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				Prologue

				Harlow

			
			Back then, they told us we were too young to help. It bothered Iliana more than it bothered me. I wanted to fight, but she wanted to do everything. Farming, building, enchanting, crafting—she’d even beg Mr. Ochoa to let her join the mining expeditions, which I never understood. Too dark down there for me.

			On cleaning days, while I was pretending my broom was a sword, Iliana wasn’t wasting a second. She’d finish tidying her house, then come over and start organizing my things. “Faster, Harlow!” she’d say any time I got distracted. “This is our only chance!”

			I’d tell her we had a chance every week. She’d say: “Faster, Harlow!”

			So I’d sweep faster. And we’d run to whatever adventure she had planned for the daylight we had left, hiding from everyone on the way. We didn’t have parents, none that we’d ever met, but really that meant anybody in town could tell us what to do.

			If the adults said we weren’t strong enough to farm, Iliana would craft us a hoe out of sticks and planks. Then, under her direction, I’d till a secret square of earth to plant the seeds from our breakfast melons. If the older kids said we weren’t smart enough for enchantments, she’d nab a book from the library, and I’d distract the villagers while she tried to make the town golem’s metal stronger.

			Iliana didn’t care if it worked, only that she tried. And since I was her best friend, I had to try, too.

			She was brave. I was lucky to be around her.

			The illagers attacked on cleaning day, just after sunset. We were supposed to be home already, but we’d snuck into Mr. Ochoa’s house to practice with real swords. He had a collection of old weapons and tools hanging in frames on the wall—all iron, and mostly dull, used, and worn to the point of breaking. They seemed less precious than the polished, sharpened swords at the weaponsmith, so we thought we’d get in less trouble if we were caught. Plus, he had almost nothing else in his house—just a bed, shelves, a wide double chest, and a small closet locked with a heavy iron door. The big open space in the middle of the room was perfect for sparring in secret.

			I was a little stronger, a little faster—but Iliana was learning more than I was. Even when I won, I’d look to her for notes. She saw how things fit together—why I won, and why she lost, and how we could both get better. It was during one of these moments, when she was explaining how swinging from above my head looked strong but was also very easy to see coming, that the door slammed open.

			“There you are. Good.” A short, stocky man with dark brown skin and a black beard stepped into the house. It was Mr. Ochoa—the strongest person I knew. If anyone was “in charge” of our village, it was him. Not because he bossed people around, but because everyone trusted him. We froze in place, waiting to hear we were in trouble. But he didn’t even seem to notice the swords in our hands. “Stay put. Hide. I’ll come back for you.”

			I didn’t understand. Iliana did. “The Arch-Illager.”

			Mr. Ochoa frowned. To our surprise, he pushed a button hidden in the corner, opening the iron door. He grabbed the most powerful-looking sword I’d ever seen, made of a strange dark metal, out of the closet. Then he pulled a suit of matching armor off an armor stand. Iliana had told me once that the metal was called netherite, and it was so precious Mr. Ochoa never let us touch it. He inspected it for a moment, then moved out of the way and pushed the button again, shutting the door. “Who told you about that?”

			“I heard that’s why you have everybody doing drills. That he might attack here, too.”

			I swallowed in fear. The Arch-Illager was a super-powerful illager who was leading an army of illagers around the world, destroying villages and conquering the Overworld. I’d heard of him, but I never thought he’d come to our village.

			Somebody outside screamed. Heavy stomping footsteps shook the tools on the walls. Mr. Ochoa winced and nodded. “Yes. He’s here. At least his forces are.”

			He peered out the window at something eclipsing the setting sun—something enormous. With one hand, he pointed. “Harlow, hide in the chest. Iliana, there’s a one-block hole dug under the bed. Do not move. We’re going to carve a safe way out of the village, and then I’ll come back and get you. Got it?”

			“Yes sir,” Iliana said. I was too scared to speak. She nudged me.

			“Yessir!” I blurted out. Mr. Ochoa nodded, satisfied.

			“Chest, bed,” he repeated, looking at each of us with his tired green eyes. “Now.”

			Mr. Ochoa threw open the door—flames rose in the distance. Something huge made of red and gray stone stomped past the doorway. Mr. Ochoa deflected a swing of its giant arm with his shield, then turned and slammed the door behind him.

			“That thing was full of redstone,” Iliana whispered. “The adults were saying the illagers aren’t raiding alone anymore. Now they have those monstrosities. Big ones.”

			“What do they want?” I asked.

			“I don’t know.” Iliana looked at the fear on my face and reached out to squeeze my hand. “But Mr. Ochoa said he’ll be back for us. Everything’s going to be okay.”

			I nodded. I believed her. And then I said the thing I’ll regret for the rest of my life.

			“Can I hide under the bed? The chest—”

			“Too dark?” Iliana grinned at me. “Scaredy-cat.”

			“I’m not a scaredy-cat!” I argued. “I’m just…I don’t like…”

			“…to be in the dark, because you’re sc—” A stray crossbow bolt hit the windowsill. Suddenly teasing me seemed a lot less important. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’ll take the chest. Let’s hide.”

			Iliana tossed her sword on the floor and climbed into the double chest—she waved and smiled as it clicked shut. I pulled my sword with me under the bed and tried to make my heart stop beating so loud.

			We waited for a long time, listening to the sounds of the fight outside. I could hear Mr. Ochoa yelling orders and the adults fighting to protect the village. I could hear the groaning of zombies and the loud heavy stomps of whatever else was out there. Red and orange light flickered in the window, cast by flames lit on other buildings. Our village was being destroyed.

			“Hunh.” Someone grunted as they shoved open the door. I almost leaped out of my hiding place, ready to be rescued, but I didn’t recognize the dark boots or the striped green pants. Four figures stepped into the house and looked around, speaking in short bursts to each other in a language I’d never heard before. Illagers.

			They moved through the house quickly, ripping Mr. Ochoa’s old tools off the walls and throwing them into bags. They moved to the edge of the bed and scooped everything off the shelves, then broke them. I held my breath so they wouldn’t hear me and kept my eyes on the lower half of the chest. Iliana was right there.

			“Hernh!” one of the illagers whined as they tried to tug the chest open. It wouldn’t budge—either it was locked, or Iliana was holding it closed from the inside. Rather than try to break it now, they made a quick decision and lifted it off the ground.

			Please come back! I begged Mr. Ochoa in my mind. He would be here any second. He would fix this. But no one came, and the illagers were already leaving the house.

			“No!” I yelled. I couldn’t just let them take her. I pushed myself out from under the bed, tugging the too-big sword behind me. I ran straight for the illager with the chest and swung the sword over my head at them—but they stepped easily to the side. One of the other illagers knocked me backward, casually, like it was no big deal. I fell back and slid across the floor while they laughed.

			I gasped to get air back in my lungs while the illagers threw the chest on top of a cart of stolen treasures. They wheeled it away, disappeared into the smoke, and I was left in the house alone.

			The adults were right. I was too young to help.

			And Iliana never came back.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Harlow

			
			After that day, my life was everything Iliana and I ever wanted. Tough, of course: Our whole village was uprooted and turned into a big caravan, scavenging for food and supplies. We didn’t have a house or a farm to rely on. Every night was risky, and we couldn’t stay in one place. But I wasn’t too young to help anymore, because we needed all the help we could get.

			I got taller, stronger. Mr. Ochoa taught me to fight, to craft. Eventually, someone defeated the Arch-Illager, and we built a whole new village. Iliana would have loved it. But Iliana wasn’t there. So I tried to help enough for both of us.

			“You’re sure this was the place?” I sat on the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean. Our village’s fisher made a frustrated sound and nodded. They waved their arm from side to side. Move the rod around.

			“Okay, okay.” I held the fishing rod tightly in my hands and swayed from side to side, pulling the hook through the water below. At the fisherman’s urging, I stood up and walked along the edge of the cliff, letting the hook drift even farther. Finally, it snagged on something.

			I reeled in the line to test—this wasn’t a fish. It wasn’t moving at all. And it was heavy. But I’d grown a lot stronger since the war, and we used quality string in our fishing rods. I dug my heels into the ground and reeled in. The tip of the rod bent dramatically with the weight but didn’t break. Soon, my prize lifted above the edge of the cliff!

			Boots. Old leather boots. My hook had pierced the tied-together laces.

			The fisher cheered in triumph and pointed while I dumped seawater out of the boots. See? They were saying. I told you so! Villagers like the fisher communicated more with tone and gesture than words, but we’d been working to understand each other. During the war, there wasn’t time for translation. Now that the Arch-Illager was gone, we were learning a bit more every day. They still seemed to prefer we call them by their job titles rather than try to guess at their names, though.

			“You were right!” I agreed. “I’ll talk to the others about keeping their trash out of the ocean.”

			The fisher nodded vigorously and held an emerald out to me in gratitude. I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. These waters are important to all of us. I’m happy to help.” They put the emerald away and held out some cooked cod. My stomach growled. “As long as you still have plenty to sell.” They shrugged, so I took one.

			After they left, I inspected the boots to see if I could guess the culprit. The leather was unusual—not like any I’d seen around here. It had a rough texture, covered in little imperfections, and was dark, almost black. Not from dye.

			I’d only seen boots this color one other time.

			I wrapped my new cod up in a cloth and placed it carefully in my pack. Hungry or not, I had somewhere to be, and it was already getting late. I hung the boots around my neck, pulled my pack onto my shoulders, and started walking home.

			Our new village was bigger than the old one, and prettier. Raids like the one that destroyed our village sent hundreds of people wandering the Overworld, and when the Arch-Illager was defeated, we settled closer together than before. We built with more planning, more help, and no raids. No illagers at all these days. They’d disappeared completely.

			So we had huge fields of farmland, each growing something different and delicious. Big barns for supplies and grazing space for our animals. We were a day’s walk away from a swamp, and half a day from a natural cherry grove, so we built our houses in reds and pinks, like the coral of the ocean. There was space for everyone to live and work, and there were walking paths dusted with sparkly sand from the coast.

			My walk took me past our current big project: town hall! It would be our biggest building yet, for meetings and discussions the whole village could participate in. It was going to double as a schoolhouse for the younger kids, too, when it was finished. They wouldn’t have to sneak away to learn new things like we did.

			Mr. Ochoa was overseeing the construction. As I walked past, he raised a hand to get my attention. He had an eyepatch now, covering his left eye, which he’d lost during the raids. He was still the strongest person I knew.

			“Harlow, I am still surprised every time I see you—you’ve grown like a tree on bone meal!”

			“Not that fast.” I laughed. “Just a little taller.”

			“A little taller, a lot stronger. Your pack alone looks like it weighs as much as I do.” Mr. Ochoa leaned on the shovel he was using to dig out land for the town hall’s foundation. “You’ve become a real help around here. A bit of a hero.”

			Uh-oh. He was leading up to something. “That’s nice of you to say, sir.”

			“Last night, some kind of hero did half my job for me, carving out this pit. You know anything about that?”

			“Not that I can think of.”

			Mr. Ochoa narrowed his eye. “And I’m hearing from the farming team that a bunch of their wheat seeds got planted, as if by magic, late yesterday evening. Half the crew came over here to help when they finished early.”

			I shrugged. “Sounds like a real lucky break.”

			“Weren’t you up doing sword drills with the reserve hunters at dawn?”

			I blushed red. As everybody found their specialty in our new village—becoming farmers, builders, blacksmiths—nothing felt right to me. I wasn’t good enough at any of that stuff to dedicate my life to it, and there was always somebody better than me. So I helped where I could, focused on my training, and looked for any clues I could find about Iliana’s whereabouts.

			No one else believed she could have survived, but I knew my friend was out there. Somewhere. And I was going to find her.

			My best shot was becoming a hunter. Hunters got to go out exploring farther than anyone else, got all the best equipment, and would be the first to find signs of the illagers, if there were any to find. But when I’d tried out for the hunters, they turned me down. My fear of the dark made me a risk to everyone else, they’d said. I wasn’t supposed to be drilling with them, either. But it wasn’t worth it to lie to Mr. Ochoa. “Yes sir. Only for defense. If someone attacks the village—”

			Mr. Ochoa let out a deep sigh. “Nobody’s coming to attack us, Harlow. And you need your sleep if you’re going to keep getting taller and stronger.”

			“I feel fine, sir.” I tugged at the boots around my neck.

			“You feel fine now. You’re not old enough to see how it all adds up.” Mr. Ochoa scowled. “But I know it’s about time for your visit.” He looked by a pile of bricks for his bag and pulled something out of it.

			“Got you a new one.” He handed me a book. A fresh one, nothing written on it, with a brown leather cover. My eyes widened.

			“I can pay you back for it, sir!” I said.

			“No need. I told that old cartographer who it was for and he gave me the paper for free.” He stacked two more things on top of the book in my hands—a new feather quill and a container of ink. “And I thought you might be running out. So.”

			I tucked his gift in my bag. “Mr. Ochoa, are these your boots?”

			He blinked in surprise and looked closer at the boots around my neck. “Definitely not. Where’d you get those?”

			“Somebody’s dumping their old stuff in the bay. Do they look familiar to you at all?”

			I watched his face as he realized the same thing I had. But he didn’t want to say it. “You should ask the leatherworker about that. Maybe somebody got them made special.”

			“I will, sir. Thank you.” But I could see in his face that he knew what I was thinking.

			“And don’t go playing hero on your own, alright? If you find out whose boots those are, you come to me.”

			“Yes sir.”

			“Go on. You’ve got somewhere to be. And tell her I said hello.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Harlow

			
			My destination was the thickest part of the cherry grove, to the north. A hidden place, way off our normal trail, where the trees weren’t under any danger of being chopped down for wood. There, in the center of a ring of trees, light beaming down on it between the shadows, was a chest. Dirt smudged the sides and grass grew around the base, but otherwise it was identical to the one Iliana hid inside, back then.

			“I made it!” I dropped my sword and leaned against the side of the chest to rummage in my pack. I pulled out a book with a stained cover, ripped corners, and writing on every page. “Lots has happened. I almost ran out of room…and I dropped it in the ocean a few times. Sorry if it’s hard to read. Mr. Ochoa got me a new one. He says hi.”

			I brushed petals and dirt off the top of the chest. It opened with a creeeak. Inside were two other books—one for about every three hundred days since our village was destroyed. I unrolled the cloth wrap protecting them and added the third. “I wrote in it every day. When you’re back, it’ll be like you didn’t miss anything at all.”

			Books rewrapped and chest closed, I could relax. I pulled out my lunch—a big carrot, some bread, and the cod from the fisher—and ate while I talked to Iliana. I knew Iliana couldn’t really hear me, but it felt good to pretend. She was always the smart one, always the one who solved the problems and planned adventures. I felt better if I asked for her advice, even when she wasn’t around.

			“Today I found—mm—boots. In the ocean. I think they’re illager boots. The corworf—sorry, mouth full—color was strange. Black leather, like the ones they wore when they attacked our village.” Saying it out loud, I started getting excited. “I’m going to ask the leatherworker if he can tell how old they are. I don’t think they’re very old. If they were lost in the ocean recently, then it’s possible the illagers are close—ack!”

			A pink petal flew into my mouth while I was talking. It tasted better than I expected, mixed in with a bite of bread. I made a goofy face and smiled with the pink bits and crumbs all in my teeth—something that would have made her laugh. I laughed for both of us, and then maybe I cried just a little bit.

			“I’ve tried to be the hero you would be if you were here. But I’m not you. I help, but I only do the stuff anybody can do. You’re different. Nobody else thinks you’re—” I didn’t want to say it. “Everybody says the illagers are gone for good, but I don’t believe it. I think they have to be somewhere, and I’m going to find them. I’ll bring you back home.”

			There was no answer but the rustling of the trees. I finished the bread and leaned my head against the chest and let my hand fall to my side, still clutching a carrot. I closed my eyes and felt the cool breeze on my skin. Mr. Ochoa was right—I hadn’t slept at all the night before. Full of food and relaxed in this secret place, I drifted off immediately.

			

			—

			What woke me up later wasn’t a sound—it was a feeling. A tingly sensation started in my chest and spread down my limbs, lifting goosebumps on my skin. The air smelled tangy and metallic, somewhere between a sweet berry and a sword, then a moment later like a mushroom crossed with milk. It kept changing, like my nose didn’t know how to smell it. The air felt different, too—crisp and cold and almost bubbly in my lungs. It’s hard to describe, now, but the change didn’t feel dangerous. It made me feel healthy, strong. I wondered if I was having a good dream until I heard the sound.

			Thwap, thwap. Strange noises somewhere near my hand.

			I opened my eyes slowly and looked around without moving my head. The sun was setting, off behind the trees. Stars twinkled above in the parts of the sky I could see. My heart jumped into my throat—my fear of the dark had never left. How did I fall asleep for this long? There could be zombies, creepers—but before I could reach for my torch, I realized I could still see the trees, the grass around me. I finally looked at my hand.

			Thwap, thwap. Next to my hand was a rabbit. Sort of. A plump, soft, bright blue, glowing rabbitlike mob. Its body was strange—squishy and compact. It was tiny, and cute, and like nothing I’d ever seen before. It was bouncing up into the air and squashing the green leafy part of my carrot, waiting patiently for a moment, then jumping again. It looked like it was expecting my carrot to do something, but I had no idea what that could be.

			No wind was blowing now, but the trees creaked and shifted—maybe it was my imagination, but I felt the whole grove leaning in toward the mob. Toward the same fizzy feeling I could taste on the air.

			“What are you?” I whispered. The rabbit froze in place and stared at me with one beady eye. It was on high alert. If I moved at all, I was sure it would run away. And it was so pretty—I didn’t want to lose it. “It’s okay, buddy. You can keep bouncing.”

			The mob relaxed a little and poised for another hop. But right when it was about to take a leap, something rustled in the trees above. The mob tilted its whole body to look up, and I looked, too.

			Red eyes peered down at us from the tree. I knew them well—spiders were common enough in these woods. Careful not to move my left hand, where the bunny was snacking, I reached out with my right to grab my sword.

			“Kchhhh!” A hissing sound. Just a few inches from the handle was another spider looking right at me. I needed to get out of there, but I wanted to bring the strange mob back to my village to show the others.

			The creature tensed up—it was about to run. “Easy, easy,” I mumbled. “If you run, they’ll—”

			Boing! It leaped on top of Iliana’s chest. Both spiders took this as their cue to dive in, which meant they both landed on me. “Augh!” I yelled, swinging my sword up and spinning to toss them off.

			Boing, boing! The creature made two quick jumps away, taking the light with it. I felt my stomach twisting in fear—without the strange mob, it was pitch dark.

			“Hey! Get off!” I yelled, but the spiders were looking hungry. I saw three more sets of red eyes lighting up in the woods beyond. The blue bunny was trying to flee from the grove, into the denser forest beyond. “No you don’t!”

			Knocking one of the spiders away with my sword, I slid around the chest and ran along the edge of the trees, banging the flat of my blade against the circle of trunks as I went to make noise. I came at the blue bunny from the side and scared it. It threw itself against the tree, and its squishy body flattened just a bit, then sprang back to shape, sending it flying in another direction. Soon it was away from the spiders, deeper into the forest.

			The light was gone. Too dark. I panicked—I couldn’t see anything except red eyes advancing toward me. My feet felt stiff as obsidian—I wasn’t scared of mobs, exactly. I’d practiced fighting mobs. But I couldn’t handle being stuck in the dark. My heart pounded in my ears. I forced my hand to my torch, lighting the area around me. Relief. I couldn’t relax here—not with darkness at the edges of my vision—but I could think. I could move.

			The sun had set completely, but the torch let me dodge the spiders and chase after the strange mob. I couldn’t see it except for little glimpses of blue light behind trees. We were both moving fast, but the spiders weren’t giving up. Another surprised me, leaping from a nearby tree, and chomped down on my leg. Ouch!

			I kicked it away, looked back up—and the blue light was gone. I ran ahead and swung my torch around until I found where the mob had gone: a hole in the ground. A burrow, maybe?

			I was frustrated—I wanted to know where the glowing blue rabbit went. Where it came from. What it was.

			But then the air warmed up, and the tingly feeling in my lungs went away. The spiders were closing in on me again. And wherever the hole led, it was probably even darker than this forest. I would need to come back later.

			“Kchhhhh!” Another spider hissed. I ran all the way to the village, trying to ignore the red eyes at my back.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Harlow

			
			In our village, hunters went out just before dawn. This was because they had two jobs: hunting for food and hunting for mobs. Thinning out the number of dangerous mobs in the area around the village protected us and gave us valuable materials—but most mobs were nocturnal and afraid of the light. By getting up early, our hunters could search for the more dangerous creatures while knowing the sun would be along soon to protect them.

			The other benefit: fresh meat and fruit, foraged from the land, for breakfast. Most of the time.

			“I am dying.” Murph, one of my friends and our local courier, put her chin down on our breakfast table. Her straight black hair was as long as she was tall—it trailed behind her like smoke when she ran deliveries. Now it shrouded her face and radiated across the table in gloomy lines. “Every second without food is like being hit with a sword. Oof.” She waited a few ticks. “Oof again.”

			“A hit from a sword is much worse.” Mr. Ochoa informed her. The three of us sat at a table outside in the village’s central yard. Other residents were milling around, chatting and snacking and waiting for the hunters to return. Everyone went their separate ways after breakfast, but for a little while you could see the whole town in one place. I loved it.

			“Like a hit from a very small sword!” Murph corrected. I scooped a chunk of the baked potato I was eating and held it out to her. She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not that hungry.”

			“What’s wrong with potatoes?!”

			“If we do not dream,” Murph said, hands breaking through her hair to wave around dramatically, “if we do not wish, what are we? Mobs? Sheep in their pens? Boys named Harlow who think boots are a good necklace? No. We must strive for more. That is what makes us special.”

			“Mm!” I took another bite of my baked potato and raised my eyebrows at her. “Tastes like the opposite of getting hit with a sword.”

			“I don’t expect you to get it. You just do whatever Mr. Ochoa tells you to do. Besides—”

			“Quiet.” Mr. Ochoa interrupted. Murph went silent because, truthfully, we all did whatever Mr. Ochoa told us to do. But he wasn’t looking at us. His eye was trained out on the horizon, toward the swamp. “Something’s wrong.”

			Others in the yard were noticing it, too. Turning and pointing. Somebody was yelling at the edge of town. “Help! Anyone!”

			Murph was always fastest—before anyone else could react, she leaped up from the table and ran toward the sound, hurdling over fences and barrels in her way. The rest of town followed behind Mr. Ochoa and me.

			Stumbling into the edge of town were the day’s three hunters—Alva, Fergus, and Kobin. Fergus and Kobin were badly injured—Alva was dragging them both, each with an arm around her shoulders. Mr. Ochoa whistled for Murph’s attention. “Healing potions. In my hut.” Murph nodded and took off.

			I jogged forward to pull Kobin off Alva and help drag him into the village. Something had ripped his clothes and shot a bunch of arrows at him. “Looks not so bad, right?” Kobin said, smiling at me. He could barely walk, but he was cheerful as always. I tried to smile back. I don’t think it was convincing.

			“Looks like you’re stuck full of arrows,” I answered honestly. “Did someone do this to you?”

			“Skeleton. We never—” Kobin started coughing and couldn’t finish his sentence. I laid him down on a bench in the yard, and Alva did the same with Fergus. Fergus was completely unconscious.

			“A group of them?” I asked, thinking of the spiders from the night before. But Alva heard me and shook her head. The crowd around us started murmuring—these three were the oldest and most experienced hunters we had. They fought against the Arch-Illager’s forces back during the war. One skeleton couldn’t hurt them like this.

			Alva unstrapped a tall shield from her back and pulled off her helmet. “Strange skeleton. Blue.” Alva didn’t like talking—she always spoke in as few words as possible.

			“Blue?” I asked. Murph was back now, with Healing potions—Mr. Ochoa lifted them up a bit while Murph carefully poured them into the mouths of Kobin and Fergus. “Was it glowing?”

			Alva raised her eyebrows in surprise. She nodded. “Fast. Strong.”

			“We were totally useless.” Kobin was already looking better after a few sips of the potion. He sat himself up and looked over at Fergus, who was still unconscious. “Alva took it down herself after it tore through both of us.”

			“Like paper,” Alva agreed. She sounded disappointed in them. “A surprise attack.”

			“This is why I advise all hunters to carry shields.” Mr. Ochoa wasn’t going to pass up a teaching opportunity. And when he was worried, he was extra critical. He pointed to the wounds on Kobin and looked directly at Murph. “And for the record, this is what it is like to be hit with a sword. Think about this next time you make light of it.” Murph flushed red, embarrassed. I felt bad for her, getting chastised in front of the whole village like that. But then he turned to look at me. “You know something about this, Harlow?”

			“I saw a glowing blue rabbit last night, in the mountains. But it didn’t attack me.”

			“A strange creature, that close to the village, and you waited to tell me?”

			Now it was my turn to feel my face heating up. “I got back after everyone was asleep. I was going to tell you privately after breakfast so I didn’t worry everyone.”

			“Worry is good,” Mr. Ochoa snapped. “Worry lets us arm our hunters for surprises. You’re lucky I worried enough to keep
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