining strength, Krael made one giant leap forward. His protruding spine left the ground and floated through the air just for an instant. For a moment, he thought he was going to make it, but then his spine touched the ground again, slowing his body to a grinding halt, still too far away to reach the Crown.

“No … NO!” Rage filled Krael as he stared at his prize, just out of reach.

Leaning forward, the wither king extended his body, trying once more to reach the Crown, but he was so tired. Maybe just a quick nap and he’d then have the energy to get the Crown. Slowly, he closed his eyes, but he was leaning too far over now, and lost his balance.

His body fell forward and landed on the discarded Crown of Skulls. Instantly, the ancient artifact zipped into his inventory, adding to the magical enchantments woven through his body. A surge of power blasted through Krael, immediately snapping all three skulls awake, their eyes wide with surprise as the new Crown suddenly appeared atop Right’s head.

With the complete set of Crowns, power on a scale never before seen in Minecraft surged through the wither king’s body. Sparks of purple lightning wrapped around his body as waves of iridescent energy moved across his body as if they were living things.

“YES!” Center exclaimed, a huge smile on his face. He glanced at Left and Right, then floated up into the air. Rising through the darkness, he moved closer to his wife, staring at her sleeping form. “I’ll have you out of here soon, Kora.”

Krael floated even higher, then faced one of the cavern walls.

“There, fire your flaming skulls,” Center commanded. “But first, let the power from the Crowns fill you.”

The other skulls nodded, then concentrated. The three Crowns of Skulls grew bright as sparks jumped from one to the next, crawling across the back of Krael’s heads like tiny, shimmering spiders. And then the wither king fired.

A barrage of flaming skulls streaked through the air and smashed into the cavern’s wall. Sandstone cubes, enveloped by the fiery grasp of the explosion, disintegrated from sight, releasing blocks of sand which fell to the cavern floor. But the wall still stood, its surface shining bright with magical enchantments, the spells making the Cave wall indestructible.

“You aren’t indestructible anymore,” Krael smiled at the wall, then glanced at the other two skulls. “Fire again.”

They gathered their magic, letting the power envelop their flaming skulls … then fired. Nine flaming skulls smashed into the glittering wall with the strength of a giant’s fist. The Cave of Slumber shook, causing more blocks of sand to fall from the walls and ceiling, but the wall still stood without a scratch or dent.

Krael moved closer, his anger rising. “Gather more magical power.”

The wither used the enchantments in the Crowns of Skulls, drawing as much energy as they could from the ancient artifact and allowing it to build within the monster’s three dark skulls. The dark skin of the wither king soon gave off a faint purple glow which grew brighter and brighter as the Crowns grew dimmer.

“NOW!”

The three heads fired their skulls at the sparkling cavern wall. Blazing bright as the sun, the flaming skulls smashed into the sandstone barrier, blasting through the wall and carving a massive hole in the side of the Cave of Slumber. For the first time in over three hundred years, the early morning sunlight streamed into the cavern.

Krael smiled, then turned and floated back to his wife, Kora. Moving behind her, he pushed her toward the newly made exit. When the sleeping wither moved out of the Cave, her heads slowly rose and her eyes blinked open, full of uncertainty.

“What’s happening … I’m getting sleepy … we’re trapped!” She sounded terrified.

“It’s alright, wife. I’ve saved you.” Krael moved closer to Kora and leaned his center skull forward against hers.

“Krael … you didn’t get trapped in that cave?” She glanced up at the three crowns on her husband’s head and gasped in surprise. “You have the Crowns?”

The wither king nodded. “Yes, and I just used them to rescue you, but now we need to free the others, and the spells in the Cave will try to ensnare you again. Fly fast and follow me.”

Krael streaked into the Cave of Slumber and moved behind the nearest wither as his wife moved to another. They pushed the two withers out of the Cave, then explained the situation once they awoke. Then, the four of them entered the cavern and rescued four more, then eight, then sixteen, then …

In twenty minutes, they’d rescued hundreds of monsters from the Cave, the withers all snarling with confusion and rage.

Krael floated high into the air and stared down at his new army. “Brothers and sisters, you have slept a long time. More than three centuries have passed.” The withers glanced at each other, shocked, as the wither king continued.

“The wizards who imprisoned you are all gone. The monster warlocks were defeated. Again, the NPCs rule the surface of Minecraft and care nothing for the rights of monsters. Skeletons, zombies, endermen, spiders—all the monsters must hide in shadowy caves and tunnels, fearing for their lives if discovered by villagers.” The withers grumbled as angry words spread throughout the army.

Krael glanced down at his wife. Kora gave him a smile that filled him with a moment of joy, but then the image of the young wizard, Watcher, floated into his mind, and his three skulls frowned.

“But we still have an enemy.” Amplified by the three Crowns of Skulls, Krael’s voice boomed across the desert landscape. “A boy-wizard tried to stop me from rescuing you. He is likely still in this world. We’re going to destroy this puny wizard, then go back to the Far Lands and begin our revenge. With the three Crowns of Skulls and all of you at my back, nothing can stop us.”

The withers cheered, some firing their flaming skulls into the air.

“We will not stop until the boy-wizard is destroyed. Then, we will take our revenge on the ancient wizards who trapped you in the Cave of Slumber by exterminating every NPC in the Far Lands.” Krael laughed cruelly. “Soon, all of Minecraft will belong to the withers!”

The shadowy monsters cheered as Krael stared down at his wife, Kora. She smiled, then fired her own flaming skulls into the sky, an expression of violent glee in her eyes.
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Watcher moved through the dark passage, the iridescent glow coming from his arms and chest lighting the corridor. The rest of the NPCs followed close behind, all of them nervous about being in the Labyrinth again.

“You know, last time we were in these passages, many of us thought we’d die in here,” Blaster said.

Watcher glanced over his shoulder at the boy, but he was nearly invisible; his black leather armor allowed him to blend in with the darkness, though his perpetual smile gave his presence away.

“I know, but last time, we got out of here because of my magical powers.” Watcher’s voice sounded proud.

“Here we go,” Planter said, sounding resigned. “We know you’re a wizard and you have all these magical powers. How could we forget? You keep reminding us.”

Blaster and Cutter laughed.

“Well, I do have magical powers.” Watcher stopped and turned to look at his friends, then pointed at his girlfriend, Planter. “But I see the glow coming from your arms as well. You have the same magic running through you, too—just not as much.”

Planter sighed. “I know.” She lowered her head to stare at the ground.

“I see something.” Mapper moved next to Watcher and stared into the dim tunnel. “I think that’s the room up ahead.”

Watcher turned and gazed down the tunnel, his sharp eyesight trying to pierce the darkness. “I think you’re right, Mapper. Come on, everyone.”

Patting the old man on the back, Watcher continued onward through the passage. After going a couple dozen blocks farther, the tunnel ended in a large, circular chamber with walls and floors made of obsidian. It had the same feel as the first time they’d been here, ancient. The air still smelt stale with a thick layer of dust covering most surfaces, the footprints from the last time they’d been here still clearly visible on the floor. It was likely they were the only people to visit this place since the end of the Great War.

“I wonder how the ancient wizards built the Labyrinth?” Mapper moved to one of the many bookcases to look at the books on the shelves. He pulled one from the shelf and it crumbled into dust, coating his chain-mail-covered boots. He glanced at Watcher with a sad expression on his wrinkled old face. “To build this complex set of tunnels under the huge mountains above us … umm … what were they called again?”

“The Creeper’s Teeth,” Blaster said.

“You’re so smart.” Fencer moved to the boy’s side, smiling. After he’d saved Fencer from the attack of an ancient zombie warrior, the young girl’s infatuation had been focused on him.

Blaster instantly retreated, moving to the opposite side of the room, which made Watcher smile—he’d been the target of Fencer’s affections before, and Blaster had thought it funny. Now the tables were turned a bit.

“That’s right, the Creeper’s Teeth.” Mapper nodded. “I wonder if the wizards made the Creeper’s Teeth first or the Labyrinth.”

“Who cares?” Cutter’s voice boomed off the chamber walls. The big NPC stepped closer to the shiny mirror and stared at his reflection. “It would be nice if we had some more light.”

“I only have one torch. Does anyone have any spare torches?” Mapper glanced at the faces of their companions.

There were eighteen villagers and one zombie in their company, and they’d used most of their resources getting to the Cave of Slumber and stopping the wither king.

The other NPCs shook their heads.

“Watcher, you could do that magic thing with your little magic wand,” Blaster said.

“Sure, I don’t mind, as long as someone has a potion of healing ready for me.” Watcher reached into his inventory. His fingers brushed against the fragile Elytra wings his sister had given him before they left the Wizards Tower weeks ago. He was glad he’d been able to repair them after the crash in the Cave of Slumber; she’d be mad if he’d broken them.

Reaching in farther, his fingers found what he was searching for, and he pulled out the Wand of Cloning. The magical artifact was a stick with metal wrapped around its ends, and was shaped like a “Y,” as if the wand had been split down the center partway, each half identical.

“Is this really necessary?” Planter asked. “I don’t like you using magic when it isn’t necessary.”

“It’s no big deal. I have more than enough power to use this wand.” Watcher sounded proud of himself.

“Here we go again,” Blaster laughed, shaking his head.

Planter rolled her eyes. “You see, that’s the problem. You always think you have enough power, and it’s true … until it isn’t true anymore, and then what happens?”

“You don’t need to worry, Planter; I’m a wizard, and I know what I’m doing.” Watcher motioned for Mapper to give him the torch.

“I remember when you used that wand the last time.” Mapper handed the torch to Watcher, then moved to a nearby bookcase. “Won’t the torches last for only a short while before they disappear?”

Watcher nodded. “You’re right. The things the Wand of Cloning creates are only temporary, but we won’t be here long enough for it to matter. Everyone, stand back.”

Watcher placed the torch on the ground, then held the split wand in the air. He moved it over his head, then pointed it at the unlit torch and flicked his wrist multiple times. A bright flash of light filled the air, forcing everyone to look away. Watcher grunted as pain exploded through his body as the wand drew on his health for power. Blaster threw a splash potion of healing against his back, the liquid instantly quenched the flames of agony raging through his body. The young wizard breathed a sigh of relief, then put the wand away as beads of sweat tumbled down his forehead.

“You did it.” Mapper bent over and picked up the torches, then moved around the room, placing them on the walls and floors.

The flickering light revealed what they had all expected to see: beds grouped against one wall, old and dusty bookcases positioned all throughout the room, multiple passages leading into the chamber, and a single mirror-like structure against the wall.

“Great, now let’s get out of here.” Cutter moved to the shining mirror, then motioned for Watcher to come near. “Do your wizard thing and open this doorway.”

“Maybe we should wait. There is so much we could learn here.” Mapper pulled a book from the bookcase. It crumbled into dust, just like the first had. He glanced at Watcher with a sad expression on his wrinkled, old face. “For example, I thought we’d come through the mirror because that was the way we left the Labyrinth last time. It would have made sense we’d return the same way, but instead, we came in through one of those tunnels.”

“It’s possible the wizards made the Labyrinth so that you always enter through the tunnels and exit through the mirror.” Watcher moved to the old man’s side and brushed some of the book dust from his shoulders.

Cutter banged impatiently on the silver mirror with a fist, then glanced at Mapper. “I don’t care about how any of this works.” The big warrior turned to Watcher. “How about you make this thing work again so we can get out of here?”

“I’m too tired after using the wand, but Planter should be able to do it. I have faith in her.” Watcher wiped sweat from his brow again. “It’ll take me a few minutes before I feel better.”

Mapper reached for another book, the ancient tome crumbling apart just like the first two, though this time, it coated him and Watcher with dust. “Oops.” The old man tried to wipe the dust off Watcher, but his hands were covered in it, and just made it worse.

“Mapper …” Watcher complained.

“Sorry, I can’t resist myself.” The old man smiled at him, abashed.

Planter stepped closer to the mirror, her long blond hair hanging down over her iron armor. In the flickering light from the torches, it looked like a waterfall of gold spilling down her shoulders; it was beautiful.

“How does it work?” she asked.

“I spoke the truth and then placed my palm on the mirror.” Watcher sneezed as he inhaled the dust floating in the air.

Planter stepped up next to Cutter and pressed her square palm onto the mirror.

“Now speak the truth,” Watcher said.

Taking a deep breath, she spoke. “I hate magic. I hate the harm it causes and the price it demands from those around it. I wish magic had never come into existence in Minecraft.”

Watcher was about to ask if that’s how she really felt when the mirror dissolved, revealing a set of stairs leading up to the surface.

Cutter patted her on the back. “Excellent … now let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”

The huge warrior drew his diamond sword and moved up the stairs, the other villagers following. Blaster sprinted for the opening, hoping to lose Fletcher, but the girl kept up with him step for step. It made Watcher laugh.

“I heard that.” Blaster glanced over his shoulder at Watcher, then disappeared up the steps.

Er-Lan moved to Planter’s side. The zombie spoke in a low voice, but his words echoed off the obsidian and quartz walls, letting Watcher hear what he said.

“Er-Lan understands how Planter feels.”

“You do?” Planter replied.

The zombie nodded. “Er-Lan also dislikes magic. At times, it can demand much of its wielders and those around them. History tells of many NPCs and monsters corrupted by magic. All should be wary of its tempting power.”

“I totally agree, Er-Lan.” Planter gave the zombie a huge hug, then the two of them headed up the stairs, side-by-side.

“Mapper, you ready?” Watcher asked, frowning after Planter and Er-Lan’s talk.

The old man nodded, then followed Watcher up the stairs.

The steps led them to the surface, spilling them into the desert. The sun was barely above the eastern horizon, its morning rays coating the landscape with warmth; after being in the dark, cold tunnels of the Labyrinth, it felt fantastic.

Behind them, a range of mountains soared into the sky. They were the Creeper’s Teeth, and they separated the rest of the world from the Cave of Slumber and the sleeping wither army. Horrific shouts and growls echoed from the steep slopes of the mountains, where twisted and distorted monsters scoured the mountainside, waiting for the unwary to try and climb over the Teeth; it was part of the ancient wizards’ strategy to protect their sleeping wither prisoners.

Putting the mountains and the Labyrinth to their backs, the party headed south, each of them happy to get away from all those withers trapped within the Cave of Slumber.

Suddenly, pain enveloped Watcher as if he were aflame. He screamed and fell to the ground, writhing in agony. A moment later, Planter screamed as well, falling at Er-Lan’s feet. The zombie instantly knelt and held her in his clawed hands.

“Watcher, Planter … what’s wrong?” Mapper pulled out a potion of healing and tossed it to Blaster, then pulled out another and held it to Watcher’s lips.

The young boy pushed the bottle away. “No … it’s something else … something magic.” Then he and Planter both screamed simultaneously, as if their agony was somehow synchronized.

Er-Lan gritted his teeth and grunted, as if also feeling their pain. The zombie leaned over to help Planter, but then fell to the ground, almost unconscious. Blaster pulled out an apple and offered it to the zombie, then held the potion of healing out to Planter.

“No.” She shook her head. “Watcher’s right, this is something else.”

“What do we do? How can we help you?” Blaster asked.

Suddenly, their screams of agony ceased. Watcher lay on the ground for a moment, waiting in fear for the pain to return, but it seemed to have passed. He sat up, momentarily dizzy, waited for his head to clear, then carefully stood. He ran to Planter and helped her to her feet, then glanced down at Er-Lan.

“Are you okay?” Watcher extended a hand and helped the zombie to his feet.

Er-Lan nodded. “Perhaps it was hunger. This zombie hasn’t eaten for a while.” He took a bite out of the apple and shuffled away from Watcher.

“Planter, are you okay?” Watcher put an arm around her.

She nodded, then turned to look him in the eyes. “Something bad happened. I could feel it.”

“Me too.” Watcher nodded.

“It felt like someone stuck a knife into the fabric of Minecraft.” She glanced at her companions who were now gathered around the two wizards. “I fear something terrible has happened, and we aren’t gonna like it.”

“How do we find out what it is?” Mapper asked.

“I know how.” Watcher reached into his inventory and pulled out the Flail of Regrets.

He’d found the ancient weapon during one of their adventures. It was made centuries ago, during the Great War between the NPC wizards and monster warlocks, centuries ago. Somehow, there was the mind of someone or something woven into the weapon. Sometimes, the presence spoke to him; Watcher hoped this was one of those times.

“Flail, are you there?” Watcher spoke aloud to let the others hear, but it wasn’t necessary; the Flail could also hear his thoughts.

Of course I’m here … where else would I be? The Flail’s deep voice resonated within Watcher’s mind.

He nodded to the others. “What was that we felt? It was as if—”

The withers are free from the Cave of Slumber. There was a cold, almost hopeless sound to the voice.

Watcher’s face went pale.

“What is it?” Blaster asked. “By the look on your face, I’d say it isn’t good.”

“The withers are on the loose.” Planter’s voice was weak and shook a bit with fear. Because of her magical powers, she could hear the voice as well.

“What?!” Cutter exclaimed. “I thought we trapped the wither king in the Cave of Slumber, and—”

Watcher held up a hand to silence the big warrior, then turned his attention to the magical weapon in his hand.

What happened? Watcher’s words trembled in his head, just like Planter’s had. He too was afraid of the terrible wither king, Krael.

The wither king somehow blasted through the walls of the Cave of Slumber, the enchanted weapon said. He freed hundreds of his fellow withers, and I’m sure he’s not happy with you and your friends.

“The Flail said Krael broke through the walls of the Cave of Slumber. He and his army of withers are on the move,” Watcher said.

My name isn’t ‘Flail’; it’s Baltheron! The deep voice boomed angrily through Watcher’s mind like a blast from a block of TNT.

“Sorry.” Watcher rubbed his ears and shook his head; it ached a little. “He said his name is Baltheron.”

“Great, a weapon with a name.” Blaster laughed. “What’s next … is he a wizard too?”

“I don’t know if he’s a wizard or not,” Watcher replied.

OF COURSE I’M A WIZARD! Baltheron paused for a moment, then continued. I was there during the Great War when everything seemed hopeless. I was there when many wizards followed my lead and we sacrificed ourselves by putting our minds and powers into these weapons. I was there when we turned back the tide, defeated the monster warlocks, and imprisoned the withers. Baltheron paused again, allowing his words to sink in. Of course I’m a wizard. Actually, I’m the wizard—the most powerful of those who sacrificed themselves.

“Yep, he’s a wizard.” Watcher smiled at his friends.

He could feel anger in the back of his head from the enchanted weapon.

“So, Baltheron, what do we do now?” Watcher stared down at the Flail, his face creased with worry.

Standing around here, waiting for the withers to arrive, isn’t the best idea. I’m guessing the wither king will want to punish all of you for interfering with his plans. If I were you, I’d get moving … fast.

Watcher nodded, then looked up at his friends. “He says we need to move before the withers find us.”

“That’s good advice, but how do we stop them?” Blaster drew his two curved knives and spun them between his fingers as if the razor-sharp weapons were just toys.

Watcher shook his head. “I don’t know, but we can’t stay here; we’re too exposed.”

“If we have to fight, that round structure with the trees would make a good spot.” Cutter drew his diamond sword and held it at the ready.

“You mean The Compass?” Mapper asked.

Cutter nodded. “Let’s get there as fast as possible. I’m sure Watcher will have some plan ready by the time we get there … right?” He glanced at Watcher.

All eyes turned toward the young wizard with the Flail of Regrets glowing bright in his hand.

“Well … sure, I’ll come up with something,” Watcher said, though he didn’t include the I hope that resonated in his mind.

“Great.” Cutter banged his diamond sword against his enchanted iron armor, making the chest plate ring like a gong. “Let’s run.”

The big NPC turned and sprinted to the south, the other NPCs following him. Watcher stood there, staring at his friends’ backs, trying to think up a plan that would allow them to defeat a couple of hundred flying terrors, the withers, with their small company. It seemed impossible, but he had to think of something. With a firm grip on the Flail’s handle, he sprinted south, following his friends as fear and uncertainty filled his mind.


[image: images]

An uneasy silence filled the air as the companions ran through the desolate landscape. They’d moved through the desert for about an hour, putting the Creeper’s Teeth and the Labyrinth far behind. When the party passed into this new, dismal biome, Watcher and the others gaped at the destruction levied upon the land. At one time, it had been a forest, with thick patches of grass and clusters of shrubs dotting the ground, but now, it was a lifeless, gray wasteland. The tree branches were completely bare, devoid of any leaves. To Watcher, it made the limbs look like forlorn, outstretched arms, with the narrower branches resembling long, menacing fingers reaching into the sky. It was sad … and creepy.

As they ran, their footsteps crushed the dry, gray grass underfoot, causing the blades to crumble into powder. It created an ashen cloud on the ground, hiding their feet, but fortunately, most of the dust stayed near the ground; the NPCs didn’t have to breathe too much of it into their lungs. The entire landscape was a sad sight, amplifying Watcher’s sense of dread.

“I still can’t imagine what kind of magic did this level of destruction to the land here.” Mapper coughed, then pulled out a flask of water and took a long drink.

“The magic of the wizards and warlocks can have unexpected consequences.” Er-Lan’s sad eyes scanned the dead forest. “Many stories were told by our zombie history-keepers about terrible accidents during the Great War that took the lives of many monsters.”

“I’m sure the wizards weren’t upset about that,” Cutter said.

Er-Lan glared at the warrior. “Any death is sad, regardless of whether it is monster or villager. Life should be cherished and not made disposable.”

“Tell that to the withers.” Blaster moved to the zombie’s side, running in lockstep. “I’m sure the wither king and his army would be happy to dispose of us.” He glanced at Watcher. “It would be good to know what the withers are doing right now. Why don’t you use that thing you took from the spider warlord?”

Watcher nodded, then slowed to a walk. “Does anyone have a healing potion? The Eye of Searching demands a high price, and it can only be paid with HP.”

“Why would the wizards make these and have them cause such terrible pain?” Mapper asked.

“Maybe they were reminding others that magic is dangerous and should only be used when necessary.” Planter glanced at Watcher. “Is this necessary?”

Watcher nodded. “I think so. We need to know what Krael is doing. Besides, what’s the point of having all these incredible magical relics if we aren’t gonna use them?”
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