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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I’ve really enjoyed the feedback I’ve received from the readers of the Rise of the Warlords series. Everyone seems to love these books, and I’m thankful to all of you who are telling their friends about them. I know some of you have even told your teachers, and entire classes are now reading them. Thank you for spreading the word. You’ve all embraced Watcher, Blaster, Planter, Cutter, and, of course, Er-lan, and I appreciate you taking them into your lives.

Your emails (you can send them to me through my website, www.markcheverton.com) are the highlights of my days. I love reading what you all think about the stories, and I have especially enjoyed seeing your fan fiction with these new characters. Your creativity at crafting new tales not just with my characters, but with your own, is inspiring. I love the comments many of you leave on my website, complimenting others on their stories or artwork—the community warms my heart. I’ll be looking forward to more stories from you all . . . please keep them coming!

With respect to the online game, based on the first book of this series, the results are in: it’s a hit. Thousands of you have played the game and I’ve had numerous videos sent to me, showing you slaying the Wither King in the game. I’m so glad all of you are enjoying the game . . . it’s been fun playing it with many readers. If you don’t know about the online game from Zombies Attack! you can find information about it here: http://markcheverton.com/zombies-attack-rpg-game/. You can get to the game by going to the Gameknight999 Minecraft server—the IP address is mc.gameknight999.com—or you can find information about the server at www.gameknight999.com. Come check it out; there is free stuff there, as well as images of things built on the server. Look for me, Monkeypants_271, and my son, Gameknight999, there, and maybe we can play a game of paintball, but I’ll warn you . . . I’m not very good.

Look for me on Twitter, too, @MarkC_Author, or on Facebook @InvasionOfTheOverworld, and say hello.

Keep reading, and watch out for creepers.

Mark





Failures have a way of uncovering the deepest parts of our character and revealing the true self that many of us keep hidden. Only through confronting obstacles and learning how to vanquish them do we learn who we really are, and what we are capable of. Embrace the challenges in your life, for each is an opportunity to grow and become more than you were yesterday . . . and who knows who you’ll be tomorrow?
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It was a strange sight: so many villagers living their lives in a huge savannah community without a single weapon in sight. At times, Watcher almost felt naked without his bow or enchanted sword, Needle. They were tucked away in his inventory, kept hidden away out of respect for the nonviolent beliefs of the NPCs (non-playable characters).

Watcher gazed out at the village and surrounding terrain from atop the cobblestone watchtower. The view was fantastic. He could see over the tall barricade that ringed the community and out into the savannah desert surrounding the village. Pale grass grew across the undulating plains, the delicate blades swaying back and forth under the caress of the constant east-to-west breeze. Acacia trees dotted the landscape. Their dark trunks were twisted and bent in unique ways, as if a child had been sculpting them out of clay, distorting them into different and imaginative forms. Watcher loved the shapes; it was like they were frozen mid-dance, a snapshot of their joyous celebration now captured for all to see.

He had come to the tower to see the sunrise; it was his favorite time of the day. But now, the blushing red sky had already faded to a deep blue, the rectangular clouds fleeing the rising sun. The Far Lands seemed peaceful and content. Being millions of blocks from the center of the Overworld, this land was isolated from the turmoil of Minecraft and its constant struggle between users and monsters. In the Far Lands, there were no users and never had been, just villagers and creatures, and at the moment, all seemed in balance.

Animals moved about through the savannah, as well as the occasional zombie or skeleton. None of the monsters approached the village; the imposing wall made it clear any attacks would be futile. That was a good impression to give; if the mob had attacked and gotten inside the walls, the inhabitants would have done nothing. The NPCs in this community were pacifists and refused to partake in any violence. They’d let the zombies scratch and pound at the stone and brick walls that surrounded their village before they raised a weapon to stop them.

Watcher, his friends, neighbors, and companions had only been in this village for a couple of months. They’d come here after destroying the skeleton warlord and his horde of monsters in the Hall of Pillars. During that conflict, the skeletons had demolished Watcher’s village, burning it to the ground and leaving them all homeless, but fortunately, these villagers had taken Watcher and his friends and neighbors in with open arms; it was a kind gesture they all appreciated and respected.

With the clucks of chickens and moos of cows greeting the new day, the villagers were slowly beginning to awaken. Glancing at the landscape one more time, Watcher turned and mounted the ladder that descended to the ground floor. Once at the bottom, he left the cobblestone structure and walked to the village well, the center of the community. He leaned on the edge of the cobblestone wall ringing the water source and stared out at the buildings that made up the village. The blacksmith was stoking one of the furnaces, likely smelting iron ore into ingots. Yeasty aromas drifted from the bakery as freshly baked loaves of bread were placed on windowsills to cool. Farmers and planters were heading for the fields, ready to tend their crops as others brought hay and seed to animals in pens; the village was slowly coming back to life after a long night’s sleep.

“Hi, Watcher.” The voice startled him.

Glancing over his shoulder, he found Planter leaning on an adjacent side of the well, a warm smile lighting up her beautiful face.

“Don’t you just love it here? The massive wall they built around their community keeps all the creatures out, making it so they don’t have to fight them off.” Planter walked around the well and stood in front of him. “It makes this place seem so peaceful.”

The morning light from the square sun shone down on the courtyard, making Planter’s long blond hair appear to almost glow; the sight took Watcher’s breath away. She said something to him, but he didn’t hear; his mind was enraptured by the image before him.

He thought about their history together. Growing up in the same village, Watcher and Planter had played together since they learned to walk, but now, she no longer seemed like the childhood friend from the past . . . she was more. At the end of their last adventure, Watcher had wanted to tell her how he felt: that he liked her, not just as a friend, but more. Unfortunately, that opportunity had slipped away, along with his courage. Now, it no longer felt like the right time anymore, and he was afraid to say something to her.

I want to tell her how I feel, but what if she doesn’t feel the same? he thought. I might end up looking like a fool, and at the same time destroy the friendship I treasure so much.

When it came to Planter, uncertainty and fear ruled his mind. He kinda missed the old days when they were just friends, but he knew things were different now. . . . He wanted more.

She said something, but Watcher was lost in his thoughts.

“Ahh . . . what?” he said.

“Were you even paying attention?” Planter shook her rectangular finger playfully at him, then smiled. “You were daydreaming again, weren’t you?”

“Yeah . . . sure, that’s it.”

“Well, pay attention.” She sat beside him. “I was saying . . . I think I like the non-violent attitude of these villagers. They refuse to fight with the monsters and they reject all weapons. No swords means peace.”

“That’s fine, if the monsters agree with you,” Watcher said. “As soon as they step outside these walls, their non-violent attitude might get them killed.”

“Oh Watcher . . . you always see the dark side of things.”

“That’s not true, I just—”

“Someone . . . help!” a voice suddenly shouted, interrupting them.

Watcher immediately took off towards the sound, Planter just a few steps behind him. As he ran, he pulled on pieces of his enchanted iron armor. The iridescent glow from the metallic plates painted the ground with a subtle purple light. At the same time, Planter donned her enchanted chainmail, the links jingling together like delicate wind chimes. Reaching into his inventory, Watcher found the handle to his magical sword, Needle, but refrained from drawing the weapon, remembering the villagers in this community didn’t even like seeing swords or bows.

He dashed around the corner of a large house, heading for what sounded like someone crying. Before him was the entrance to the village mine. A woman sat on the steps weeping, her tan smock with a wide brown stripe down the center stained with dust and dirt.

“She’s down there . . . someone must help her!” The woman saw Watcher approaching and stood. “Please, you have to help me.”

“Of course we’ll help,” Watcher said reassuringly. “Tell us who you are and what’s wrong.”

“It’s my daughter, Fencer . . . she’s down there and she’s hurt.” The woman stood and faced Watcher. Her long black hair, braided into a ponytail, lay dangling across her shoulder. Brightly colored pieces of cloth were tied to it, though the decorations were now stained with dirt. “She fell into a cave and she’s hurt. I think there are monsters down there.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of her.” Planter reached out and wrapped her arms around the woman. She burst into tears, weeping into Planter’s shoulder. “Show us where your daughter fell.”

The woman released the hug and wiped at her cheeks, then faced Watcher. “Saddler.”

“What?” Watcher asked, confused.

“My name is Saddler and that’s my daughter, Fencer, down there in the cave.” She turned and ran down the steps. “Come . . . she’s this way.”

The woman ran with surprising agility down the steps leading into the mines, with Watcher and Planter following close behind.

“What’s going on?” a voice asked from behind them.

Watcher glanced over his shoulder and found Blaster following them, his black leather armor blending in with the shadows in the passage.

“Blaster, I’m glad you’re here,” Watcher said. “Someone needs help.”

“Then let’s get moving faster,” Blaster replied.

“She’s down here,” Saddler said, her voice echoing off the walls. The mother was beginning to sound frantic.

They reached the bottom of the stairway, then turned to the left and followed the main tunnel. Multiple passages split off to the left and right, each showing huge sections of dirt and stone having been dug up where the miners were looking for coal, iron, diamond, redstone . . .

“This is like a maze down here.” Planter’s voice bounced off the stone walls of the passage and came back to Watcher from all sides; it made him smile.

“Notice the torches?” Watcher pointed to the torches on the walls. “They’re all on the right side of each passage. That tells you whether you’re heading deeper into the mine or back toward the entrance. Torches on the right, you’re going in deeper. Torches on the left, you’re heading out.”

Planter nodded in understanding.

“Here it is.” Saddler stopped at an intersection of two passages. A redstone torch was planted on the ground, the crimson glow pushing back on the darkness. “I put this torch here so it would be easy to find.”

“Saddler, what happened to your daughter?” Planter asked.

“She was down here, taking her turn in the mines like everyone else in the village, when she fell into a cavern.”

“What happened? How did she fall in? Did she . . .”

“She’s right over here.” Saddler ran through a narrow passage, then stopped at another redstone torch. “I don’t know what happened. Maybe she was digging straight down?”

Next to the torch, a hole opened to a large cavern under the tunnel. Lava bubbled somewhere nearby, filling the air with ash, but also lighting the chamber with an orange glow.

Watcher knelt and stuck his head into the hole. Far below, he saw the girl laying on her side, motionless. Suddenly, the clattering of bones filled the air.

“There are skeletons down there, and who knows what else.” Watcher stood up. “We need to get to her . . . fast.”

Blaster pulled out an iron pickaxe. “Step back.”

The boy dug into the wall of the tunnel, creating a larger hole. Then, he carved into the stone, forming steps as he descended along the edge of the chamber.

Watcher pulled out his enchanted bow and notched an arrow to the string. Saddler saw the weapon and scowled in disapproval, moving in front of the boy.

“No weapons . . . no violence,” she said.

“There are monsters down there. If we don’t stop them before they find your daughter, it’ll be over for her.” Watcher stared into the woman’s square face. “If you want us to save your daughter, this is how it’s done.”

The woman looked at the pointed tip of the arrow, then back to Watcher, finally nodding reluctantly as she stepped out of the way.

Watcher followed Blaster down the newly hewn steps, Planter drawing her enchanted golden axe and was a step behind. The iridescent glow from the magical enchantments in the axe and the bow lit the stairs with a shimmering light, helping Blaster to see.

The moans of a zombie added to the clattering of skeleton bones.

“We need to hurry,” Watcher said.

Blaster dug as fast as he could. When they were almost to the floor, Watcher jumped off the stairs, landing hard on the stone. Pain burst through his body as he flashed red, taking damage, but he didn’t care; he had to get to Fencer before the monsters did.

Sprinting through the darkness, Watcher ran toward the girl. She lay on the ground ahead, bathed in the orange light from a nearby pool of lava. The sounds of monsters were getting louder. A zombie moaned off to the right. Watcher stopped and listened. The decaying creature growled again. Drawing back an arrow, he released the barbed shaft toward the grumbling voice. The fire-arrow burst into flame and struck the zombie, lighting it on fire. The flickering glow illuminated another monster nearby. Watcher launched another burning arrow, this one at the creature’s neighbor. As the flames licked their green, decaying bodies, Watcher put away the fire arrows and used just normal ones. He fired again and again, striking the zombies until they disappeared, pained and sad moans on the creatures’ lips.

“Hey . . . save some for us,” Blaster shouted.

By now, his two friends had caught up to him. They sprinted toward the prone figure, the three friends in lockstep. Suddenly, the clattering of bones filled the darkness to the left.

“I’ll take care of them.” Blaster drew two long, curved knives from his inventory, then disappeared, his black armor making him practically invisible in the shadows.

Watcher ran toward Fencer. She was lying on the ground, unconscious. It seemed that she was fading in and out, as if about to disappear; her HP (Health Points) was dangerously low. Watcher offered her an apple, but the girl seemed barely aware of what was going on.

“Fencer, are you okay?” Watcher asked.

She moaned, but didn’t respond.

“We have to get her out of here.” He glanced at Planter, who had a worried expression on her face. Even when scared, she was beautiful, he thought. “I’m going to . . .”

An angry growl echoed throughout the chamber.

“Look out!” Planter charged past him, her enchanted axe streaking through the air.

She slashed at an attacking zombie, blocking the monster’s razor-sharp claws with the handle of her weapon, then kicked the creature hard in the stomach. With a grunt, the zombie took a step back, but Planter did not relent. She charged, her axe smashing into the fiend with merciless accuracy.

Two more monsters charged out of the darkness. Watcher stood with his blade drawn right next to Planter. The two friends fought in a synchronized rhythm as if they were performing a choreographed dance. It was almost as if they knew each other’s thoughts: When Planter attacked, Watcher blocked. When Watcher thrust Needle at a monster, Planter was there with her golden axe to guard his back. The attacking creatures were destroyed in minutes, leaving the cavern deserted.

The sound of bones clattering to the ground came from the shadows off to the right. Blaster emerged from the darkness with a smile on his face, his curved knives reflecting the orange light from the lava pool. “I solved our problem with the skeletons.” He smiled, nonchalant.

Watcher shook his head, amazed.

“We need to get Fencer up to the village,” Planter said.

Watcher put away his sword, bent over and picked the girl up in his arms, then ran for the stairs they used to get into the cavern, the glow from his enchanted iron armor still giving him enough light to see.

Fencer moaned and opened her eyes for a moment, a confused look on her face.

“Don’t worry, Fencer, we’re taking you out of here,” Watcher said. “We’ll get you to the village healer, and then you’ll be okay.”

She moaned again, then drifted back into unconsciousness.

Watcher could tell Fencer was badly injured, her health almost gone.

“I hope we weren’t too late to help you, Fencer,” he whispered to the girl, then sprinted up the stairs and back to the village.
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Shakaar, the spider warlord, paced back and forth in the Gathering Chamber. The claws at the end of each leg clicked a syncopated rhythm on the stone floor as she strode from one end of the cavern to the other.

“He sssaid he would be here.” Shakaar glanced around the chamber, her eight red eyes burning with anger.

Lava spilled down one wall, casting an orange glow on the surroundings. Other pools of lava sat on the ground, adding more light to the Gathering Chamber. Smoke and ash drifted through the air, creating a gray haze that might have choked a villager, but was a welcome aroma to a spider. Shakaar stared at the entrance, wishing her anger gave the spider some kind of magical power to somehow force the wither to appear. She clicked her sharp mandibles together in annoyance.

Suddenly, a chill seemed to spread through the room. The short black hairs that covered her dark body all stood up straight as she tensed, ready for battle.

“You seem impatient, Shakaar,” a deep voice said.

“Maybe she wasn’t going to wait for us,” a scratchy voice said. “I told you she couldn’t be trusted.”

“Calm down, Left,” a soft, lyrical voice added. “She wasn’t going anywhere, were you, Shakaar?”

The spider turned and found herself staring up at Krael, the self-proclaimed King of the Withers. The dark creature had three heads atop its broad shoulders. The center head wore a golden crown with tiny black skulls embedded along its rim. It was the Crown of Skulls, a powerful enchanted relic from the Great War between the NPC wizards and monster warlocks. The crown sparkled with magical energy, the glow pulsing like a heartbeat as if it were alive.

Shakaar knew there were rumors that two more crowns existed, both of them like this one. Stories passed down from the spider elders suggested that the three crowns, if worn by a single monster, would give unstoppable powers to that creature. But many spiders thought they were just tales to scare the hatchlings into doing their chores.

“You are late,” Shakaar said. She wanted to make sure the wither understood who was in charge in the spiders’ lair.

“My apologies,” Center’s voice boomed, filling the chamber. “We were retrieving an ancient and powerful tool for the spider warlord.”

“A tool?”

All three heads nodded. “There is a wizard in the Far Lands, and he plots the destruction of all spiders.” The center head paused, letting that information sink in. “This wizard destroyed the zombie warlord as well as the skeleton warlord. And now, this wizard has focused his attention upon the spider warlord.”

“How do I know you ssspeak the truth?” the spider warlord said.

The left head glared down at Shakaar, but the spider warlord ignored his gaze. She kept her eight red eyes focused on the center skull, the one wearing the Crown of Skulls. That was the one clearly in charge of the other two.

“Withersss have a way of usssing othersss to the benefit of the withersss and to the detriment of othersss.” She clicked her mandibles together, then tapped one of her claws on the ground. This was a signal to the other spiders in the chamber to approach.

The right head glanced around, watching the other monsters approach, then glanced at the other wither skulls. Center nodded but kept his gaze fixed upon the spider warlord.

“I see you doubt our word,” Center said. “That can be understood. I will show you we speak the truth.” The wither flicked his body forward, causing an object to come out of his inventory and land on the ground before the spider. “This is an ancient artifact from the Great War. It was made by one of the monster warlocks and is a powerful tool.”

The spider reached out with a claw and picked up the item. It was a glass lens attached to a long black strap. The eyepiece gave off a soft, iridescent glow.

“It is called the Eye of Searching, and it is now yours.” Krael leaned forward. “Put it on.”

Shakaar wasn’t sure if it was a request or a command, but she knew any magical relic from the Great War could be a powerful weapon for the spiders. Reaching up with two legs, she positioned the lens over one of her eyes, then wrapped the straps around her fuzzy head, tying them at the back.

Instantly, the relic stabbed at her HP, drawing power from her health as she flashed red and moaned.

“That is natural,” Center explained. “The magical weapons and tools from the ancient warlocks use the health of the wearer to provide power to the enchantment. But the Eye of Searching will let you see anyone you can think of.” He paused, letting the spider process the information.

A blue cave spider cautiously approached, a clump of green moss held between his mandibles. Carefully, he passed the moss to his warlord. Shakaar held the moss for a moment, then stuffed it into her mouth, rejuvenating her health.

“Now, think of a wizard . . . a young wizard with blue eyes and reddish-brown hair.” Center’s voice was deep, like the rumbling of distant thunder. “Focus on that thought, and then look through the Eye.”

Shakaar gasped. An image formed in her mind of a young boy wearing enchanted armor and wielding a magical sword. He was in an underground chamber, fighting a group of zombies alongside a girl wielding an enchanted axe, her long blond hair swaying from side to side with each stroke. The boy fought like a seasoned warrior, the enchanted blade streaking through the air at incredible speed.

“I sssee him.”

“He is our enemy.” The lyrical voice of Right was soothing, almost like a song. “We will help the spider warlord destroy him.”

“Destroy him . . . yes,” the scratchy voice of Left added.

Right cast Left an angry glare.

Pain blasted through Shakaar’s body again as the Eye of Searching recharged its power. She stuffed more green moss in her mouth, then removed the relic from her head and put it into her inventory. “What isss it you need from me in exchange for your help? All monssstersss know withersss do nothing out of kindnesss; you alwaysss want sssomething.”

Left growled, ready to reply out of anger, but Center intervened first. “We know you’ve been capturing some of the NPCs and bringing them here as captive slaves. We only wish to use some of them for our own purposes.”

“I need every one that we’ve captured,” Shakaar replied.

“Then capture more,” Left said, his voice filled with anger, as always.

“My impatient skull is correct.” Center’s voice was deep and calm, silencing Left. “You need only capture more NPCs to meet your needs, and we can both profit by mutually helping each other.” Krael floated higher into the air, as if getting ready to leave, though it was still speaking. “If this wizard can roam about, unchallenged, he will attack you with a huge army of villagers. They will enslave your hatchlings, putting them to work in mines, digging for diamonds. Your spiders will be made to suffer, working to death just to satisfy the wizard’s greed. They will have nothing but a life of misery and despair.”

“That I cannot allow,” Shakaar said, her rage building.

“Do you wish our help against this wizard?” Krael asked. “Or do you want to suffer the same fate as the zombie and skeleton warlords?”

Shakaar was furious as she considered the monster’s words. The rumors about the demise of the skeleton and zombie warlords had moved through the Far Lands as fast as lightning. Perhaps the wither was right; she needed help. Things were going well in the Hatching Chamber. The initial experiments with the witches’ potions looked promising, but they needed more time to perfect everything. If the wizard attacked the spiders’ lair now, before they were ready, it could ruin everything. She had no choice.

Shakaar nodded. “Very well, Krael, we will work together in thisss endeavor.”

“Excellent. We will show you where to find this wizard.”

Shakaar clicked her claw on the stone ground again, this time in a different rhythm. A group of spiders came into the Gathering Chamber and stopped near the entrance, waiting for instructions.

“Show my sssissstersss where to find thisss wizard, and they will dessstroy him, jussst like during the Great War.” The spider warlord turned toward the group of spiders. “Sssissstersss, follow Krael’s directions. Go out and find the boy-wizard and dessstroy him. If he isss not there, then punisssh the NPCsss who aid him. We will turn the livesss of thossse around him to misssery.”

Right and Left turned to Center and nodded, then all three wither skulls smiled evilly. With malice in his three sets of eyes, the king of the withers floated to the entrance of the chamber, ready to show the monsters where to find his enemy.
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Watcher paced back and forth outside the baker’s house with fists clenched, impatiently waiting for news of Fencer’s condition. “What’s taking so long?”

“Your dad and Mapper are in there with Baker.” Planter’s voice was soft and calming. “Just be patient.”

She put a hand on his arm, stopping his repetitive march.

Watcher glanced at her deep green eyes and started to smile, but then a sound came from inside the wooden building. Watcher turned his gaze to the door, slowly clenching and unclenching his hands. He heard Planter sigh but didn’t understand why.

“Patience is not a skill Watcher has mastered yet.” Blaster gave his friend a grin.

“This village doesn’t really have a healer,” Er-Lan explained. The zombie stood with his friends, concerned for the young girl. “There are few injuries because they never leave their community. Some healing potions exist, but apparently, they are old and weak. Er-Lan is not sure how well they will work on Fencer.”

“They aren’t making healing potions . . . that’s insane.” Watcher felt himself growing frustrated. “They should always have new potions ready, just in case.”

Some of the village inhabitants glared at Watcher, staring disapprovingly at his enchanted armor; it was something made for war, and all the NPCs in the village disapproved of violence.

Planter moved closer to Watcher and lowered her voice. “These people haven’t experienced what we have, Watcher. They’re pacifists, and don’t believe in violence.”

“A zombie doesn’t care if you believe in violence or not,” Watcher said. “Their claws are just as sharp, regardless of what you believe.”

“Not all zombies use claws for violence,” Er-Lan said in a low, moaning voice.

“I know, Er-Lan, sorry.” Watcher looked away from the door and glanced at his zombie friend. “It was a metaphor.”

“Er-Lan understands.” The zombie moved to the door of Baker’s house and peeked through the window, the voices of those inside audible to the zombie’s sensitive ears. He stepped away from the door and stood next to Watcher. “Fencer fights for her life. Food has not helped, nor have the old healing potions.” He glanced at Saddler, the zombie’s eyes filled with compassion. “Mapper and Cleric have done everything possible.” Shuffling to Saddler, he put his green hand on her shoulder to console the mother. “Fencer needs a Notch apple to save her life. Nothing less will do.”

“A Notch apple,” Saddler moaned, her posture slumping in defeat as she thought of her daughter. “We don’t have any here in the village. In fact, I don’t think we’ve ever had one.”

“I know where to get one,” Watcher said. He turned and faced Saddler. “A witch can make one for us.”

“Witches are uncooperative,” Er-Lan said, his green, scarred face creased with worry. “How will Watcher gain their assistance?”

“I’m gonna ask really nice, and then if that doesn’t work, I’m gonna ask not very nice.” Watcher’s voice rang with confidence.

“I can help with that.” Cutter’s voice boomed through the village. “I’m good at being not very nice.” The big villager pushed through the crowd of NPCs clustering around the baker’s home. They glared at his armor, the ornate decorations on the shining metal as offensive to them as the magical enchantments that protected the metallic plates. “We’ll just go find us a witch and explain the situation.” He drew his diamond sword. Many of the villagers gasped in surprise, some of them muttering insults under their breath. “I’m thinking this will help with the explanation.”

The big NPC held the weapon in front of him for all to see, his accusatory glare moving from villager to villager. “Sometimes, being non-violent doesn’t work. Sometimes, the fight comes to you, and it’ll be necessary to make a choice.” He moved between Planter and Watcher. “We are making a choice to help this girl, even though we’re just visitors here, and nothing is going to stop us.”

“That’s right, and—” Watcher didn’t even have a chance to finish.

“You accepted us after we defeated the skeleton warlord,” Cutter continued. “And we appreciate that. So, a few of us are going to find a witch and bring back a Notch apple for that girl, whatever her name is.”

“Fencer,” Watcher muttered under his breath.

“Yeah . . . Fencer.” Cutter sheathed his sword. “We’re going out there to help Fencer.”

Planter stared up at Cutter as if he were the bravest person in the world.

He didn’t even go down there in the cave to save her, Watcher thought. I did that, not him.

He glanced at the ornate ribbons of metal on Cutter’s armor, shaped into curves and spirals, making the chest plate appear as if it were meant for a king. Running his hand over his own armor, Watcher looked down and the mundane metal. All it had was a few rivets to hold the plates together; it was as unremarkable as he was.

Just then, the door to the baker’s house opened. Mapper and Cleric stepped out and faced the crowd from the raised porch.

“I heard what Cutter was saying,” Cleric said.

“It was really me that started it,” Watcher whispered, but no one heard.

“A small party of NPCs could find a witch in the swamp to the south.” Cleric glanced down at Watcher. “Son, will you lead this group into the swamp and get us a Notch apple?”

“Sure,” Watcher replied with pride. “I’ll need—”

“I’m going!” Cutter blurted out. “Blaster should be with us, as well as Planter and her awesome axe.” He flashed her a smile. “Oh . . . and Watcher, too. That should be enough.”

“I’m going as well,” Mapper said. The old man was obviously excited about the adventure. “There will be an ice spikes biome on the way. I’ve always wanted to visit one of them.”

“Er-Lan will go as well.” The zombie stepped forward, many of the villagers stepping back. They still weren’t accustomed to a zombie that was nonviolent. Er-Lan moved to Watcher’s side and spoke in a low voice. “There was a vision.”

“A vision?” Watcher pulled the zombie aside and spoke in a low voice. “You saw a vision of the future?”

The zombie nodded.

Watcher knew about Er-Lan’s ability to see glimpses of the future. The visions had foretold events on their past adventure, and Watcher had learned to trust them. “What did you see?”

“Watcher and his friends were in a huge forest, with trees taller than anything Er-Lan had ever seen.” The zombie glanced about. All of the villagers were staring at them, straining their ears to hear. “There was a black rain in the forest, with huge, dark raindrops falling all around.”

“A black rain?” Watcher sounded confused. “Are you sure this was a vision of the future?”

Er-Lan nodded. “But the strangest part was that the huge drops of rain glowed with red embers, as if burning from within.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Er-Lan agrees, which is why this zombie must accompany the others . . . to make sure all are safe.” The zombie stared into Watcher’s blue eyes, his gaze unwavering.

Watcher knew his friend would not take no for an answer and would likely follow them anyway, even if they tried to refuse.

“Very well.” The boy raised his voice. “Er-Lan goes with us.”

“There you go, a party of six.” Cutter sounded proud.

“Seven . . . it will be a party of seven,” a voice said from the back. Saddler stepped forward.

Many of the villagers murmured to each other; clearly, they were shocked that Fencer’s mother would leave the village and join the new group on their mission. Saddler pushed through the crowd until she was standing at Watcher’s side. She stared up at Cleric defiantly.

“I’m going as well,” she said.

“You can’t go out there,” one of the villagers said. “There will be monsters out there. You might need to fight for—”

“My daughter is fighting, right now, for her life. I’m not gonna hide behind our walls while these visitors go out to help her.” Saddler turned and glared at the other NPCs. “I don’t like violence any more than the next villager.” She lowered her voice to a whisper and cast her gaze to the ground as if she were ashamed. “But this is my daughter we’re talking about, my little Fencer.” Slowly, Saddler raised her head and cast her gaze across her neighbors’ faces. She stood tall, her chin held high as she spoke in a loud, clear voice. “I don’t care what any of you think about me. If it’s necessary, I’ll take up the sword and face a thousand monsters if that’s what it takes to save my little girl.”

Many of the villagers shook their heads in shock at the declaration, but Saddler held firm, refusing to be shamed into backing down.

“We’ll need supplies,” Watcher said, speaking to Saddler.

“Don’t worry; I’ll get you whatever you need,” she replied.

“There’s something I need that I don’t think you can get.” Blaster ran his fingers through his dark, curly hair, trying to wrangle the disobedient locks into line. It didn’t work.

Saddler glanced at his crazy hair and smiled. “What is it?”

Blaster glanced at Watcher. “You remember that wand you used to duplicate all those Frost Walker boots before we battled the skeleton warlord?”

Watcher nodded. He reached into his inventory and pulled out the magical relic and held it in front of him. It looked like a stick, crooked and bent, but near the end, it split into two identical pieces, each capped with gold, forming the shape of a “Y.”

“What’s that?” Saddler asked.

“It’s a relic from the Great War,” Watcher explained. “I don’t know what it’s called, but it—”

“It’s the Wand of Cloning,” Mapper said as he approached. “I read about it in one of the ancient books of magic for the old days.”

“The Wand of Cloning?” Saddler seemed confused. “What does it do?”

“I think we should do this out of sight from the other villagers.” Blaster walked toward the wall that ringed the community. It was far from any of the other NPCs. Reaching into his inventory, he pulled out his last block of TNT and placed it onto the ground. “My dad always told me, ‘When you start something, begin it prepared, as if you plan on being successful.’ TNT has a way of being the key that opens many locks. I wouldn’t want to go hunting witches without any explosives with us.”

“We aren’t hunting,” Watcher said warily. “We’re searching for them, and then asking them to help us.”

“And if they don’t agree to help us, then we force them . . . right?” Blaster smiled.

“Well . . . I guess—” Watcher began.

“Exactly,” Cutter interrupted.

“Who knows what we’re going to bump into out there.” Blaster pulled out a piece of melon and some cooked chicken. “We need the TNT.”

Watcher sighed. “Very well. Get ready with the food.”

“What’s going on?” Saddler asked, confused.

“Just step back and trust us.” Planter pulled her back, away from the block of TNT that sat on the ground.

Watcher gripped the Wand of Cloning tight in his hand. He was hesitant to use it, as he knew what it would cost: pain, a lot of pain. But it also cost something else: part of his identity. Am I really a wizard, like the zombie warlord and skeleton warlord both accused me of being? Even the King of the Withers thinks I’m a wizard, but I don’t feel like one. I’m just Watcher. I don’t want to be a wizard—I just want to be me.

All the attention and looks of surprise when he used these magical artifacts made him feel disconnected, as if he were no longer one of them. If he was a wizard, then he was something different, forever removed from his peers.

Watcher knew what it felt like to be singled out and separated from the main group. In his old village, he was never part of the crowd, but always an outsider; the NPC who was too small, too skinny, too weak . . . He’d always felt that barrier between him and everyone else. Slowly, that barrier had worn away, but now, it felt as if it was growing again.

He sighed, but knew he had no choice; they had to have this TNT.

With the Wand of Cloning over his head, he swung it around in a circle. The purple glow around the relic was faint at first, but then grew bright. At the same time, Watcher grunted as the wand stabbed at his health, drawing upon his life force to power its magical enchantment. He flicked the wand at the TNT. A sparkling mist appeared on the ground. When it cleared, there were two blocks of TNT instead of just one.

“How did that happen?” Now Saddler was really confused.

Watcher did it again and again, his body flashing red over and over as the enchanted wand tore into his HP, converting his health into magical energy. Finally, with his skin as pale as the bones of a skeleton, he stopped, his body completely exhausted.

Blaster caught him just as he was about to fall. He quickly stuffed the melon into his mouth. Watcher dropped the wand and gobbled down the fruit, then took the cooked chicken and devoured it as well. Slowly, color returned to his face as his HP regenerated.

Bending over, Watcher retrieved the wand and put it back into his inventory.

“That was incredible. You have any other surprises I need to know about?” Saddler’s eyes were wide with surprise.

“Show her the bow,” Planter said.

Watcher reached into his inventory and pulled out a large white bow made from bone. “This was the bow of the skeleton warlord.”

“We took it from him,” Cutter added.

Watcher wanted to correct him—I took it from him, you mean—but he kept his comment to himself. “It’s called the Fossil Bow of Destruction, and it’s another ancient artifact from the Great War.”

“What does it do?” she asked.

“Well . . . it will shoot an arrow that can kill anything with one hit. The arrow tracks the target, and will pass through just about anything to reach it.” Watcher could still remember the pain the weapon had inflicted on him the last time he’d experimented with it. He was hesitant ever to use it again. “It extracts a price, though, just as the Wand does. It’s one of the reasons why I don’t like using these things unless we have to.” He put the bow away. “For now, I have my own bow.” He drew an enchanted bow from his inventory. “It has served me through many adventures.”

“Maybe you could use that enchanted chainmail we took from the zombie warlord,” Blaster asked. “You remember, it was called . . .”

“The Mantle of Command.” Mapper gave them a satisfied grin.

“Right . . . I knew that . . . the Mantle of Command.” Blaster smiled back at the old man. “Maybe you could use that armor to find a witch. It would make this little trip a lot shorter.”

Watcher pulled the magical chainmail from his inventory and held it far from his body, as if it were poisonous. It sparkled with an iridescent light, pulsing with power as if it were alive. He could feel the enchantment reaching out to him, seeking to use his HP as a source of power. The last time he’d put on this armor, he’d been able to see the hiding place of the skeleton warlord as well as some spiders and the wither king, but it had come at a terrible price. The Mantle had almost killed him. . . . He had no desire to try that again.

“It’s too dangerous.” Planter put her hand on Watcher’s, then pushed it down toward the ground, forcing him to put away the Mantle. “We all know what it did to him before . . . we aren’t trying that unless it’s absolutely necessary.” The finality in the tone of her voice made everyone wary of challenging her decision.
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