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			So here’s what you need to know: My name is Mal, I live in a town called Cornucopia, and I would do anything for my friends. Literally. Which is why they always come to me for help.

			My family runs the biggest cattle ranch, which I’ve nicknamed Cornu-cow-pie-a as a joke. Most days, I wake up with the rooster and take the cows out to pasture, which isn’t a very long journey, as our town is completely contained within impossibly tall walls. Still, we have to switch where the cows graze or they’ll eat down to the dirt and possibly keep going. Cows aren’t very smart. They are cute, though, and I like eating breakfast as they graze. Their crunching is very companionable.

			“Mal!” a voice calls as I munch on my apple.

			I look around—definitely not a cow. And anyway, I know that voice.

			“Morning, Lenna!”

			My friend Lenna jogs toward me, out of breath and frantic, her poufy brown hair bouncing and full of leaves. “Mal. You’ve got to come help. Jarro has Tok and Chug cornered in an alley!”

			
			With Lenna, you have to stop and make sure you have all the details right.

			“Okay, slow down. I know Tok couldn’t fight a sick beetroot, but Chug can take on Jarro any day of the week. What’s the problem?”

			She cocks her head. “Chug has a hoe.”

			Ah.

			See, Chug and Tok are the other two people in our friend group. They’re brothers, but as different as two people can be. And, yes, they’re almost always in trouble for something or other. Scrapping with Jarro is one thing, but if Chug is holding a hoe and Jarro goads him enough, especially in a hidden alley downtown, we might have a real problem. Plus, if Chug breaks the hoe over Jarro’s head, he’ll be in even worse trouble.

			It’s not like hoes grow on trees.

			You can buy them only from Old Stu, and they’re pretty expensive.

			And Tok…kinda goes through a lot of tools. He’s always trying to create interesting gadgets to help around their family’s pumpkin farm—not that any of them seem to work. He’s very smart and creative, but he gets so excited that he forgets about rules and safety.

			Chug, on the other hand, is all fists and not a lot of calculations. We need to hurry—not to protect the boys from Jarro, but to protect Chug from Chug. He’s my best friend, but I’m the first to admit that he doesn’t know when to shut his mouth. He’s the king of comebacks and is always ready to stand up against any bully. If he hurts Jarro, things will go badly for all of us.

			“Seriously, Mal. Chug was turning red. We’ve got to hurry!”

			
			Lenna turns around to run, looking back to make sure I’m with her. She’s known for hyperbole and telling tall tales, so I’m pretty sure Chug isn’t about to start bopping people on the head with a hoe. Still, I’m the one who has to make sure everyone is okay, so I sigh and toss my unfinished apple toward the nearest cow before standing to run after Lenna.

			I end up outpacing her as we charge into the Hub, which is what we call the center of town. She leads me to a back alley in the warren of old shops and houses, and sure enough, there they are. Tok is up high, out of reach, perched on part of an ancient staircase that leads toward a second floor door nobody uses anymore. His cat, Candor, is by his side, her fur puffed up as she hisses at the scene below. No one knows if Candor is male or female, but Tok decided that she is a she and she hasn’t complained, and I respect that. She spends most of her time on his shoulder. I can’t really picture Tok without an orange ball of fluff acting as his second head.

			The scene below, though? That’s the real problem. I’m glad we ran.

			Chug does indeed have a brand-new hoe held in both hands, and he and Jarro are nearly chest to chest in the narrow alley. Jarro’s two toadies, Remy and Edd, are just behind him, aching for a fight. I’m glad Lenna and I are here so the boys aren’t outnumbered.

			“Put down the hoe and put up your fists,” Jarro growls. He’s a foot taller than Chug with longer arms, but Chug’s got more weight—and more reason to fight. He’ll do anything to protect his brother.

			“If I put down the hoe, one of your pet donkeys over there is going to steal it,” Chug says. “Isn’t that why you chased my brother into this alley to begin with? Because you’re a thief? You certainly stole all the ugly around town for yourself.”

			
			Jarro doesn’t know what to say to that, as he’s not very smart. “Come on!” he shouts. “Quit yapping your trap and fight me!”

			Chug notices Lenna and me standing behind Jarro and grins. “Okay, never mind. I’ll put down the hoe. The odds just got much better. Hey, buddies!”

			When Chug waves, Jarro and his friends turn around to look at us. Chug tosses the hoe up to Tok and takes advantage of Jarro’s surprise, socking him in the belly. Jarro doubles over with a startled “Oof!”

			“Aw, man. I put up my fists, and you totally missed it!” Chug says.

			Remy and Edd are nervous now—this crew of bullies likes to find and corner weaklings, not go up against four friends.

			His toadies stay focused on Chug, but Jarro recovers enough to turn around and face me.

			“Oh, look. It’s your fearless leader.” Jarro’s face screws up in disgust as he looks me up and down. “I’m not afraid to hit girls, you know.”

			He takes a step toward me and Lenna, and I don’t flinch, but she skitters away.

			“Wow, you’re so open-minded,” I say. Over his shoulder, I see Chug putting up both fists, and I make eye contact and shake my head. I want to stop the fight, not allow Chug to deepen his grudge with Jarro. “I’m not afraid to hit boys, either.”

			Jarro sneers and steps even closer, so close I have to step back or—ew!—touch him. “You’ve never hit anybody. You just get out of every situation by—”

			“Doesn’t your mom hate it when you start fights, Jarro?” I say, chin up so he won’t notice my trembling knees. “Lenna, go check the Hub and see if she’s standing around close by.” Jarro’s mom lives for gossip and is usually near Stu’s Store this time every morning to keep tabs on everyone in our town. Lenna nods and disappears around the corner. For once, Jarro is right—as our group’s unofficial leader, I prefer to resort to diplomacy. Or, in this case, threats.

			
			The toadies turn around to see what Lenna and I are doing, and Chug being Chug, he steps between them and lands a kick right in Jarro’s backside. I wince—if Chug will just let me handle it, we can all get out of here without bruises or lectures. Jarro whirls on him, hands in fists.

			“I think I hear your mom, Jarro,” I say warningly.

			Even Jarro can do the math of four against three, plus factor in the looming concern of his mom. “You little babies can keep your hoe. But one day, I’m gonna catch Tok alone, and then…”

			“No you won’t.” Chug shakes his head slowly. “But if you ever do, I think you’ll be surprised at what he can do. Like, I dunno—basic math? All sorts of things you can’t understand. He’s tougher than he looks.”

			“Then why does he always run?” Jarro shoots back, trying to appear superior.

			“Because he’s afraid that whatever made you look like that is contagious.”

			Having lost both the verbal and physical duels, Jarro shakes his head. “You’re not worth it.” He jerks his chin at his toadies and bumps into my shoulder on his way out of the alley. Once they’re gone, Lenna creeps out from where she was hiding behind an old, broken chest. She looks sheepish and is holding an interesting rock, so I’m guessing she got distracted and never even made it to Jarro’s mom.

			
			“So that went well,” Tok says.

			He tosses the hoe to me and scoots to the edge of the step. When he isn’t sure how to get down, Chug gives him a hand. Candor leaps off the staircase like it’s nothing, and then we’re headed out of the alley and back toward the center of town.

			“It went great!” Chug holds up a fist. “Any day I get to punch Jarro is a good day.”

			“It didn’t go as well as you think,” I remind them both. “Now Jarro’s going to go tell his mom that you hit him, and everyone is going to give us dirty looks.”

			“If they bothered to ask us what happened, they’d call us heroes!” Chug wails.

			“Yeah, but adults never really want to know what happened. They just want the problem to go away.” Candor jumps onto Tok’s shoulder, and he strokes her orange fur.

			We do indeed see Jarro whispering to his mom, Dawna, so I take off at a run, and everyone else follows. We don’t have to talk about where we’re going—the boys’ pumpkin farm is our unofficial base. At my farm, my parents will put us to work, and Lenna’s parents are really strict about kids at the mine. The pumpkin farm is usually chill, but…

			“I just don’t understand how this keeps happening. Hoes aren’t free, Tok,” the boys’ constantly exasperated dad says when Chug hands over the new hoe. “You can’t just make one any day you want to. Tools are hard to come by—and expensive. We owe Stu ten of your mother’s pumpkin pies because of this morning’s accident! I know you meant well, but you’ve got to stop breaking things for your inventions.”

			“But breaking things is the first step to making better things!” Tok argues.

			
			“As long as you’re not breaking our bones,” Chug adds.

			Their dad is actually a very patient man, but then again, you’d have to be with a kid like Chug. And a kid like Tok.

			“I would never—!” their dad starts.

			“Oh, gimme a break!” Chug interrupts. “I don’t find threats humerus!”

			Their dad just shakes his head. “No more bone puns. You’re both going to spend the rest of the morning weeding as punishment. The entire south field.”

			“That’s not fair!” Chug barks. “We already did our chores, and—”

			“We’d be happy to help,” I say, stepping up with my best “Good Kid” smile. “We’ll get the weeding done in no time if we all work together. Right, Lenna?” She nods, and the boys’ dad looks out at the neat rows of pumpkins and sighs.

			“That’s very kind of you kids to pitch in, but make sure the boys do their share. And please, Tok—just don’t break anything else today.”

			He trudges away, and as soon as he’s gone, Tok walks over to another of his failed machines, a jumble of parts that don’t quite fit together. He pokes at the head of the broken hoe, and it thunks onto the ground. “This machine was going to revolutionize weeding. I was so certain it would work this time. It’s like I’m missing some important part of the formula.”

			Chug nudges his shoulder. “It’s okay, bro. You’ll get it. Dad just doesn’t understand, but one day he will. All he can think about are pumpkins. He’s out of his gourd.”

			We walk out to the south field, which is so far away from town that two of Cornucopia’s walls meet in a corner. I’m already done with my morning chores, and Lenna’s parents don’t trust her to do any work anywhere near their mine because she’s known for being a clumsy daydreamer, so we all settle in for a morning of weeding by hand.

			
			Honestly, it’s not terrible, and at least we’re doing it together. We each take a row and chat as we pull up anything green that’s not a pumpkin vine, toss the offending sapling away, and shove any seeds we find into our pockets. Their dad runs a tight farm, so there’s not actually much to do. Still, Lenna falls behind, as she always does. One minute she’s squatting down, yanking on a particularly tough sapling, and the next minute she’s wandering away to follow a bee or staring off into space.

			Tok is explaining an idea for harnessing sheep to wash dishes when we hear a scream. It sounds like Lenna, so all three of us take off running in the direction we last saw her.

			Lenna had apparently wandered off quite a bit, and we find her standing in the far corner of the field. She’s staring up at the wall and screaming, and even if she does often do weird stuff, this is pretty freaky.

			I’m the fastest, so I get there first. “Lenna, what’s wrong?”

			Lenna turns to look at me, her eyes huge and her hands shaking as she points at something I can’t quite explain. The pumpkins in this corner of the field are all a sick grayish green, with curling purple smoke rising off them like mist. As we watch, they cave in and turn into mush, their vines going black and hard.

			“There was a thing,” Lenna says, in almost a whisper. “A gray thing with wings. It poured a potion on the pumpkins and flew away—straight through the wall.”

			“A gray thing with wings?” Chug snorts and kicks a collapsing pumpkin, making it splurt over on its side and melt. “Like an evil chicken, maybe?”

			
			Lenna looks down. “It wasn’t a chicken.”

			“Then maybe it’s a new kind of bird? And maybe it looked like a potion, but it was, uh…not a potion?” Even creative Tok can’t think of any excuse for why a bird would have a potion, since they’re incredibly rare. Potions, not birds, that is.

			I put my hands on my hips and stare up at the wall, which is so tall that I’ve never seen beyond it. No one has. The wall doesn’t have any doors at all and is lit day and night by thousands and thousands of torches. We don’t know what’s on the other side, but we know one thing for sure:

			The wall is there to protect us, and what lies beyond it is dangerous and terrifying.

			Our grandparents have never been outside, our parents have never been outside, and we have never been outside. Not since our great-great-great-grandparents founded Cornucopia has anyone been beyond the wall.

			Before now, looking at the wall always made me feel safe and secure. Our town has everything we need, and nothing bad ever really happens here. Sure, I’m curious about what’s outside, but I know the town Founders built the wall for a reason.

			Still, now, as I try to picture what Lenna has just described, a trickle of icy unease ripples down my spine.

			Did Lenna really see something, and if so, what was it?

			And why would it want to poison our crops?
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			So here’s what you should know: My name is Lenna, I’m the youngest and least reliable of ten kids, I’m a flibbertigibbet, and my friends are the only people who really see me. That’s why it hurts so much when they look at me like this—like I’m just making stuff up. Because I’m not.

			Okay, sometimes I am, but not on purpose. It’s easy to get daydreams, dreams, and reality mixed up. I mean, who can remember which is which? And the daydreams are so much more interesting. But this time, I know what I saw, and I know it was real. And I’m going to keep telling them until they believe me.

			“So it went through the wall?” Mal asks, her eyebrows drawn down.

			I nod. “Yeah, like the wall didn’t even exist.”

			“And how’d it get in?”

			“I don’t know. I was watching a bee. But then I heard this weird sound, like a horn, maybe? And it was just there. Smaller than a person, all gray, with wings. And it just…flew.”

			Mal and Chug do this thing where they talk with only their facial expressions, and I can’t always read that sort of thing, but I can tell they’re both very dubious. Tok is already on his knees, scraping a piece of rotting pumpkin into his pocket, probably to study back at home. Candor looks pretty grossed out and has her mouth open like she’s going to heave.

			
			I’m with Candor on this one.

			“So what do we do?” Chug finally says.

			Mal looks around the field. Hundreds of perfectly normal pumpkins, and then this one, gross corner where we stand, where I saw something impossible.

			“Your dad was already mad, and Lenna has a reputation for…” She frowns. “I just don’t think anyone will believe the current explanation. So let’s wait and see if everything is fine tomorrow. Maybe there’s just some weird pumpkin sickness going around. He’s not going to harvest over here today, right?”

			Chug walks a few rows over to where the pumpkins are perfectly cubical and orange, not black and mushy. “Nope. It’ll be a few weeks until the stems are fully loaded and ready. Er, were ready. Would’ve been ready? I don’t specialize in pumpkin grammar.”

			“Then we wait and see. I mean, have you guys ever heard of something like this before? Is it a…a known pumpkin ailment?”

			“Liquefaction? Definitely not,” Tok says, inspecting his sample.

			“I’ve never heard of anything that happens this fast. Or maybe there wasn’t…” Chug glances at me guiltily.

			I am very accustomed to this glance, but at least my friends just wince and glance, whereas my parents and siblings have a whole host of unpleasant nicknames for me, ranging from Loony Lenna to Queen Hypatia of Hyperbole to my least favorite, the simple but hurtful Liar.

			“Maybe it was a bit more gradual and we just didn’t notice,” Tok finishes for his brother. “There are some diseases—from bugs, or something that travels underground.” He looks back toward the farmhouse and barn. “But I definitely don’t want to bring my dad any more bad news today, especially the kind that I can’t adequately explain.”

			
			“Lenna, what do you think?” Mal asks, and everyone focuses on me—not my favorite feeling.

			I look at the high wall, at the ruined pumpkins still emitting odd purple smoke, at the place where I was standing when that thing showed up. There’s another interesting bee, but my friends are waiting for me to respond.

			What do I think?

			I’m scared.

			And I’m not really sure why.

			I guess because this time, I know what I saw, and yet still no one believes me.

			“Wait until morning,” I agree. I walk over to a row of unmelted pumpkins, immediately attacking a green sapling that has no business here. My cheeks are hot, but if I focus on tearing out the sapling, hopefully they won’t notice that I’m about to cry, even though I don’t want to.

			Mal pats my back, which is nice. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. We always do, right?”

			I nod. Normal people always figure it out, but I am always so full of questions. Why do some bees fly upside down? Why do some sheep have fleece that changes color? Why do I sometimes hear weird moaning under the floorboards of my room at night? Who decided to call cookies “cookies”?

			It’s a weird word, “cookies,” especially when you whisper it to yourself ten times in a row.

			We go back to weeding, and I try to stay focused. I stick near my friends—we all stick together this time, so maybe they do believe me, at least a little bit. We laugh and throw dirt and pumpkins at one another and share a pumpkin pie Chug brought along—his mom really does make the best pumpkin pies. In hindsight, we should’ve eaten the pie before we threw the dirt, but a little grit is probably good for the teeth.

			
			We’re done long before dinner and play a game of toss with a lopsided pumpkin and even poke around the old barn, looking for interesting things for Tok to fix. It would be a nice afternoon if not for the fact that I’m freaking out and everyone else is ill at ease and we’re all pretending that everything is okay.

			As the sun begins to set, Mal and I wave goodbye to the guys and head for our houses. We’re both smeared with dirt and pumpkin seeds as we part at the cobblestone path that leads to my family’s mine.

			“See you tomorrow,” Mal says.

			“Yep.”

			She steps closer. “Are you okay? I know what happened earlier was weird, but I’m sure everything will end up fine.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because everything else up until now has ended up fine. Right?”

			There are flaws in her logic. I mean, everything might be okay for us, but the meaning of “okay” is different for everyone, and that doesn’t count the people for whom things are not okay, like Benn, who got hurt in the mine last week and had to be carried out on a stretcher with what looked like burn marks and maybe bites? My dad said he fell down a ladder, but I’m pretty sure ladders don’t leave tooth marks.

			“Right,” I say, because sometimes you just have to agree with people to get along.

			
			“Right.” Mal pulls a chunk of pumpkin out of my hair and grins before heading down the road toward her farm, waving over her shoulder.

			My heart sinks as I walk toward my house. It’s a big, pretty house, with a variety of rare stones making elegant patterns between the large glass windows. Torches shine everywhere, because torches always shine everywhere in Cornucopia. The yard is oddly quiet, and that’s how I know I’m late. My parents and all nine siblings are sitting at the long table in the dining room, and they all turn to me as I try to sneak in.

			“What happened to you?” Mom asks.

			“Well, I saw this weird thing—”

			“She’s asking why you’re covered in dirt and pumpkin chunks,” my dad explains.

			I look down at my arms.

			Oops.

			“I’ll go wash,” I say, because honestly, they want a behavior and not an explanation. They hate explanations. They call them “excuses.” There’s a big difference, but explaining that only gets me into more trouble.

			I hurry to the bathroom and wash off all the dirt and pick the leaves and twigs and orange rind out of my big, fluffy hair. Once I look more presentable, I take my seat at the table, where we’re placed in order by age because my parents are very precise and logical. I’m the only one in the family who isn’t that way, actually. But since I’m usually the last one to arrive, I always know which chair is mine, because it’s empty.

			My oldest sister, Letti, is a great cook, but I have a hard time enjoying meals. My parents make us do this thing where we go around the table and talk about our day, what we learned, and what we’re grateful for. This is apparently very easy for most of my siblings—“I sorted ore and stone,” “I learned about a new type of ore (or stone),” “I’m grateful for ore and stone”—because they all work around the mine, doing physical work or paperwork. But when it gets to me, I’m caught.

			
			If I tell the truth, they’ll think I’m lying.

			But if I lie…then I actually am lying, which I hate.

			“How about you, Lenna?” Mom prompts after everyone else has stated how much they enjoy stone and stone products.

			All eleven of them look at me, and it’s like my brain floats away. “Um.”

			“What’s something you did today?”

			That, at least, I can answer. “I helped Chug and Tok weed the garden after Tok broke a hoe and his dad joked about breaking his bones.”

			Eleven faces look annoyed, and I realize I should’ve left out the part about breaking bones.

			“That sounds like an exaggeration,” Dad says.

			“I guess it was. He asked them not to break things, and it was Chug who made the jokes about breaking bones, now that I think about it,” I agree quickly. I always get flustered when everyone is examining me like this and finding me wanting. So, to avoid getting yet another gentle reprimand about making up stories, I continue, talking fast to get my turn over with and let them go back to talking about ore. “I’m grateful for bees, and I learned that when flying gray things pour purple potions on pumpkins, the pumpkins immediately rot and smell like old fish.”

			There is a moment of silent incredulity, and then everyone breaks out laughing.

			“Oh, Lenna. That’s hilarious,” Letti says.

			“It’s so funny how your mind works,” Dad adds.

			
			“But I would like to know something you actually learned.” This from Mom, in that gentle but stern voice that brooks no refusal.

			My head falls forward, heavy as a pumpkin. “I guess I learned…Well, Tok has this weird box he found in the old barn, and if you put it on top of a pumpkin, it plays a crazy kind of musical fart sound. So we decided to put all sorts of things under and on the box to make strange sounds, and we tried hay and clay and—”

			My parents exchange a dark look, but all my siblings look either perplexed or embarrassed.

			“You kids shouldn’t mess with things if you don’t know what they are. There are dangers you simply can’t know about,” my mom says.

			“It was just an old, weird box that made sounds—” I start.

			“Lenna, drop it. And don’t play with things you can’t identify. In fact, maybe just don’t go into that barn again,” my dad says before motioning for my mother to follow him into the kitchen. They both leave, and all my siblings stare at me.

			“You always ruin dinner,” my brother Lugh groans.

			“Why can’t you just be normal?” moans his twin, Lia.

			Even though they’re just a year older than I am and spend their time sweeping up rock dust, they think they’re sooo superior.

			For a moment, anger rages in my chest and my hands go to fists, and I almost tell them exactly where they can shove their “normal.” But then I hear my other siblings snickering, and Letti murmurs to Lars, “Somebody’s always got to be the baby of the family, huh?” and the rage drains out, leaving me as droopy as the rotten pumpkins.

			No explanation can convince them that I saw what I saw and that I don’t do this for attention—this is just the way I’m made. If they’re all granite, I’m that weird purple crystal they keep under a cloth in the very back of the storehouse because no one knows what it is and they think the way it pulsates is unnerving.

			
			I don’t say anything else. My parents come back to the table with dessert, and we finish dinner in an uncomfortable silence. As I lie in my bed that night, I can hear Letti and Luci whispering about me across the room, about how my parents should give me a job just so I’ll stay at home instead of running around with my friends.

			“Everyone in town calls them the Bad Apples,” Luci hisses. “So embarrassing.”

			I want to explain that my friends aren’t bad apples at all—they’re more kind, brave, and generous than my own blood. And I’m not bad, either. But again, my family would just hear whining, not an explanation. I turn my back to them and pull up my blanket.

			On the other side of my bedroom wall, I know the town’s tall stone wall stands between me and…whatever is outside. Well, except for the gray thing I saw today, which can apparently fly directly through walls. I shift a little away from the cold stone. What if it decides to come through this wall, too? What if it pours a purple potion on me and I shrivel up like a rotten pumpkin and my guts turn green and black and liquid and smell like old fish?

			Long after Letti and Luci go to sleep, I’m still awake, staring at the wall and imagining all the terrible things outside that could get in. I shift off my bed and crawl under it with my blanket and pillows. It’s chilly and dark, but it definitely feels cozier down here. Even if I have nothing else in common with my family, I, too, like the feeling of being in a cave.

			
			The next morning, I wake up before everyone else and tidy up my bed as if I had slept on top of it like a normal person. As I hurry down the road to Mal’s farm, eating my bread on the way so I don’t have to take any more taunts from my siblings over breakfast, I notice something unusual.

			There are people outside, talking—a lot more people than usual. Stu is outside his store, Jami has stopped with his flock of pitifully bleating sheep, Inka is holding a mushy black ball that smells familiar in the worst possible way.

			“I can’t explain it,” she says, near tears. “The whole east field of melons is just…destroyed.”

			I hear it dozens of times as I run faster to meet my friends.

			Everyone’s fields have gone rotten, just like the pumpkins.
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			So here’s what you need to know: Don’t mess with me, don’t mess with my brother, Tok, and don’t mess with my friends, or I’ll mess you up. I don’t want to get punchy, but if words won’t work, fists will.

			Unfortunately, whatever is destroying our family farm is beyond the reach of both words and fists. Whether it was Lenna’s weird flying thing or some scary new plant disease, a quarter of our fields are now completely destroyed, the pumpkins greenish black and smoking slightly, their vines gone crispy and gray. I’ve never been that into pumpkins—they’re not lovable, like Mal’s cows—but it hurts to see that much destruction. And stomping the ruined pumpkins to get my anger out doesn’t help. It just makes my boots smell like rotten fish.

			When I woke up this morning, I had this nice, cozy moment in bed where everything felt normal. I figured Tok and I would do our chores and then meet up with Mal and Lenna, maybe attempt to ride some cows or try out Tok’s latest invention, which is supposed to hurl pumpkins high in the air but mostly just flings them into the ground at a high rate of speed. I swear, he has such good ideas, but somehow they never quite work out.

			
			So we headed outside to fetch our hoes, and neither of us mentioned the possibility that anything could be wrong because what’s the point? Either things are good or bad, and me chewing the inside of my cheek won’t change that.

			At first, I actually thought things might be okay, but then we heard crying and followed the sound to where Mom and Dad were standing in the middle of the fields. From here, we can see the whole farm. Everything is properly green and orange until the south field, which is…just nasty. Caved-in pumpkins, sizzling vines, weird purple smoke, and that awful smell that reminds me of the fertilizer we get from the salmon farm.

			“What did you boys do?” Dad asks, his face red with anger as he holds Mom and she cries on his shoulder.

			“We weeded the field as commanded,” I say quickly. “You’ll notice there are no weeds.”

			“The field is destroyed!” he shouts, and though it used to make me want to run away when he raised his voice, now it just makes me mad.

			“Well, we didn’t do it! How could we? I didn’t gain magical powers overnight!”

			Dad looks at Tok, who is ignoring us as he kneels beside Candor to inspect a half-rotten pumpkin. “Tok, were you trying to mix up potions? Have you been playing with things you shouldn’t?”

			“Uh, I—” Tok starts.

			He’s no good at lying, but sometimes, he’s not even good at telling the truth. It’s like his brain is on some other level and it takes a lot of effort to come back down to earth with the rest of us. If Lenna’s head is in the clouds, Tok’s head is on a one-way trip to the moon that he’s happily planning in-flight.

			
			So I answer for him.

			“Potions? Seriously? How would he even do that? What goes into a potion? No one knows! It’s forbidden.”

			Tok stands, looking hurt and sincere. “If I knew how to make potions, maybe I could fix this. Maybe it’s a root issue. We could build walls that went underground to block off the dangerous areas and save the remaining—”

			“Enough!” Dad barks. “I’m going into town to see what can be done. This family has been farming pumpkins since your great-great-great-grandparents claimed this land and planted the first seeds in this very field, and I’m not going to lose our livelihood to some…some…” He stares at Tok, fuming. “To a kid messing with dangerous substances!”

			“Tok didn’t do this!” I shout back. “He was with me all day. Lenna saw something put a potion on the pumpkins. We thought she was just being Lenna, but now we know it’s true! She said it was gray and had wings—”

			Dad holds up a hand. “Wild stories won’t change things. What you’ve just described is impossible—it doesn’t exist. This is real life, and this is our farm, and this is our town. If we don’t supply pumpkins, if we don’t do our part, then there won’t be enough food to feed the other families and their livestock. They depend on us. We have to fix this, or else…” He looks far away, toward the wall.

			“Or else?” Tok prompts.

			Mom’s crying has fallen off, and she smiles gently and puts a hand on Tok’s shoulder. “Let the adults worry about that. Head out to the north field—”

			“No! Just stay out of the fields today,” Dad interrupts. “Go play. But don’t get in any trouble.”

			
			He gives me a look that I hate, a look that reminds me that “not getting in trouble” means that if Jarro starts picking on Tok, I shouldn’t make Jarro eat dirt. My parents just don’t understand that force-feeding bullies a little of their own medicine is better than letting the bullies win. They haven’t seen Tok after Jarro and his friends have found him alone, but I have, and…Well, like I said: Don’t mess with my brother.

			“C’mon, Tok. Let’s go.” I tug on his shirt to pull him away from examining the half-and-half pumpkin, and he reluctantly follows with Candor on his shoulder.

			We head toward the center of town, which is the way to get to anyone else’s house. When our great-great-great-grandparents helped found Cornucopia with six of their friends, they planned it really well so that there’s a farm to meet every need. Pumpkins, melons, wheat, cows, sheep, chickens, salmon, beetroot—which I detest—all jutting out like spokes on a wheel. It’s pretty convenient when I want to hang out with my friends because we can all meet in the center, which everyone calls the Hub.

			We can tell there’s something wrong as soon as we get near the Hub. Our neighbor Fredd is pushing a wheelbarrow full of black gunk that might’ve once been wheat from his fields. Beside him walks Krog, thankfully not pushing a wheelbarrow full of his farm’s beetroots, which are equally disgusting whether in their usual state or mysteriously reduced to mush.

			“And so there I was, writing a meditation on man’s search for meaning, when I smelled the most loathsome odor!” Krog cries, waving his arms around dramatically. The guy loves attention, but weirdly enough, most people don’t like listening to him. Poor Fredd, trapped behind his wheelbarrow, is stuck.

			But Krog’s not done. “I threw open my door and beheld a vision most gruesome: my beetroots, reduced to vile putridity!”

			
			“I know,” Fredd says. He gestures at his wheelbarrow. “Obviously.”

			During the brief moment that Krog is stunned and annoyed into silence, we take the opportunity to scurry around them. Fredd nods at us but Krog gives us a dirty look—he doesn’t like us after we accidentally kind of almost sort of set one of his fields on fire trying to build a megatorch. (Yes, it was because we were trying to destroy as many beetroots as possible, but he wasn’t moved by our philanthropy.) Before Krog can say something nasty and many-syllabled, Tok and I give each other a look and speed up. Candor leaps to the ground and paces alongside us.

			“Bad apples,” Krog mutters at a high volume. “Rapscallions! Scalawags!”

			“They’re just kids,” Fredd says, sounding bored beyond belief.

			Farther on we hear cows lowing mournfully from Mal’s farm, and I can tell that Tok is thinking hard.

			“Their fodder,” he murmurs as we jog. “If the blight destroys vegetation, that includes everything cows eat. And sheep and chickens…”

			I’ve never really thought about it before, but what do you do when you live behind high stone walls that have no doors—and you run out of food?

			I run faster. Tok pulls ahead, and then we’re racing. But not the kind of race where you want to beat the other person and rub it in their face—the kind where you’re both grinning and enjoying the feel of the wind and the sun and how nice it is to have someone to run with. For a moment, I forget the looming threat of rot.

			We’re neck and neck as we enter the Hub and dart around passersby, and I almost run over a deeply upset sheep, and Tok pulls ahead, and then he’s flat on his back on the cobbles with Jarro standing over him, his meaty arm still out from clotheslining my brother.

			
			I’m on my knees immediately. “Tok, you okay, bro?”

			Tok can only wheeze, considering he’s just had the breath knocked out of him by a much larger kid, but he nods as he sits up. Candor meows worriedly and rubs against him. I bolt to my feet.

			“Oh, it’s you again, Jarro. I thought maybe he’d run into a cow’s behind.”

			Jarro is a foot taller than I am, and Remy and Edd are on either side of him. They’re all grinning in that way that only bullies do, like they think they’ve already won and are the true heroes of the story.

			It’s my job to prove otherwise.

			“You’re a—” he starts, but I interrupt him with a punch to the belly, doubling him over.

			“I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you,” I say. “I’m a what?”

			His toadies close in on either side, and I’m just about to give in and whoop some rumpus when a shadow looms over us all. It’s Elder Stu, the owner of the general store and the eldest of our Elders, and we all freeze. Stu’s a tough old geezer, and he does not suffer fools.

			“What in tarnation are you young scofflaws fighting about? Stop that right now.”

			“He punched me, sir,” Jarro wheedles loudly.

			“He knocked my brother to the ground first, sir,” I say, even loudlier.

			Stu puts a hand down and helps Tok stand up. Anyone with eyes in this town—which is everyone, because they’re all nosy—knows that Jarro has been picking on Tok since we were babies, and yet no one ever steps in to do anything, probably because Jarro’s mom has the only sweet berry bushes in town and they don’t want to make her mad.

			
			“You okay, kid?”

			“Yes, sir,” Tok whispers, still trying to breathe normally.

			“Then run along, and your little cat, too. Whole town’s in a tizzy, all the plants are dying, and you kids are fighting. There’s a town meeting at noon, and nobody needs any more problems. Go on. Get.” He flaps his hands, shooing us away.

			“Chug! Tok!”

			I turn around and see Mal and Lenna hurrying toward us.

			“Oh, look, it’s your girlfr—” Jarro starts before I take a step back and elbow him in the ribs to end that thought. Mal’s my best friend, not my girlfriend, and I don’t care what Old Man Stu says—Jarro is the problem, not us.

			Tok and I meet Mal and Lenna on the other side of the fountain from where Jarro is still trying to recover his own capacity to breathe.

			“So it looks like we have a real problem,” Mal says instead of delivering our usual greeting.

			“Our entire south field is trashed,” I say. “And Fredd’s wheat.”

			“And Inka’s melons and Saya’s carrots and Rhys’s potatoes. All the crops. We lost an entire pasture of grass,” Mal confirms.

			“The cows are so sad,” Lenna says.

			“Has anyone told their parents about what Lenna saw?” Mal asks.

			Lenna looks down. “My parents didn’t believe me. My whole family laughed at me.”

			“Our dad blamed Tok for it,” I say. “Thought he might be mixing up potions. I mean, how would you even do that? Nobody but Elder Gabe knows where they come from!” I’m still angry from the Jarro incident, and it feels like smoke is going to come out of my ears. “What about you, Mal?”

			
			“I asked my mom if she’d ever heard of a gray winged creature, and she kind of remembered something about a lullaby her grandmother sang when she was little, but she wasn’t sure. She sang a little of it for me. Beware the vex, all gray with wings, beware the night and what it brings. But that’s all she could remember. And she didn’t know anything about what’s killing the plants.” Mal puts her hands on her hips, which is how you know she’s thinking hard. She turns and looks out toward the forest, with all its trees planted in orderly rows. I already know what she has in mind.

			“Do you think she’ll know anything?” I ask.

			“Maybe. I mean, what do we have to lose?”

			Tok is making his perplexed face. “What are you guys talking about?”

			“Mal’s great-great-grandmother. She lives at the far side of the forest.”

			That surprises both Tok and Lenna.

			“Wait, what?” Tok hates learning that there’s something he doesn’t know. “Mal’s great-great-grandmother is alive?”

			Mal gets a faraway look. “My Nan is the oldest person in Cornucopia, and she had my dad and uncle build her a little house way out at the end of the forest. She said she wanted to end her days alone and in the wild, like she started. Said the town was getting too crowded.”

			“And your dad actually did it?” I can imagine why Lenna sounds envious. She’d probably love a life like that, where she could end her days alone and unbothered, out where it was quiet.

			
			Mal nods. “He kind of had to. She’s a force of nature.”

			“So should we—” I start, but I’m interrupted by shouting.

			We all share a look before following Mal over to where the adults are gathered on the square. I say “the adults,” but basically, it’s everyone over eighteen in the town. There are wheelbarrows full of black mush everywhere, and the smell is terrible. We stand in the back to listen, a little behind a statue of the eight Founders.

			“We can’t wait until noon for the meeting!” Rhys shouts. “We’re doing it now!”

			“The sheep are going to starve!” Jami adds.

			“There’s no choice! We’ve got to leave
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