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			“Where is Kritten?” The Great Bungus’s bellow echoed throughout the crude throne room of their crumbling piglin bastion. “I need their smarts, and I need them now!”

			As the leader of perhaps the largest—and arguably the most powerful—clan of piglins in the entire Nether, Bungus liked to make demands and to have them answered instantly. They hadn’t fought their way to the top of this heap to have people ignore their demands, no matter how ridiculous they might be. The fact that Kritten seemed to be avoiding them once again—if not outright hiding from their entirely righteous wrath—made their blood boil like the lakes of lava that bubbled through the bastion’s broken walls.

			“You don’t need them!” Uggub grunted. “You got me!”

			Bungus side-eyed the massive piglin brute. “You’re not smart! Just strong! The kind of trouble we got now, muscles can’t help with. We need smarts to fix it! Kritten’s smarts!”

			Uggub grunted louder, huffing with indignity at the idea that sheer brawn wasn’t the solution to every issue. “Muscle got you this bastion! Muscle can keep it!”

			Bungus leaped up from the rough stone throne and backhanded Uggub across the floor. “Did your muscle stop that? Huh?”

			Uggub wiped their jaw clean as they pushed to their feet. They glared at Bungus as if their eyes could shoot arrows straight through the piglin boss’s head.

			Bungus snorted at Uggub. “There’s too much out there in the Nether that can kill us! Too many other piglins who want what we got! Muscle’s not enough to stop it! The walls of this bastion can’t last against it all either! It’s too much! We need smarts!”

			Hearing how much Bungus needed their help, Kritten decided it might be worth risking their wrath. The much smaller piglin adjusted their robes, slipped out of their hiding space behind Bungus’s throne, and leaped into the light shining down through the battered bastion’s broken roof.

			“I got smarts!” Kritten said, their voice bright and hopeful and only quivering with the faintest bit of fear. “I got just the kind of smarts you need, right here in my head! I can help!”

			Bungus spun around and backhanded the overeager piglin in the other direction. Kritten—who was less than half the size of the towering Bungus and Uggub—rolled away like a chewed-up skull until they smacked into the room’s far wall. They lay there stunned for a moment at the mostly unexpected reversal of fortune.

			Kritten shook their head clear. “What did I do?”

			Bungus stalked toward them, thick hands squeezed into massive fists. “That’s not what’s wrong! The trouble is what you didn’t do!”

			Kritten cowered as the long shadow of their leader loomed over them. “I’ve been trying! You know I’ve been trying!”

			“Trying is not good enough!” Bungus stomped their booted foot. “I might try not to squash you! I might fail at that too!”

			“I helped you take over this bastion!” Kritten shouted up at Bungus, terrified but somehow still defiant. “I help you keep it!”

			“You try to help us keep it!” Uggub snorted. “If we fail at that, some other piglins will take it from us!”

			Bungus gasped at the idea that Uggub had finally given voice to: the thought that Bungus’s clan had grown so weak that some other piglin clan might be able to kick them out of the bastion—or worse!

			It would only be fair, thought Kritten. That’s how Bungus got this bastion, after all.

			“Never!” Bungus thundered at Uggub. “That will never happen! We will not let it!”

			Uggub snorted dismissively. “That’s what Grungert said too—before you took the bastion from them! This is the piglin way! We take until we are taken!”

			Bungus refused to accept any of that. “Not this time! Not from us! Not from me!”

			Uggub snuffled at the slightly larger piglin. “What makes you so different?” Kritten could see the seeds of betrayal already growing in the brute’s thick skull.

			Bungus stabbed a scarred and meaty finger at Kritten. “Because the smart one here will stop it! They will find a way to protect us! To keep this bastion for us!”

			“Us?” Kritten shook their head, wondering if the traitorous thoughts growing in Uggub’s head had begun to infect their own mind too. “You mean you!”

			Bungus chuckled. “This is not about me anymore! Not just about me! It’s about us!”

			Uggub’s brow creased as the brute struggled to understand Bungus’s line of reasoning. The brute wasn’t particularly practiced at thinking. “How do you figure?”

			“If I fall, the clan falls with me. We don’t have enough piglins to defend this place without me! Not anymore! And when we don’t have enough piglins—!”

			Kritten finished the boss’s sentence in a much quieter voice. “The other piglin clans will charge in and destroy whoever’s left.”

			Despite how soft Kritten’s voice had become, those words echoed through the otherwise utterly silent throne room.

			Even Uggub realized that Kritten was right—but that only made the brute madder. They turned toward the smaller piglin, their face contorted with rage. “So what are you going to do about it, smart one?”

			Kritten froze, their eyes darting toward the throne room’s only exit. A pair of well-armed piglin guards stood just outside of it, pretending that they hadn’t heard the entire conversation. Kritten would never make it past them.

			Cornered, Kritten leaped to their feet instead and squared off against Bungus, doing their level best not to tremble in fear—and failing at that too. The best they could hope for was that the way they were shaking might come across as rage. “You think I haven’t been trying? I’m doing everything I can! It’s not my fault!”

			Bungus advanced toward Kritten, and the advisor hastened to clarify themself. “It’s not even yours! I studied what happened with the last five leaders in charge of this bastion, and none of them could stop this from happening either!”

			Bungus stabbed Kritten in the chest with a thick finger, pressing the smaller piglin against the wall hard enough to make their heart hurt. “Maybe you’re the problem! Maybe it’s me! Either way, you got one last chance to fix this!”

			“And if I don’t?” Kritten was tired of taking abuse like this. They had worked alongside Bungus for a long time now, and it had been a good partnership, one that benefited them both. It had gotten them this bastion, something they’d been working toward for as long as Kritten could remember. But now that they’d achieved that, what would happen next?

			Bungus drew a thumb across their throat and then jerked it over their shoulder. “Then you’re out of here! Into the Nether! On your own!”

			Kritten recoiled as far as the wall would allow, which wasn’t much. “That’s a death sentence! The hoglins out there will eat me alive!”

			Bungus chortled. “Then at least you’d finally do some good for somebody!”
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			When it comes to being a zookeeper, I’m an absolute failure, Farnum thought as he hiked through the Overworld, glad that no one could hear him confessing what he really thought of himself. It was hard enough keeping up appearances around his friends so that they wouldn’t abandon him. He just couldn’t lie that well to himself.

			The sun hung high in the nearly cloudless sky, shining down on Farnum and the rolling landscape that tumbled toward the mountain range just outside of the town he’d been born in and known all his life. All sorts of animals wandered around the place, grazing on the copious grass and swimming through the nearby river. He had studied them well and knew them all—perhaps a little too well.

			It’s too bad, then, that being a zookeeper is my job.

			The trouble wasn’t that Farnum disliked animals. When it came to the creatures in his zoo, he’d built habitats for them that were far better than anything they’d have found out in the wild. If they had to give up their freedom to roam anywhere, after all, it seemed only fair that he make their new homes as wonderful for them as he possibly could.

			The trouble was that his zoo was small and only featured creatures like the ones he saw now on his hike: common and ordinary ones that anyone else could see in the wild by simply venturing outside the town limits on their own feet. The only thing the zoo offered any of its visitors was convenience.

			Farnum knew this was his place’s biggest flaw, but he didn’t know what he could do about it. He’d never intended to open a zoo, but he’d somehow found himself in charge of one.

			It had all started when he’d been out on a hike on a day very much like today and had stumbled across an injured fox. Such creatures were usually only found in taiga biomes, so it must have wandered far from its home. He normally never would have been able to capture such a creature with his bare hands, but hurt as it was, it had allowed him to gather it up in his arms and take it home so he could nurse it back to health.

			Once Reynard—as he’d named the fox—was healthy again, Farnum had tried to release it into the wild again, but the fox hadn’t wanted to go. It just stuck around his home and begged for sweet berries instead. Eventually Farnum had relented and taken the fox in. Rather than let it run wild in his house—where it kept picking up his things and carrying them about—he’d built a large enclosure for it outside of his place.

			While the pen had been more to keep people out of the fox’s designated area than to keep Reynard in, once people realized that there was a fox living in town they started coming around to get a better look at it. Someone eventually asked if they could make a donation to help pay for Reynard’s upkeep, and it wasn’t long after that Farnum decided to make the zoo an official thing and build it around Reynard’s home.

			Unfortunately, Farnum was terrible at finding rare and exotic creatures and bringing them back to the zoo. To date, the only other creatures in the zoo besides Reynard were a cow, a donkey, a pair of sheep, a rabbit, and a turtle—the kinds of creatures you could find all over the lands around town.

			Perhaps not surprisingly, no one seemed to care much about them.

			Despite that, Farnum had put a lot of effort into giving each of the creatures a wonderful home and keeping them fed and sheltered. He hadn’t considered this as a business decision but as simply the right thing to do for these lost creatures, and he didn’t have the heart to chase any of them out when they refused to leave.

			Still, if they were going to stick around he felt obligated to feed them, and the donations for the zoo had mostly dried up. If he didn’t get something new and exciting into the zoo soon, he’d have to start choosing between feeding the animals or feeding himself.

			The thought made his stomach rumble. He adjusted the watertight pack on his back and wondered how long he could go before opening it up for a snack.

			“At least it’s a beautiful day,” he said aloud to no one at all.

			That’s when he spotted the cave, or at least the opening into it: a wide hole tucked away under the edge of a rolling hill. The sight of it turned his blood cold.

			Farnum had never traveled all that far from his hometown. Not since that incident in the Underworld, as he liked to call it, when he was young. He liked his hometown. It was comfortable and safe and full of all sorts of people he’d known forever. Other than wanting to find new animals for his zoo, he had never had a strong desire to leave.

			Because he wanted to bring more—and more unusual—creatures into the zoo, though, he’d been striking out farther and farther on his hikes. He knew that finding really exotic creatures would mean having to explore much farther away, and he was working up to that. In the meantime, he figured scouring the lands around the town would make for a good start.

			But did that really have to involve going into a cave? Couldn’t he just stick to the surface, where he could see long distances and flee if anything dangerous came after him? A terrible experience he’d had as a youth had involved going underground, and he was not eager to repeat the experience.

			Still, he told himself, a cave’s not really the Underworld, right? It’s not like I have to dig to get into it. It’s right there, open to the rest of the world.

			He wasn’t sure he believed that, but his curiosity about what he might find in the cave warred with his fears—about what in the cave might find him.

			Without him willing it, his feet drew him closer to the mouth of the cave. It’s okay to get closer. The sun is shining warm and bright out here. It’s not like the Underworld can just reach out of the cave’s mouth and grab me. Right?

			He did his best to agree with himself and crept closer and closer to the mouth of the cave, step by agonizing step. After what seemed like all day, he found himself standing at the cave’s lip and staring into it.

			Sunlight slanted down through the opening, illuminating the first several feet of the cave’s rocky floor. Farnum couldn’t make out much beyond that, other than to see that the cave was much larger than he had hoped. If he wanted to know what might live inside of it, he was going to have to enter it.

			He just didn’t know if he could make himself do that.

			He broke out a torch and lit it, holding it high over his head as he edged forward. The cave, he found, stretched back farther than the torch would let him see. He cocked his head to one side and tried to listen as hard as he could for anything that might be living in the cave. All he could detect was a faint trickling of water somewhere in the distance.

			He froze there, unable to force his feet to move forward, no matter how hard he tried. The sound of the beating of his heart in his chest grew louder and louder in his ears, drowning out anything else. The urge to turn around and run back home tugged at him so hard he didn’t know how he could deny it.

			Then he heard footsteps coming up behind him.
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			Farnum’s first instinct was to run, but since the footsteps were coming from behind him, that would have meant charging into the cave. Still unable to bear the idea of plunging into the darkness, he spun around to confront whatever might be approaching him.

			“Is that you, Farnum?” a familiar voice called out. “What in the Nether are you doing all the way out here?”

			A laugh leaped from Farnum’s throat. This wasn’t a creeper, a skeleton, or some other creature coming up behind him—which they wouldn’t have done in the daytime anyhow, but fear had made him foolish.

			No, it was a friend! Someone he hadn’t seen in far too long. “Grinchard! It’s you!” Farnum’s fears fell away as he dashed toward the explorer, fighting back tears of relief.

			“Who else would it be, you fool?” Grinchard laughed as Farnum reached them and threw his arms around them.

			The zookeeper was so relieved to see the explorer that he hadn’t even noticed that someone else was there too.

			“But he’s not alone!” Mycra said, piping up from just behind Grinchard. She swept around his right side and joined in what had now become a group hug. “I’m so glad we found you!”

			Farnum stepped back and smiled at them both, happy but confused. “Why were you looking for me?”

			“I suppose that’s my fault,” Grinchard confessed. “I just got back in town from my latest adventure, and the first thing I wanted to do was see my pals again.”

			“So they stopped by and grabbed me,” Mycra interrupted.

			“And we went looking for you,” Grinchard finished.

			Farnum nodded, instantly understanding. “But I wasn’t home!”

			Grinchard chuckled. “No, you weren’t! Which shocked me, of course, but didn’t surprise Mycra much.”

			“I told them how worried you’ve been about your zoo,” Mycra explained. “How you’ve been scouring the lands around here in the hopes of finding more creatures to bring into it.”

			Grinchard craned their neck around and gazed at the familiar landscape sprawling all around them. “You’re going to have to get a lot farther away than this if you want to find anything really interesting.”

			Farnum flashed an embarrassed smile. He was still too happy about seeing his friends to take any comments like that the wrong way. “You didn’t have to come looking for me.”

			“Yeah, but I’m not all that patient,” Grinchard said. “And it’s going to be dark soon.”

			“It’s not like you to wander outside town this late in the day,” Mycra said. “We worried that something might have gone wrong.”

			An awful feeling struck Farnum in the gut. “You didn’t form a search party, did you?”

			Mycra chucked him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry yourself. It’s just the two of us.”

			Grinchard rolled his eyes. “I told her that if we couldn’t find you on our own there wasn’t much chance anyone else would manage it either.”

			Grinchard’s cavalier attitude toward his safety might have upset Farnum if he hadn’t been so relieved. The entire town had come out to look for him when he’d gotten lost in the Underworld as a kid, and he was still living that horrible incident down. The last thing he wanted was to get the rest of the tongues around town wagging about that again.

			Mycra craned her neck around, peering at the parts of the cave the torchlight reached. “Anyhow, now that we’ve found you, we should start working our way back home. If we head out now, we can get back to town before dark, and I’d rather not be roaming around at night.”

			Farnum gave Grinchard and Mycra a grateful nod. “You really are the best friends anyone could ever ask for.”

			“Remember that the next time we need something from you too!” Grinchard said with a cackle.

			The irony was that Grinchard rarely needed anything from anyone. They didn’t own a house. They usually slept out under the stars instead, or built a small shelter whenever they needed it. The only thing they owned that they treasured was their sword, and they made their living by its use, offering protection to those who needed it.

			Grinchard often disappeared for weeks or even months at a time, but they always came back home eventually. Often they returned with little more than stories of their travels, but those were amazing enough that no one ever complained.

			“I still don’t understand how you found me,” Farnum said as he side-eyed the entrance to the cave.

			“I’ve gotten to be a pretty decent tracker,” Grinchard said. “Which you’d know if you ever came out into the wild with me. And you left a trail as wide as a road.”

			“Is that a bad thing?”

			Mycra smiled at him. “Not if you want to be found.”

			Farnum glanced back toward the cave mouth with a sigh. He’d spent so long trying to get up his courage to explore inside it that the moment had passed.

			“Maybe you didn’t want to?” Grinchard asked with a gleam of mischief in their eye. “You were eyeing that cave like you wanted to claim it!”

			Mycra arched a disapproving eyebrow at Grinchard. “Have you forgotten the time Farnum got himself trapped underground when we were all kids? Stuck down below, surrounded by obsidian, unable to do anything to dig himself out?” She gave Farnum a concerned look. “How long were you down there again?”

			“Two days,” Farnum said as he fought off the memories that threatened to swallow him. “It was two days.”

			“I’m sure it seemed a lot longer,” Mycra offered. “Imagine being stuck down there in that absolute blackness for so long. No way to mark the passing of time. No way to know if you’d ever escape it…”

			Her voice trailed off in sympathy for Farnum’s plight.

			“I don’t have to imagine it,” he said. “I was there. You’re right. It was awful.”

			Grinchard put their hand on the hilt of their sword and scoffed. “It was an awful long time ago.”

			That drew Farnum up short for a moment. “I still have nightmares about it.” He noticed pity welling in Mycra’s eyes, and he quickly added, “Not every night. You know. Just now and again.”

			“Ah, so that’s why you never want to go exploring,” Grinchard said.

			“Or mining!” said Mycra, perhaps a bit too loudly. Farnum and Grinchard stared at her. “What? It’s the best thing in the world! He doesn’t know what he’s missing out on!”

			“You really ought to give it a try,” Grinchard said to Farnum.

			“Oh, don’t give him a hard time about it.” Mycra turned to Farnum to apologize. “I’m sorry about that. I get overexcited sometimes.”

			Then she turned back to Grinchard. “Do you not understand? Do you think he’s such a homebody by nature? Why do you think he started a zoo rather than try his hand at something that might take him out of town?”

			Grinchard shrugged. “You and I go off and have all sorts of wild adventures. We wander around all over the place. We have exciting jobs that people praise us for constantly. I did figure he’s just a homebody. You know, like most people around here.”

			Farnum opened his mouth to protest, but Mycra interrupted him. “That’s not fair!”

			“If you say so.” Grinchard clearly wasn’t convinced. “He’s been stuck here for years, working in a so-called zoo in which the most exotic attractions are things you can find on nearly any farm.”

			“Now, wait,” Farnum said. “That may be true—”

			“But it’s all rooted in his childhood trauma,” Mycra said, defending him. “That horrible incident that haunts him to this day! And you think he’s just going to forget about that, reach deep down inside himself for some hidden scrap of bravery, and charge off into the unknown?”

			“Now just a minute,” Farnum spluttered, finally getting Mycra to stop. “Yes, maybe I was traumatized by that incident underground all those years ago. And yes, maybe it has made me afraid to venture out into the world like the rest of you. But that doesn’t mean I’m a lost cause! Does it?”

			Grinchard and Mycra suddenly found there were fascinating things to look at elsewhere, each of which just happened to be in the opposite direction of Farnum. It took Farnum a moment to realize that neither of them wanted to answer him, which disappointed him even more. “Well?” he demanded.

			“Of course not,” Mycra blurted out.

			“That’s not really up to us,” Grinchard said carefully.

			“Well, who’s it up to then? I have a zoo to run. I can’t just take off at the drop of a hat.”

			Grinchard frowned, uncomfortable with the topic but ready to forge ahead. “I saw you staring into that cave when we strolled up here. You nearly jumped out of your skin when we said hello.”

			Farnum flushed with embarrassment. “So?”

			Grinchard shrugged. “So, maybe you should go in there.”

			The blood that had risen to Farnum’s cheeks abruptly drained from them. “What now?”

			“We’re already here.” Grinchard forced an easy smile. “No better time than the present, right?”

			Farnum’s mind cast around for some sort of excuse to get out of this. “I thought you said we had to head back. It’s getting late in the day.”

			Grinchard chuckled. “Mycra said that. Not me.”

			Farnum turned to Mycra for help, and she sucked at her teeth as she peered up at the sky. “I was just trying to give you an easy way out of here. It’s not that late. I mean, depending on how big the cave is and how far we want to go into it…”

			Farnum went from disappointed to angry. “So if I don’t charge off on some crazy expedition into the darkest and deepest parts of the world, I’m a lost cause then? Is that it? Forever? That hardly seems fair!”

			Mycra gave him a sympathetic shrug. “That’s not it. Not really. We love you either way, Farnum.”

			“I just came back here happy to see you,” Grinchard said with a smile that asked Farnum to forget all about this.

			Farnum considered letting his anger get away with him and marching off on his own right then and there. He appreciated them coming to find him, but he hated it when people treated him like this—especially his friends.

			He could have just yelled at them and demanded that they leave him alone. They’d leave and wander back to town, and he might never speak to them again. Worse yet, if he did speak to them again, would they still be friends?

			He glared at both of them in turn, and he didn’t see the judgment he feared he might find in their eyes. All he saw there was genuine concern.

			They really did care about him. If he didn’t go with them, he knew they’d forgive him for it.

			But would he ever be able to forgive himself?

			He pursed his lips as if they were wrestling with each other before he finally opened his mouth to speak.

			“All right,” he said with a deep sigh. They might have been the hardest words he’d ever uttered. He knew once they left his lips there would be no turning back.

			“All right?” Grinchard said, confused, unsure if Farnum had decided to end their friendship or not. “All right what?”

			Farnum cringed just a bit. Making the decision had been hard enough. Now they were going to make him explain it to them? “All right, let’s go.” He waited for realization to dawn on them, but they were taking too long. “I’m in!”

			“You’re in?” Grinchard said in disbelief.

			“You’re in,” Mycra said in awe.

			“I’m in.” Part of Farnum was relieved to finally be doing something like this with his friends. Finally facing up to his long-held fears. Finally doing something he was afraid of for once.

			The other part of him wondered what in the world he’d gotten himself into.
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			Farnum wasn’t sure if his friends were just humoring him or not, but the idea that they were taking him seriously about going into the cave gave him a bit of a thrill. They’d all seen so much more of the world than he had that he felt ashamed sometimes, but maybe this would be the first step toward rectifying that.

			It also terrified him, but he was trying to ignore that. He had already stood outside of this cave for much longer than he cared to admit, trying to force himself to enter it. With his friends at his side, he felt confident he could finally do it.

			Grinchard reached into their own backpack, produced a torch, and lit it. Mycra did the same, shooting Farnum a questioning glance as she did. He just stared at her, clueless as to what she meant by it.

			“Do you have a torch?” she finally said.

			“Oh!” He did, and he fished it out of his pack as fast as he could. He fumbled a bit trying to light it, but he got it going fast enough and then held it up in front of himself in triumph.

			As he did, he saw that the others were long since ready to move. They glanced at each other, and Grinchard gave Mycra a firm nod. “I’ll lead the way.”

			Farnum opened his mouth to protest, but Grinchard was already striding into the cave, their torch held high before them.

			Farnum hesitated only a moment before following Grinchard in. He stopped once he was inside the cave to peer at how their flickering lights pushed back the darkness and to see what they might reveal.

			One of the reasons that Farnum hadn’t been able to enter before—among many—was that he worried that some dangerous mob might have set up residence in the cave, turning it into its lair. He supposed he should have been excited about the possibility of finding a strange new mob that he might be able to bring back to his zoo, but the fear of being eaten did a fine job of tempering that.

			“Keep your eyes peeled for mobs,” he called out to Grinchard. “Both good ones and bad ones.”

			“There’s a difference?”

			“The good ones don’t try to kill you.”

			Grinchard laughed, entirely unworried. “But the ‘bad ones’ would make fantastic additions to your zoo!”

			The explorer had a point. Dangerous mobs could certainly get people more interested in visiting his zoo. He just didn’t know if he wanted to try to take care of such beasts. Sure, it would mean more money, but would it be worth the risk?

			A part of him thought that all creatures deserved to be cared for, but even he had a hard time arguing that was true for things like zombies and creepers. The chance to study them up close, though, was tempting.

			In any case, the cave seemed to be abandoned. No mobs were living in it—at least as far as the torchlight could reveal.

			This both relieved Farnum and disappointed him.

			“It’s empty,” he said.

			Mycra came up behind him and gestured deeper into the cave with her torch. “So go on in.”

			Farnum swallowed hard and did just that. It turned out to be much easier than his fears had told him it would be. Grinchard went before them, lighting the way and proving there was nothing to be scared about.

			“See?” the explorer said with a wide grin. “Nothing to it.”

			Farnum had to admit to himself that his friends had been right. He’d been letting his trepidation take control and keep him from exploring the wider world that he’d always wanted to explore. While he was still terrified of the cave, having them here with him made all the difference.

			They wandered through the entire cave from one end to the other, and nothing jumped out to eat them at all. In fact, as far as Farnum could tell, the three of them were the only living creatures in the entire place.

			Despite himself, he heaved a deep sigh of relief, letting out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

			The only thing they did spot in the cave were some plants in one of the far corners. Grinchard identified them immediately. “Hey, look! Azalea!”

			“That’s lucky,” Grinchard said. “You don’t see these everywhere, you know.”

			“What’s so lucky about it?” Farnum genuinely wanted to know.

			“Azalea roots often grow from one cave down into another. If we follow them, we might find a whole other cave below them.”

			Farnum felt his heart skip a beat as he considered the prospect of digging into what he called the Underworld and moving even farther away from the mouth of the cave they were already in. “And that’s a good thing?”

			“It is if you like exploring.” Grinchard clapped him on the back. “We didn’t find any animals for your zoo here, but it’s probably not that far down to the next cave. It can’t hurt to look.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Farnum could think of lots of ways that it could hurt, right off the top of his head.

			Grinchard chuckled. “Can you ever really be sure about anything?”

			Mycra saw the look on Farnum’s face and came over to reassure him. “They’re right about the azalea. Their roots often lead straight down to another cave, one that’s been protected from the surface by being sealed in. It’s amazing what you can sometimes find down there: metals, minerals, even creatures.”

			Farnum knew that she’d tossed that last one in just to hook him. He also knew that it had worked.

			“You’ve already come this far,” she said softly.

			He gave her a reluctant nod. “I suppose it can’t hurt to look…”

			Mycra grinned at him as she
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