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			CHUG
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			So here’s what you need to know: My name is Chug, I’m the greatest fighter around, and I have the four best friends in all the Overworld, one of whom is a pig. We live in a town called Cornucopia, which used to be entirely contained within tall, impenetrable walls. Our ancestors, the eight Founders, built it all by hand long ago to keep us safe, and our Elders have always been strict about the rules the Founders left behind.

			Maybe too strict.

			For generations, no one knew what was outside the wall—except Nan, the oldest person in town, and she never told anyone anything because she’s a feisty old bird. But then a vex started poisoning our crops, and the town Elders were going to send all the families away forever, so my friends and I had to go on an adventure to a woodland mansion to save our town from a bunch of illagers and this beet farmer dressed as a witch, and these brigands stole our llamas and threatened to throw us into a river, and—

			Yeah, that’s the past, and the past is boring. All you need to know is that now our town has opened up the wall, and life is different—better. My brother Tok and I live outside the wall in New Cornucopia, where he uses his big ol’ brain to craft items, and I use my big ol’ personality to sell them in our shop. It’s called the Stack Shack. I wanted to call it ChugTokMart, but Tok said it sounded like I was choking on an apple, and he was probably right.

			It’s morning, and my brother’s bed is empty. Tok is always awake before me. He says the early morning quiet helps him concentrate as he dreams up new recipes for tools and tries to master the art of brewing potions. I think he wants privacy so if he sets something on fire again, I won’t freak out. He makes lots of great things, but he also makes lots of huge messes—and loud, echoing booms. As I lie in my bed, curling and uncurling my toes against the blankets and thinking about breakfast, I strain my senses to figure out what Tok is working on. Bad smells usually indicate potions, while hammering suggests tools or armor and—

			Boom!

			I leap out of bed and run for Tok’s workshop. When I throw open the door, I’m relieved to see he’s been working outside in the yard and has therefore not damaged the roof. Again.

			“Gunpowder?” I ask.

			“Gunpowder,” he confirms, looking a little dazed.

			“One of your eyebrows is sizzling, bro.”

			He swipes at it and shakes his head. Gray powder surrounds his shoulder-length black hair like a cloud.

			“I’m getting closer,” he says. “I just need to tweak the recipe.”

			The problem is, he doesn’t have any recipes. Elder Gabe is the only person in town who can make potions, and he won’t tell Tok anything. I step closer and look at his brewing stand, but whatever ingredients he was working with are now various blackened stains. “Or you could make some nice, safe, unexploding pickaxes today. Or armor. People love your armor.”

			Tok’s cats, Candor and Clarity, meow plaintively from around the corner, where they’ve wisely been hiding. He kneels and holds out his arms, and they run up to rub worriedly against him. “We have enough armor. The shop is fully stocked. But these potions—I’m so close! Elder Gabe won’t share his recipes or give me any ingredients, and I’ve pored through all Nan’s books, but there’s just so much I don’t know. I’ve studied all the potions I can find, and I keep trying random concoctions, but it’s like I’m missing some vital ingredients, and just…ugh!”

			“You’re obsessed, bro,” I say softly, patting him on the shoulder.

			He’s always been like this. Before he learned about crafting tables from Nan, he was constantly trying to construct machines to save time on chores—to weed our parents’ pumpkin patches or pluck the eggs from underneath our fussier hens—but something always went wrong. I guess now that he’s mastered crafting, his brain still needs something tough to chew on.

			He stands up and gazes toward the mountains in the distance. “I wish we could go back to the woodland mansion library, see what’s on the shelves. I bet there are loads of books on potions.”

			“The Elders ordered us not to go back to the woodland mansion,” I remind him. “They agreed to open the walls, they understand that people need freedom to come and go, but—”

			“We’re still kids,” he finishes for me. “And it’s not safe.”

			I nod. It’s kind of funny—I used to be the one who got us in trouble, whether I was mouthing off when I shouldn’t or getting in fights with this bully named Jarro and his toadies downtown. But now I’ve settled down, and Tok is the wild card, because once he’s at his crafting table or brewing stand, it’s like he goes into a trance and doesn’t think about safety—or flammability. As I like to remind our parents, who still live on the much more boring pumpkin farm in town, I’m now the good son who hasn’t blown up a single thing.

			“Maybe we could get permission to go on an expedition,” Tok says, getting that mad gleam in his eye that makes me want to put on a helmet and duck. “Now that Lenna is compiling a library, surely everyone would benefit from new books.”

			“Did I hear my name?”

			We both look up, and I grin when I see Lenna jogging toward us, along with her pet wolf, Poppy, and our other friend, Mal. Lenna has oak-brown skin and styles her hair in two puffs. She used to wear stone gray hand-me-down clothes from her nine other siblings, but now that she’s moved away from her strict family and their beloved mine and is working as Nan’s apprentice, she chooses bright colors that usually clash.

			“Tok wants to go back to the woodland mansion to find a book on potions,” I explain.

			Our other friend, Mal, has red hair in a braid and matching freckles, and she’s pretty much our leader. She’s also Nan’s great-great-granddaughter. She looks Tok up and down, hands on her hips, noting the charcoal smudges on his face and the combination of bed head and gunpowder in his blue-black hair. “We came running when we heard the latest explosion. I guess your neighbors don’t even bother getting out of bed anymore, do they?”

			“Let’s just say the folks next door don’t pay to have their hoes fixed,” Tok says sheepishly. “Could you really hear it all the way from the cow farm?”

			Mal nods. “I was milking at the time.” She swipes at a wet smear in her red hair. “The cow and I were both surprised. That seemed like a bigger boom than usual.”

			“I’m so close!” Tok paces around his workshop yard, and Candor jumps down from his shoulder to lick rogue gunpowder out of her orange-striped fur. “I mean, sure, Elder Gabe can make Potions of Healing and Regeneration, but I’m trying to create something totally new. It’s going to make you completely resistant to fire.”

			Mal and I exchange a look; she’s my best friend, and we can pretty much read each other’s thoughts.

			“But is fire really that big of a problem around here?” she asks gently.

			Tok ducks his head. “I accidentally set the workshop on fire once, and Candor’s tail caught—”

			I pat him on the shoulder. “Bro, that was an accident. She’s forgiven you. And her tail tip grew back as good as new.” The poor cat looked like a candle there for a minute, but I don’t mention that. Tok loves his cats more than anything.

			“I could use an expedition, though.” Mal’s hand goes to her pocket and pulls out her diamond pickaxe, which was crafted by her great-great-great-grandmother, one of our town’s founders—and Nan’s mom, because that’s how old Nan is. “The new mine is going well, but I miss—”

			“The discoveries,” Lenna breathes. “New places, new animals, new plants, the smell of fresh wind.”

			“The loot,” Tok agrees. “Opening chests. Trading in the village. Picking up all the ingredients witches drop. Books galore!”

			“Fighting hostile mobs.” I gaze off into the distance. “I haven’t seen a zombie in weeks. My sword arm sure could use some exercise.”

			Mal hooks an arm around my neck. “Oh, selling shovels isn’t good enough for you?”

			“Shovels!” Tok rolls his eyes. “Old Stu can make shovels. I want to make new things. I want to create new potions no one has ever seen before.” He sighs and gazes out at the mountains beyond. “It’s funny. We used to live within the walls, and we were happy, but we wanted more. Then we left home and had an adventure, and now we live beyond the walls. And I still want more.”

			Lenna sits on the floor, rubbing Poppy’s soft gray wolf belly. “It’s like Nan says: Everyone in Cornucopia is descended from adventurers. Maybe some people are content to stay here, but we’re different.” Poppy wiggles happily, like she wants an adventure, too. “I say we go ask her to send us on an important expedition to the woodland mansion. It’s safe enough. We’ve been there before. And Nan is in a good mood today. Oh! I forgot.” She reaches into her enchanted, nearly bottomless pocket—a neat magic trick Nan taught us so we could carry loads of stuff—and pulls out four cookies. “She told me to give you plenty of cookies and said…” She looks up, thinking, and then draws her eyebrows down and says in a Nan-ish voice, “Tell that crafting boy to stop blowing things up before noon. Us old folks need our beauty sleep.”

			After we eat our cookies and help Tok clean up the brewing mess, we follow the path through New Cornucopia and wave at the guard as we pass through the break in the giant wall to enter the older part of town. Tok’s cats pace beside him, Poppy runs up ahead to scout, and my pet pig, Thingy, runs along behind us, oinking to be included. I scratch his head the way he likes and wish I’d saved him some cookie. We amble past farms and fields and navigate the busy downtown crossroads everyone calls the Hub.

			“Ow!” Lenna cries.

			I spin around, and she’s rubbing the back of her head with a grimace of pain. Going on full alert, I pull my sword out of my pocket—because of course I always have a sword in my enchanted pocket, both for self-defense in case of random zombies and for sales demonstrations in case of random customers. Tok and I do a ton of trading in the shop and whenever we’re in the Hub, so I always have my pockets loaded with a variety of goods. Beside me, Mal has her pickaxe out and ready. Tok snatches something from the ground at Lenna’s feet.

			“A poisonous potato?” he asks, holding it up to show us.

			Muffled snickering from a nearby alley draws my attention, and Mal and I nod at each other and run for it. All we find, of course, are the retreating backs of the town bully, Jarro, and his two minions, Remy and Edd, disappearing around the corner.

			“I wish he would grow up,” Mal mutters.

			“He makes me want to throw up,” I respond.

			I put my sword away as we return to Tok and Lenna. “You know who,” I confirm.

			“We saved the town—we literally saved his life—and he’s still bullying us.” Lenna shakes her head. She used to be the weakest of us, and everyone in town thinks she’s weird, but now she’s a whiz with her bow and arrows, even if she focuses more on books these days. If Jarro knew the true depth of her skills, there’s no way he’d single her out.

			He’d go back to focusing on my brother.

			“An ocelot can’t change its spots,” Tok reminds her.

			Not that we’ve ever seen an ocelot, but Nan’s books make them sound pretty cool.

			With Jarro’s Big Potato Gambit out of the way, we continue our trek to Nan’s cottage. See, Jarro’s mom always makes him stay downtown. These days, she’ll tell anyone who’ll listen about how it was wrong to open the wall and that now everything is less safe. For us, at least, her paranoia is really useful: She keeps Jarro with her almost all the time, which means it’s been a while since I’ve gotten in trouble for punching him in the kidneys. But when we come downtown, he always tries something like this, something rude and sneaky and hard to prove, should we involve the adults. Not that the adults would do anything to help. They didn’t before we saved the town, and they still don’t. That’s how scared they are of Jarro’s mom—and the fact that she controls all the sweet berries in Cornucopia. Even Nan is a little scared of her.

			I can relax a little once we’re out of the Hub and entering the carefully planted forest that hides Nan’s house. When Lenna moved in with her to become her apprentice, Nan had some of her nephews add a new room on to her small cottage. As soon as I see its tidy brick chimney poking up from the trees, I can smell more cookies baking. Thingy and I hurry ahead and knock on the door.

			“Go away,” Nan shouts. “We’re full.”

			“It’s me, Nan,” Mal calls. “The great-great-granddaughter you don’t mind.”

			The door opens. Nan’s ancient, wrinkled face peers out. “You.” She points at Tok. “No explosions in my cottage. And you.” She points at me, and my heart nearly stops. “Four cookies is the limit, and that includes the pig. Got it?”

			“Yes, Nan,” we chorus as she steps back to let us inside.

			I’m pretty sure she doesn’t even know my name. She just calls me “the beefy one.”

			Nan offers her cheek to Mal for a kiss, and we settle into our usual places around her table. Lenna is at home here now, and she brings us glasses of milk as Nan serves yet more of her cookies, which are the best ones in town.

			“I’m guessing this isn’t a social call,” Nan says. “Children don’t visit old people for no reason.”

			Mal sits up. “We’d like to go on an expedition to the woodland mansion. If Tok had the right books and could learn more about potion recipes, his experiments wouldn’t be so dangerous. And noisy.”

			“And Lenna could find more books for the town library you’re building,” Tok adds, and I can tell he’s embarrassed by the suggestion that he’s causing problems that need to be solved. “You could give us a list of things to look for.”

			Nan raises one tufty white eyebrow and pins each of us with a sharp look. “What do you really want?”

			“Wildness,” Lenna says with her usual dreaminess. “It’s nice here, but too tame. The air doesn’t move. Even the bees are bored.”

			If Lenna said that at home with her family, they would all laugh at her and call her Loony Lenna, and she would end up alone and crying under her bed. But here, with us and Nan, her words make perfect sense.

			Some adults just automatically say no, but Nan isn’t one of them. Her lips twitch this way and that as she chews a cookie and thinks about it. “Bad idea, just now,” she finally says, and my heart sinks. “When they opened the wall, the Elders unanimously decided to restrict travel, especially for kids. You all know that. Your parents were worried sick, and a couple of you—I can’t remember which ones—nearly died the last time you left town. But I’ll send Stu a letter, see if some of the adults have time for a trip. We can tell them to look for books on potions and fire prevention.”

			“But we know the way to the woodland mansion,” I argue. “We know more about the Overworld than anyone else in town! Have you seen these people fight with swords? They have little flower stem arms. Wibble wobble flobble. The mobs will destroy them!”

			Nan snorts. “Yeah, I’ve seen. Downright embarrassing, especially when they’re related to me. But here’s the thing: Last time, when you kids left, the town was in danger. Your expedition was a last resort. Now that everything’s peaceful, there’s no way your parents would give you permission to go back out there.”

			I hate it, but I know she’s right. We all do. Our parents love their safe, comfy life on the pumpkin farm, and they only agreed to let Tok and me open our shop outside the wall if we promised to come home for dinner every day. Mal is an important part of her family’s cow farm, and Nan needs Lenna’s help here. Apparently no one else can come up with a sufficient argument, so Tok just writes out a list of book topics to look for, and he and I trudge back to our shop while Mal heads out to the mine in her backyard and Lenna stays with Nan.

			It’s a pretty day, and business is brisk, but we’re both droopy. Tok got excited about the possibility of getting his hands on that library, and I got excited about getting my hands on a sword that I could then swing at zombies and vindicators. At dinner with our parents, we’re quieter than usual, but they kind of prefer us that way. It’s like a little spark in Tok has gone out, and I hate that.

			As we snuggle down in our identical, side-by-side beds and the cats curl up to sleep on Tok’s feet, I say, “Hey, bro, I’m sorry the trip’s not going to work out. But maybe the adults will bring back the books you need, and you can make a potion that’ll turn Elder Stu into a llama.”

			I can tell Tok is still down because he doesn’t even laugh. He just says, “Maybe.”

			Tok has a hard time quieting his mind, but I can fall right asleep. My last thought is that in the morning, I’m going to make his favorite breakfast to cheer him up.

			But when I wake up, Tok’s bed is empty. There are no booms. He’s not in his workshop. The cats pace outside, crying.

			My brother is gone.
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			So here’s what you need to know: My name is Mal, I live on my parents’ cow farm but I prefer working in my mine, I love my friends more than anything, and I have an adventurer’s heart. After yesterday’s discussion about a possible mission to the woodland mansion, I can’t stop daydreaming about what it would feel like to walk out the gate and into the big, wide Overworld on another grand quest. Sure, I spend less time with the cows these days and more time on my own, mining a small plot of land in our back pasture, where I have a knack for finding rare ores, but my parents still count on me. Thanks to a dangerous potion, I nearly died the last time I went on an adventure, so it’s no wonder they want to keep me close and safe.

			But still, I can’t help staring at the mountains and thinking about llamas and wondering what else there might be out there, what else I might be missing. The Elders may have opened up our town, but there are still rules, and I still feel pressure to be a good daughter, a good kid, a good cowherd.

			I’m milking Henrietta when Chug bursts into the barn looking terrified, which is not normal for him. Chug will mouth off against the biggest bully in town, he’ll run right at a zombie while throwing insults, and on our last adventure, he even stood up to adult brigands with swords who stole our llamas and loot and tried to steal his pet pig, so the fact that he’s frantic and fighting tears definitely has my attention.

			“Chug, what’s wrong?”

			“It’s Tok,” he says, breathless. “He’s gone.”

			My mind is immediately hunting for the answer. “Maybe he went into town for ingredients?”

			“None of the shops are open yet. I don’t even think Elder Gabe is awake. I banged on his door for ten minutes. So his neighbors are awake now, I guess.”

			“Maybe he went to visit Nan, check her library again for something he missed?”

			Chug’s brow rumples. “That’s a good idea. Let’s go check there.”

			I leave the bucket of milk by the barn door and follow Chug as he runs down the road that leads back to the Hub. It’s a cloudy day, and the air is thick with the promise of rain. As we get closer, I notice that several adults are standing in the street, looking angry and confused, our town Elders among them. Elder Gabe stands in front of the open door of his potions shop, shaking the walking stick in his gnarled fist and shouting, “Thief! Thief!”

			“Elder Gabe, what’s going on?” I ask as we slow down, because I know that I’ll get better results than Chug. When he’s upset, he has even less of a filter than usual.

			“I’ve been robbed!” Elder Gabe squeaks, shaking his stick at me. “Someone broke into my shop and stole everything! Every potion! All my ingredients! I’m finished! We’re all finished! The town is helpless and doomed!” His beady little eyes narrow on Chug. “Speaking of which, where’s your brother?”

			Chug’s jaw drops. “Are you accusing Tok of stealing?”

			“I’m considering all possibilities. Where is he?”

			Chug deflates. “I don’t know. I woke up, and he was missing.”

			“Aha!” Gabe cries. “So he is the thief!”

			Uh-oh. I step in front of Chug before he goes on autopilot and punches one of our town leaders in the nose.

			“Tok wouldn’t steal,” I say, hands up. “Ask anyone. He’s never stolen anything.”

			“It just adds up.” Gabe shakes his head. “The only person in town who constantly begs me for potion ingredients and recipes disappears on the day my shop is burgled, and if you ask me, there’s really only one answer.”

			“I can think of another answer,” Chug says, hands in fists.

			Before I have to restrain him, we’re interrupted by one of my least favorite people in town: Jarro’s mother, Dawna. She bursts out of her gate, flailing, wearing a pink bathrobe and curlers.

			“Help! Help!” she screeches, waving her arms. “There’s been a crime!”

			She runs up to the eldest Elder, Elder Stu, and when Elder Gabe joins them, we follow along.

			“What’s the problem?” Elder Stu asks.

			“I need to know what you’re going to do about the crime in this town!”

			It’s barely dawn, and Elder Stu already looks exhausted. Then again, most people do after dealing with Dawna or her son, Jarro. “We didn’t have any crime until today. What happened?”

			Dawna takes a big breath. “I woke up, and all my sweet berry bushes were gone! All of them! And when I went to ask Jarro if he’d heard anything, he was gone, too!”

			I definitely notice that she mentions the missing bushes before the missing kid.

			Elder Stu and Elder Gabe exchange a glance. “So we’ve got two missing boys, missing sweet berries, and missing potions.”

			“Who else is missing?” Dawna squawks.

			“My brother,” Chug breaks in.

			Dawna looks at him like he’s a talking pig. “There you go! I knew it was one of you Bad Apples, always making trouble around town! That little pyromaniac kidnapped my son and stole my berries! I demand you put this one in jail right now.”

			Chug can’t stand Dawna, and he hates being blamed for things he didn’t do, and he really hates it when Dawna—or anyone—calls us Bad Apples. We might be different and we might accidentally cause a little trouble here or there, but none of us are bad.

			“My brother didn’t steal anything! He never has! He never would! And if he did, he definitely wouldn’t steal your nasty kid, unless it was to feed him to wolves!”

			“How dare you!” Dawna shrieks.

			“Pretty easily! How dare you?” Chug barks back.

			Elder Stu moves between them, which I have to admit is pretty brave.

			“Now, now. This is all most unusual. First of all, we need to spread the word, have everyone in town looking for those missing boys. They’re probably hiding somewhere—”

			“That’s what you said last time, when we were fighting zombies in a dark forest to save you!” Chug wails.

			I clap a hand over his mouth, and Elder Stu nods at me gratefully and continues.

			“Nevertheless, we need a hard target search of every farmhouse, henhouse, cowhouse—just all the houses, really. All the structures. There are only so many places to hide in Cornucopia.”

			He’s wrong, though. The wall is open, and the town is no longer contained. But I don’t say that. I don’t say anything.

			“You have to find my berries! And my boy!” Dawna screeches, as no one has really paid her any attention for a few minutes, and she hates that. “He’s so innocent—”

			“Ha!” Chug barks behind my hand.

			“What’s going on?” Lenna has appeared beside me, Poppy dancing around our feet. “Nan sent me to get some flour, and all the shops are closed.”

			“That’s because everyone is here,” I tell her, still holding Chug’s mouth shut. “Tok and Jarro disappeared last night, and Elder Gabe and Dawna were robbed.”

			Chug licks my palm, and I whip my hand off his mouth. “We have to find Tok,” he says before making a face. “Ew. Mal. Ever heard of washing your hands? You taste like cow butt.”

			A hand lands on my shoulder. It’s Elder Stu. “You kids go home and tell your parents what happened. Look over every inch of your farms. That’s how you can help—by staying put and doing what you’re told.” His face, somehow, manages to look even more stern than usual. “And tell your parents to lock up any healing potions they might have on hand. With Elder Gabe’s potions and ingredients gone, we’re all in grave danger. If anyone gets hurt…” He shakes his head. “You kids just be extra careful, okay? No climbing trees, no riding cows. No shenanigans!”

			Chug is about to say something snarky, but I grab his arm and yank him away. “Yes, Elder Stu. Will do,” I call over my shoulder. Lenna follows me as I lead my friends away from Dawna’s hysterics and the Elders’ annoyance—and worry. It feels off, not having Tok with us, like a table missing a leg.

			“Tok wouldn’t hide out with Jarro,” Chug growls. “If anything, Jarro kidnapped him. He’s probably torturing him! He’s—”

			“He’s too stupid to even think about doing that,” I remind him. “Jarro’s never even been outside the city walls. There’s no way he could find your house, much less steal Tok out of his bed.”

			“The cats would’ve let you know if Jarro was around,” Lenna adds. “Candor hates him.”

			“And look at Remy and Edd.” I point at the two kids fidgeting across the street. “Jarro’s toadies don’t look like they’re in on a joke—they look worried.”

			And they do. Like Jarro, they’re not very smart, and they’re not good actors. They generally have two modes—bully and run—but now they’re skulking around, uncertain what to do without their leader.

			Elder Gabe gives us a harsh look for continuing to exist in his presence, and I say, “C’mon,” and lead Chug and Lenna down the road. “Let’s go look for clues in Tok’s workshop.” If I know Chug, and I know Chug better than anyone other than his own brother, he probably didn’t look around very well before running to my house. He’s got a ton of great qualities—he’s loyal, he’s funny, he’s a great cook, he’s a great fighter, he’s a great friend—but he’s not big on attention to detail.

			When we get to New Cornucopia, everything looks normal. There are a few small family farms out here, mostly younger families who got sick of how crowded things were getting inside the walls. There are a couple of shops along the main drag, including a bakery and a farm stand, but no one is freaking out like the folks in the Hub. Chug puts Thingy back in his little paddock, and I pause at the fence to scratch the adorable pig behind his ears. “Okay, so we all agree that there’s no way Tok would just get up and leave on his own, not without telling us, right?” Chug and Lenna nod emphatically. “Then we just need to figure out what happened. Thingy didn’t squeal, and the cats didn’t meow, right?” I ask Chug.

			His head hangs. “I sleep pretty hard. You know that.”

			“It wasn’t your fault,” Lenna says. She reaches under the fence and pulls the feathery green end of a carrot out of the mud. It’s not the only one. “Looks like someone kept Thingy busy last night.”

			Chug turns red. “ARE YOU TELLING ME SOMEONE MADE THINGY INTO AN ACCOMPLICE?” he howls.

			Thingy oinks indignantly, and Chug scratches his back. “It’s not your fault,” he croons. “The carrots were just too good.”

			Lenna walks under the awning where Tok does most of his work and pokes at something in the dirt. “And here. Fish bones—to keep the cats quiet.” She looks up, troubled. “Whoever took Tok knew what they were doing.”

			Chug drops to the ground on his rump, his head in his hands. “I can’t believe I let this happen. I should’ve protected him. I was right there, just a few feet away! Why didn’t I wake up? He’s got to be so scared—”

			I sit next to him and lean against him. “There’s no way you could’ve known. Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

			When Chug looks up, his eyes shine fiercely. “It’s still our fault, though. We’re the reason the wall is open. We live outside it. Before, we knew everybody in town. There were only so many suspects. But now, anyone could’ve snuck in here. Anyone could’ve taken my brother.”

			Lenna sits on the other side of him—sometimes Chug needs to be grounded. “It’s not our fault. It’s the fault of whoever did the bad thing.” Tok’s cats appear and butt their heads against Chug’s leg, and Poppy whines softly and creeps forward to lick his cheek.

			Chug sighs and sags against me. “Maybe that makes sense to my mind, but my heart doesn’t buy it.”

			He sniffles and snuffles, and Lenna and I lean into him as he cries. Chug’s a tough guy, but he’s got a big heart, and his brother means the world to him. He means a lot to me, too. We’ve all been best friends forever. Maybe I’m an only child, but Tok is family.

			“So we have to find him,” I say. “The adults are going to look in barns and under tables, and they’re going to assume it’s just kids being kids, like they did last time.”

			“Like they always do.” Lenna sighs.

			“And that means it’s up to us. We’ve already found two clues. Maybe we’ll find more.” I stand and pull Chug and Lenna up, too. “Come on. No more sitting around feeling sorry for yourself, bud. We’ve got to take action.”

			Chug looks around the workshop and exhales. “Yeah, probably better to do something than nothing. Should we gear up?”

			“For what?” Lenna asks.

			“I don’t know! I just know that I always feel better when my pockets are stuffed with weapons and food. Someone took my brother, and I want to be ready to take him back, even if that involves a fight.”

			Now a man on a mission, Chug heads into his house, and we follow. He opens a chest and pulls out his old diamond-and-gold armor from our last expedition, plus his sword.

			“Chug, that gold armor is basically useless,” I say.

			“Yeah, but it looks sick. And we don’t have enough diamond for everybody.”

			When he takes out a saddle, I give him an odd look.

			“In case someone gets hurt and needs to ride Thingy again,” he explains. “I’ve been training him, you know. He can back up now.”

			He offers me a pickaxe, but I grin and pull my diamond pickaxe out of my pocket. “I’m kind of attached to this one. It makes me feel like my great-great-great-grandmother is always with me, you know?”

			Lenna reaches into her own pocket and pulls out two of Nan’s cookies. “I have a little food, but we should probably bring some more. And I always have my books and my bow and arrows.”

			Soon we’re all loaded up with food for us and some potatoes for Thingy, who Chug simply can’t leave behind—not with Tok gone. We lock Candor and Clarity inside the shop; even if they keep creepers away, Chug would never forgive himself if something happened to Tok’s cats because of him. We’re not wearing our armor yet or wielding our weapons, because if anyone in town sees us kitted out for adventure, they’ll surely go tell the Elders, and then they’ll probably close up the wall again just to keep us from disobeying them. But when it’s time to head out, we all just kind of…stand there.

			“Which way do we think they went?” Chug asks.

			“Away from the wall,” Lenna murmurs.

			I fetch the carrot nubbin Lenna found in Thingy’s paddock and hold it out to Poppy. “Do you think she could track whoever held this carrot? Can she smell that well?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never tried something like that.” Lenna takes the bit of carrot and rubs it over Poppy’s nose. “Poppy, find whoever touched this,” she says.

			Poppy licks her hand and wiggles excitedly.

			“Oh,” Lenna says, disappointed. “I guess I’m the last one who touched it.”

			Beyond the boys’ house and shop and the single road of New Cornucopia, the Overworld spreads out just as big and wide and wild as the first day we saw it through Nan’s secret window. The mountains rise, far out, jagged gray peaks topped with snow. Somewhere in that direction lie a beacon and a village, and beyond that a river and a dark forest. Since that last treacherous journey, we haven’t gone farther than the bounds of New Cornucopia. We’ve played it safe, followed the rules laid out by our Elders and reinforced by our parents.

			We’ve been good. We’ve done our chores and our jobs.

			The whole world is out there, and we’ve been content enough to gaze at it.

			Until now.

			Now we have to go back out, even if we’re not supposed to.

			The last time we left, we saved our town.

			This time, we have to save our friend.

			“I guess we’re ready,” Chug says. He opens the gate to Thingy’s paddock, and the pig trots out and dances around, oinking excitedly. “You’ve been feeling a little cooped up, too, haven’t you, buddy?” Almost as an aside, he tells Lenna and me, “He likes to get into Dav’s potato fields, so I have to save him from himself.”

			As if on cue, Thingy squeals and darts ahead, out of Chug’s reach. But he doesn’t go for the potatoes invitingly growing in rows next door.

			He finds something on the ground and munches it delightedly.

			“Hey, what is that?” Chug calls. “Are you eating garbage again, you naughty boy?”

			He hurries to the pig and tries to pry open its mouth, but Thingy shakes him off and darts ahead again, plucking something from the dirt and slurping it up.

			“What’s he eating?” I ask as we hurry along behind him.

			“I don’t know, but his mouth is all red and sticky.” Chug gasps. “Is it blood? Is it Tok’s blood? Thingy, are you some kind of bloodthirsty monster? I know some people actually—ugh—eat pigs, but I didn’t know pigs could eat people—”

			But Lenna holds up a red-daubed finger from where she kneels on the ground. “It’s sweet berries,” she says.

			As Thingy rushes ahead yet again, Chug worriedly trailing in his wake, I grin.

			“It’s a trail of Dawna’s stolen sweet berries,” I say. “And I bet whoever took Tok is dropping them.”
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			So here’s what you should know: My name is Lenna, I work as the apprentice to the oldest, kookiest person in town because my family is boring and doesn’t understand me, and now I’m overjoyed to be on an adventure again, covered in pig slobber and sweet berry juice. Maybe Mal thought Poppy would use her nose to sniff out the trail of the kidnappers, but I guess we all underestimated the powers of a hungry pig and a trail of delicious berries. We can barely keep up as Thingy darts ahead to his next treat, and Chug is half jubilant and half worried.

			“He’s going to get an upset tummy!” he calls back to us.

			“So put him on a lead!” Mal calls back.

			“Oh, yeah,” he mutters, digging through his impossibly deep pockets. “I keep forgetting about the existence of anything that isn’t Tok or Thingy.” The next time the pig stops for a berry, Chug manages to get the lead on him, and it’s pretty funny, watching big, burly Chug get dragged around by his excited pet.

			Even if I would’ve preferred to stop at Nan’s house for provisions, I guess gearing up at the Stack Shack is the next best thing. At least all our pockets are full, and we’re not going out into the Overworld with nothing. We all feel the same urgency—Tok is in trouble, and he has to be at the end of this sweet berry trail.

			Now that we’re beyond the town walls, I reach into my own pocket and pull out my bow and arrows—or, to be more accurate, Nan’s bow and the arrows I’ve learned to make myself. It’s hard to believe that just a while ago, I didn’t even know that weapons like this existed, and now I’m the best shot in town. It feels good to hold the bow again, and not just for practice, but for a good reason. Before my friends and I went on our first adventure, I was considered a lazy, loopy daydreamer, the girl who flapped her hands and slept under her bed instead of on top of it. My family wasn’t particularly kind and constantly let me know that I was weird, annoying, and useless by their standards. But traveling the Overworld taught me my own value.

			I’m a good shot, a good friend, a tamer of wolves, a fighter of mobs.

			And since I’ve become Nan’s apprentice, I’ve become so much more. I’ve studied her books, sung her songs, listened to her stories, learned about cities and ports and secret underwater ruins. I’ve learned to make arrows that fly true. I’ve learned what it feels like to receive praise from someone you respect. And, probably most importantly to my friends, I’ve learned how to replicate Nan’s famous cookie recipe.

			But now, I take up my post at the end of our adventuring caravan. That’s where I feel most myself—trailing behind my friends, defending them from the back, and keeping my senses on alert for whatever will come at us next. It’s a dark gray day, the clouds sitting low and the air so thick that it presses against my skin like a wet blanket. Poppy trots by my side, bright-eyed and happy, tongue lolling. I’m always calmer when she’s within reach. She’s been happy enough to follow me around Nan’s cottage and forest and the town, but it’s immediately clear that my wolf has missed traveling, too. Every now and then, she bounds into the grass, scattering rabbits. She keeps missing her quarry—maybe she’s grown a little too tame. But I have full confidence that she’ll soon be catching her own dinner, a wild thing again, happy to be along on the adventure. I know she won’t leave my side, though—we’re a team.

			Normally, Mal is the first in line when we’re adventuring, but now she follows Chug, who’s being dragged along by a pig on a lead. I wonder if she’s noticing the same thing I am, that our current path is suspiciously similar to the same one we took the last time we went on a quest. We’re headed for the mountains, and if the berry trail continues on in the same manner, we’ll soon see the beacon our town’s founders erected outside the nearest village. We know our adults have gone there several times, but no one has let a single kid come along, even though we know perfectly well how to trade with the odd denizens there, who don’t speak our language but are clearly intelligent, even if they can only communicate using the word “Hm.”

			Thunder rumbles overhead, and the sky goes a shade darker. I look around, but we’re in a grassy area, nowhere close to trees or any kind of building.

			“Should we stop and dig a shelter?” I ask.

			“No way!” Chug shouts. “Every minute we spend waiting, Tok gets farther away. And if something else comes along and finds the sweet berries before Thingy does, we might never find him.”

			Thingy tugs him ahead, and Mal follows. She looks around nervously and reaches into her pocket, pulling out her diamond pickaxe. It’s nice, knowing I’m not the only one who has a funny feeling about this prairie. We haven’t seen any mobs bigger than the rabbits Poppy has failed to catch, but then again, smart animals take cover when a storm is about to strike.

			The rain starts hesitantly at first, as if asking a question, then answers itself with a heavy downpour. Thunder booms, and lightning forks down, striking the grasses up ahead.

			“Are you sure about not making a shelter?” I shout as water soaks me completely.

			“We can’t lose the trail!” Chug shouts back.

			Mal looks to me and shrugs, and I shrug back. We both know there’s no way to change Chug’s mind, not when he’s worried about his brother. We’re going to be uncomfortable for a while, and that’s that. I hate the feeling of being wet and cold, but I care about Tok and won’t feel complete until we find him again.

			Boom!

			This time, the lightning cracks down close enough that I feel the ground quake. Thingy squeals, and Chug stumbles backward, landing on his rump.

			There, exactly where the lightning struck, stands something Nan told us about, something so rare that I thought we would never see it.

			A skeleton horse.

			“Run away!” I scream. “Don’t get any closer, don’t let it see you—”

			But it’s too late.

			Lightning strikes again, so loud that my eardrums feel like they’re going to burst, and a flash of light reveals not the bone horse I briefly saw, but four skeleton horsemen, armed with bows and arrows and wearing helmets that will make it all the harder to vanquish them.

			“What are those things?” Chug shouts from the ground.

			Mal darts forward and tugs him to standing. “They’re the reason you’re carrying a sword. Run away, fast, and see if you can get your armor on while Lenna and I hold them off.”

			“But Thingy—”

			“They want to hurt you, not him
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