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			ELDER STU
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			So here’s what you need to know: My name is Stu, I’m the Eldest Elder and the second oldest person in the town of Cornucopia, and YOU NEED TO STAY INSIDE THE TOWN WALL.

			D’you hear me, kid? DON’T EVER GO OUT INTO THE OVERWORLD.

			The town Founders built Cornucopia for a reason. It’s scary out there. Real dangerous. There are terrifying monsters and bloodthirsty animals and strangers who do not have your best interests at heart.

			Sure, there might be good scenery and interesting people and untold riches beyond the wall. Forests and seas and emeralds and axolotls, whatever they are. And yes, some people might tell you that the fine folks of Cornucopia are all descended from grand adventurers and that we all hold the potential for bravery, valor, discovery, and creativity, blah blah blah.

			Poppycock, if you ask me.

			Utter nonsense.

			Stay within the wall, child. We have everything you need.

			Don’t go out there.

			You never know what you’ll find.

			It might be your own doom.

			Now get out of my shop. Out you go. Children are noisy and annoying. That’s why I never had any of my own. I like my life like I like my town: quiet, calm, and boring.

			Before you leave, would you like to buy a hoe? Potato farming—that’s the way to go. Just rows of potatoes as far as the eye can see. Potatoes for dinner every night. A nice, solid potato never did anyone any harm.

			You don’t need a sword or armor. You don’t need one of those newfangled horses.

			You just need to settle down inside the wall with your potatoes and wait for old age to claim you.

			Mark my words—the Overworld is the last place you want to be.

			The wall is your friend.
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			LENNA
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			So here’s what you should know: My name is Lenna, I’m the apprentice of the oldest and weirdest person in town, and you shouldn’t listen to a single thing Elder Stu says. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He’s never once been outside the wall around Cornucopia, even though there’s currently a great big opening in it so that our people can come and go freely.

			Or—well, kind of freely.

			They still don’t like it when me and my friends go out into the Overworld.

			Even though we were the first people in our town to venture beyond the wall in four generations, and even though we’ve saved the town—twice!—Stu and the other Elders still think we’re up to no good.

			Of course, we’re used to people in the town treating us differently. They used to call us the Bad Apples, and some people still do. We’re not as normal as they’d like us to be.

			Like I said, I’m apprenticed to the oldest, weirdest person in town, my friend Mal’s great-great-great-grandmother Nan. She keeps the lore, and we’re creating a library for everyone to use, so they can learn about our history and the world beyond the wall—the biomes and flora and fauna that we don’t have around here. Nan also taught me how to shoot my bow and arrows, how to craft a few things, and how to bake her famous cookies. Maybe more important, she taught me that there’s nothing wrong with being different. My family made fun of me all the time for getting lost in daydreams and being, as they said, a bit loony, but Nan tells me it’s a gift. I’m starting to believe her.

			My pockets are stuffed with cookies as I head through downtown and past the Hub, which is the very center of Cornucopia. Most of the Elders and more traditional families live here, where the old houses are tall and skinny and jumbled together, but my friends and I have all chosen to settle down a bit farther out. I live in a little cottage by Nan’s house in the forest farthest from the middle of town, right up against the wall. Nan’s great-great-great-granddaughter Mal lives with her parents on a cow farm out where the houses have some space to breathe and room to farm. Chug and his brother Tok now live behind their store in New Cornucopia, which is a recent settlement just outside the wall. And Jarro, who used to be our bully but has become our buddy, set up shop right beside them to raise horses and llamas and rent them out to travelers.

			I’m on my way to have breakfast with my friends. Actually, it’s halfway between breakfast and lunch, which Chug has decided to call lunfast. He loves naming things, but he’s not particularly good at it, which is why his pet pig is named Thingy. My own pet, a tamed wolf named Poppy, jogs beside me, tongue out and tail wagging. She loves lunfast, too, because she can play with Thingy and also Tok’s cats, Candor and Clarity.

			I used to fear the Hub, because Jarro and his minions Edd and Remy would always pop up to bully me, but now Jarro is on my side and Edd and Remy have been deemed old enough to go to work. They both found jobs in my family’s mine, and they’re welcome to each other. I always knew they were dumb as rocks, and now they can spend all day with their kind. It’s a relief, walking through town with only a few dirty looks and no rotten beetroots slamming into my back.

			Mal is waiting for me in front of her house, sitting on the fence and scratching her favorite cow, Connor, behind the ears. He moos happily, and I present him with a sheaf of wheat I plucked from an overgrown pasture along the way.

			“You brought more than wheat, right?” Mal asks, jumping off the fence and joining me on the road.

			“I’ve got a pocket, got a pocket full of cookies,” I sing. She fist-bumps me, which is nice. My friends know I don’t generally like being touched. This is our compromise.

			It’s not too far from Mal’s farm to the wall, and she tells me about all the ores and gemstones she’s discovered in the small mine she’s digging out behind the cow pasture. It’s funny how I was born to a mining family but hate it, and she discovered mining out in the Overworld and realized she loved it. Maybe things would’ve been different if I was an only child working with cows all day instead of the youngest of ten very serious kids raised by very serious parents in a very serious mine, but I guess we’ll never know. I’m just glad I found Nan and she saw my potential. I’m happy now, and so is Mal, and when the boys see how many cookies I brought them, they’ll be happy, too.

			The door in the wall comes into view, and my spirits sink as I recognize the people blocking us from leaving town.

			“Oh no,” I mutter.

			Mal looks ahead and sighs.

			My oldest brother, Lars, steps into our path.

			“Names, please,” he says. He puts away his sword and pulls out a book.

			Mal and I look at each other.

			“Names?” she asks, because she’s a lot braver than I am, especially in front of my family. I’d rather face a hundred zombies than my older sister Letti, and Lars is only a year younger than her and not a bit more understanding.

			Lars puffs up his chest. “Names. The Elders have decreed that we must keep track of who enters and leaves the town at all times. So give us your names.”

			He’s in full iron armor—which my friend Tok made—with his sword hanging at his side. Whoever gave Lars a weapon clearly wasn’t thinking straight.

			“You know who we are,” Mal says. “You two are siblings. And we’re third cousins.”

			The other guard swings around and glares at us. It’s Jami, one of the town’s main sheep farmers. I don’t know him super well, as he’s an adult and usually sticks to his farm, but he has definitely called us Bad Apples in the past. He, too, has a sword.

			“The Elders don’t want your family tree, kids. They want names. This is a new process, and you’re expected to comply. So just state your names, and we can all go back to our very busy days.”

			I look around. There is no one else on the road to or from the wall, not a single living creature visible in the Overworld as far as the eye can see.

			“What are you busy doing?” I ask.

			“Explaining the rules to rude children,” Jami says through clenched teeth.

			Mal and I look at each other, confused, and she shrugs. “I’m Mal. That’s Lenna. Can we go now?”

			Lars writes our names in the book, his tongue poking out between his teeth. He was never that great at writing. “Mal and Loony Lenna.” I wince at this old family nickname that he just won’t let me forget. “Okay, then my initials and the date. Destination?”

			“Destination?” Mal echoes.

			Lars sighs dramatically. “Where are you going? We’re keeping track of comings and goings, so you have to tell us where you’re going.”

			“We’re going to have lunfast with Chug, Tok, and Jarro in New Cornucopia. You know, the other part of our town that’s outside of the wall?” Mal says, her face swiftly growing as red as her hair.

			Lars writes that down, too. “There, was that so hard? If you would just follow directions, we would’ve been done already.”

			“Are we free to go?” Mal asks.

			Jami and Lars step back like they’ve been training to move in unison. It’s creepy.

			“Be careful out there, citizens,” Jami warns, trying to sound authoritative. “The Overworld is a dangerous place.”

			I blink at him. “Have you ever been outside the wall, Jami?”

			“That’s neither here nor there!” Jami barks. “I’m a guard entrusted with guarding the wall, and so guard the wall I will.”

			“You’d better get out of here before you make him mad,” Lars says with a sneer. “Guards now report to the Elders on a daily basis, and you wouldn’t want to get a demerit.”

			“What’s a demerit?”

			His sneer twists, and he snickers. “You’ll see.”

			Mal and I hurry away toward New Cornucopia, and I can’t stop wrinkling my nose like I smelled something bad.

			“What was all that about?” I say. “I can’t believe anyone would willingly give Lars something sharp. He used to drop pickaxes on his toes all the time. That’s why they moved him to the sorting yard outside the mine.”

			Mal tugs on her braid as she thinks. “I bet it’s Elder Stu and Elder Gabe. They don’t like the door in the wall, so they’re making it harder to use, maybe.” She shakes her head and glances back. “It used to be one guard in regular clothes, just whoever was available and mainly to welcome visitors, and now it’s two guards in full iron armor with weapons giving orders. We were last out here, what, two days ago? And it wasn’t like this. I wonder what happened to make them change the rule? We need to tell Nan after lunfast.”

			“Do you think we should call it brunch instead?”

			She rolls her eyes. “Yes, but I’m not telling Chug that. It would break his heart. You know how proud he is of lunfast.”

			A mouthwatering feast is waiting for us at a table outside the shop where the brothers sell everything Tok makes with his crafting table and brewing stand. Chug has prepared delicious pies and steaks and potatoes and bread, and Mal has brought a bucket of fresh milk. Jarro walks over, followed by his cat Meowy and an adorably spotted baby horse. I can hear Tok hammering away at his crafting table as usual, but as soon as we sit down Chug shouts, “Tok! Hurry up! It’s lunfast time!”

			Tok looks great—all his hair and his eyebrows have grown back after he learned to make proper potions on our last expedition. He’s smiling, his cats and their latest kittens cavorting around his feet.

			“So I came up with the perfect name for that baby horse,” Chug says.

			“Foal,” Jarro corrects.

			“No, that’s a terrible name. I was thinking—are you ready for this? Sir Horsely.”

			Jarro is momentarily lost for words, and it’s hard to believe he used to bully all of us around; he’s really kind, now that he’s away from his mom and ex-friends. “No, I mean, a baby horse is called a foal. And his name is Al.”

			Chug deflates a little and mutters, “Okay, but the next one is gonna be Sir Horsely, right? Because that’s a great name. I would also accept Lord Wuffles.”

			Jarro chokes on his stew, and Chug helpfully thumps him on the back, completely unaware that he’s the cause of Jarro’s current breathing crisis.

			“Hey, Lenna,” Tok calls, pulling my attention away from the scene. “Do you know if Nan has any books on redstone?”

			“What’s redstone?” I ask, because I grew up in a mine and I’ve never heard of it.

			“Sometimes I find these red blocks,” Mal explains. “And they make this weird red dust…”

			“And I’ve been experimenting with it.” Tok leans forward, excited, his eyes alight. “It’s kind of like back when I was inventing things but they never worked. There’s some secret to redstone, and I feel so close, but—”

			“But at least he’s not still blowing things up,” Chug finishes for him.

			I shake my head. “I’ve never seen anything like that in a book, but Nan’s collection is mostly about plants and mobs and biomes, not mining. My folks back at the mine might know more.”

			“Gross,” Chug mutters under his breath, and I smile because it feels good to know my friends have my back.

			“Yeah, not worth asking them.” Mal looks toward the wall as she chews and frowns. “I can’t believe Lars signed up to guard the wall.”

			I sigh. “I can. Some people will do anything to feel important.”

			“Hey, remember that time Lars fell face-first in a cow patty?” Chug asks.

			“Yeah, because you pushed him.” Tok grins.

			“Whoa, that was you? I was always jealous of that. Nice!” Jarro holds out his hand, and he and Chug do an elaborate handshake that ends with a fart sound.

			We all laugh, remembering that day, and I never dreamed I could ever be so happy. We eat until we’re all groaning and rubbing our bellies, and Poppy falls asleep in the grass covered in kittens and one mud-splattered pig. When it’s time for Mal to go back home and do her chores, we help clean up the dishes and say our goodbyes and head back toward the wall.

			This time, when Lars asks for our names, we just say them and hurry past, eager to be away from his arrogant grin. I’d love to remind him of his time in a cow patty, but I know he would just find some way to punish me—especially now that he thinks he’s tough. As Mal milks the cows, I enjoy the pasture, watching bees and sketching birds for the book I’m writing about flora and fauna. The cows love Mal, but they get fussy when I try to help, because my mind tends to wander and they don’t really like being squeezed that hard by someone who’s not paying attention.

			Once the milk is all lined up in pails, Mal and I hurry down the road and through the Hub, carefully carrying a bucket of fresh milk for Nan. Elder Stu glares at us from his store, and I wonder why he is the way he is, why he’s so scared of everything that isn’t exactly his way. Not all the old people are like that—and Nan is definitely not like that.

			I smile as we near her cottage, with the bright flowers we planted together in the window boxes and the sleepy bees humming around their hive. Nan is usually sitting outside at this time of day, reading a book in her rocking chair as she enjoys the afternoon sun—and waits for her milk. The door, oddly, is open. And when we push inside, we see why.

			“Oh no!” Mal cries. “Nan!”
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			MAL
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			So here’s what you need to know: My name is Mal, and I can’t think about anything else right now because my great-great-great-grandmother is clearly in trouble.

			Nan is on the floor, stretched out on her belly like she fell. She’s the oldest person in town, over a hundred, but she’s always seemed so strong and spry. I kneel and gently turn her over with Lenna’s help, and Nan blinks and shakes her head as she coughs. Her skin is grayish and slack, her eyes unfocused.

			“Nan,” I say softly. “What happened?”

			“Mara, is that you?” she mumbles, and I flinch, because that’s not me—it’s my mom.

			“Nan, it’s Mal.”

			“And Lenna.”

			“Yes, and Lenna, too. Did you fall? Are you hurt?”

			Nan shakes her head harder and licks her dry lips as she struggles to sit up on her own. “Nothing happened. I’m just old, that’s all. Needed a little nap. Help me into bed, will you, Mara? This floor leaves a good bit to be desired.”

			We carefully pull Nan up and help her stagger to her bed. Once we’ve got her under the covers, she settles back against her pillow with a weary sigh and closes her eyes.

			“She was fine this morning, I swear,” Lenna says, exasperated and worried. “She woke up before me. She scolded me for not weeding the window boxes!”

			“Nan, tell me what you’re feeling,” I ask, holding her hand.

			She blinks, her eyes searching for me.

			I’ve never seen her like this before, and it’s terrifying.

			“Mara, change your shirt,” she mumbles. “Always covered in cow hair, that girl.”

			“No, Nan. It’s me. Mal. Mara’s daughter. When did you start feeling bad?”

			She coughs, and her eyes find mine. “I was outside reading, and my heart started fluttering. I came inside to get a drink, and everything began swaying around like I was on a boat. I fell down, and I was just too tired to get up. It’s the strangest thing. Now let a body rest, would you? Humph. Children. Pesky things.”

			Her eyes flutter shut, and I look to Lenna. “Have you ever heard of an illness like this? Maybe in one of your books?”

			Lenna shakes her head. “I can look, but I don’t think so.”

			I gaze out the open door, back toward town. “Will you stay with her? I’m going to the Hub to get Tini and Elder Gabe. Maybe they’ll know more.”

			Lenna tucks in Nan’s feet and goes to a bookshelf, already pulling down an old book. “Go on. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

			I nod and take off, running for the Hub like I’m being chased by a thousand skeleton horsemen. Luckily, we’re not too far away, and I skid into Tini’s shop, gasping for breath. She looks up from her counter, frowning. Then again, our town healer is mostly frowning when my friends and I are in view. I guess when you sell rare potions stored in glass bottles, a bunch of rowdy kids are your worst nightmare.

			“Help,” I manage to mutter. “It’s Nan.”

			Tini stands, straightening her robes and smoothing back her gray hair. “What’s wrong? Did she fall?”

			I shake my head. “She’s…sick. So she fell, but because of something else. She’s in bed now. Doesn’t seem like she broke any bones, thank goodness.”

			Tini’s brow wrinkles down. “Then what do you want me to do?”

			“I don’t know!” I shout. “Fix her! That’s your job—to fix people!”

			Hands on her hips and nose in the air, she says, “That is my job, yes, and your job is to respect your elders. Have you conferred with Elder Gabe?”

			“I came to you first.”

			At that, she preens a little—Tini is in the running to be our next town Elder, when whoever is oldest finally dies. As the healer, I guess she has extra insight into that sort of thing, but it’s always seemed a bit morbid to me, actively waiting for someone to kick the bucket.

			“Then let’s go get Elder Gabe and we’ll go together. It’s good that you came to me first.”

			“We need to hurry!”

			She flaps a hand at me. “Emergencies are rarely a matter of time, child.”

			I goggle at her. “Yes, they are! That’s why they’re emergencies and not—not—tea parties!”

			Tini harrumphs. “Potions will fix things or they won’t. Five minutes won’t change anything.”

			I dance from foot to foot as she takes her time, closing her ledger and locking her potions closet before walking to the door so slowly I wish Chug were here to pick her up and carry her. She motions for me to go outside and carefully locks that door, too. I take off running for Elder Gabe’s store, but Tini’s walk is stately and calm, as if she needs everyone to see her performing her duty.

			As I nearly jog in place beside her on our way to our town’s oldest and grumpiest potions expert, I have to ask, “Tini, why don’t you have an apprentice yet?”

			She side-eyes me with a frown. “Oh, that time will come when I’m a bit further along. I’ll choose one of my daughters and teach her my secrets. I think Livi might be a good choice.”

			“But if you taught her now, she could keep the shop open for you. What if there’s another emergency while you’re out seeing Nan?”

			Another hand flap. “It’ll take care of itself. You know our town’s ways. We typically take on apprentices when we become Elders or are in our decline, not when we’re still capable of working.”

			Now it’s my turn to frown, because I understand what she’s actually saying. If she trained anyone else, if she shared the secrets of her craft with them, then she might lose business to them. That’s why tools were so expensive before Tok learned how to craft—Elder Stu was the only person in town who knew how to work a crafting table, and he guarded that information so jealously that no one else even knew it could be done. Our Elders don’t pass down their knowledge until they have no choice…which is why there are so many frustrated young people. Maybe that’s why my friends and I got into a ton of trouble before we started going on adventures beyond the wall—we didn’t have anything useful to do because no one would teach us how to be useful.

			Even at Tini’s slow-as-dripping-honey pace, we soon arrive at Elder Gabe’s storefront. She pats her hair and settles her robe into place before entering, and he hears the door chime and emerges from the curtain that hides his wares with a theatrical flair.

			He instantly deflates when he sees who it is.

			“Ah, young Tini,” he says, even though Tini is old enough to be my grandmother. “What brings you to my fine establishment? Need some more potions?” He waggles his tufty white eyebrows.

			Because, again, Elder Gabe won’t teach Tini how to make potions. She has to buy them from him and then use them to heal people. When Tok learned how to craft tools and brew potions, it really shook up the town economy, which is probably the only reason they let him move outside the wall—so Elder Gabe wouldn’t lose as much business.

			“No, Elder Gabe,” I break in, because I honestly don’t have time to listen to Tini explain it. “We have a big problem—”

			“Who is it? What did you see?” he barks, looking around frantically and brandishing his walking stick like it’s a weapon.

			I don’t know why he’s so jumpy, so I just tell him, “Nan is really sick. I’m not sure what’s wrong with her, but she needs help.”

			He exhales in relief and nods sympathetically, his hat slipping off his bald head. “Yes, well, little Mal, that’s called getting older, and it happens to us all.”

			I shake my head, my braid flying. “No. That’s not it. She was fine this morning, and then she suddenly got very, very not fine.”

			Elder Gabe and Tini share a look of surprise.

			“Well, you see,” Elder Gabe says with a pitying look, “that’s impossible.”

			“Then come to her cottage and see. Because I assure you, it’s very possible.”

			“Children have such big imaginations,” Tini says with a shrug.

			I glare. “So you think that I’m imagining my great-great-great-grandmother being deathly ill?”

			They share another look, and Elder Gabe sighs heavily. “Very well, then. I will have to charge you for the visit either way, you understand.”

			“We both will,” Tini hurries to add. “Lost time, lost revenue…”

			“Fine! Charge the oldest person in town. I’m sure she’d prefer that to dying,” I bark. “Now come on!”

			I march toward Nan’s cottage, and Elder Gabe and Tini trail behind me. At first, they both try to go slowly, each looking more aristocratic and stuck-up than the other, with Elder Gabe’s walking stick clacking on the cobblestone. But then, once we’re out of the Hub, they pick up the pace, probably realizing that the faster they get back to their shops, the faster they’ll get back to selling their wares. I bust through Nan’s door and find very little changed. Nan is in bed, asleep and breathing shallowly, and Lenna sits on a chair beside her, a stack of books by her side and a big blue book in her lap.

			“Wee Gabe,” Nan says, blinking annoyedly. “You’d best not bother my cow again, you scalawag. It spoils the milk.”

			Elder Gabe clears his throat. “Hello, Nan. How are we feeling?”

			Tini elbows her way in front. “We’re feeling how, there, Nan?”

			Nan sits up, frowning. “I feel like a steak left out in the rain. Weak, achy.” She sighs and deflates a little. “I would say I’m getting old, but I’ve been doing that for twenty years with no ill effects.”

			Tini and Elder Gabe take turns inspecting Nan from her eyeballs to her ears and nose, right down to her feet. They mumble to themselves and mutter at each other, but neither of them really seems to know what’s wrong. Lenna pages furiously through her books, muttering to herself and tossing each book on the ground as it fails her.

			Finally, Tini sighs and brushes down her robes. “This is not a known illness. It would appear that age has simply caught up with you.”

			“Balderdash!” Nan roars, and I grin to see a bit of her old fire. “I’ve got thirty years left in me! At least!”

			“There’s nothing we can do,” Elder Gabe concurs, head hanging. “We can only keep you safe in bed and feed you a steady diet of beetroot soup.”

			“I’d rather die!” Nan barks.

			“Well, it would appear you’re going to do that either way. I’m so sorry, Nan.” Elder Gabe tries to take her hand, and she flails at him, almost like she’s trying to punch him in the nose.

			“I’m not dying!” she cries, but it ends in a fit of dry, hacking coughs. “Get out of here, you bumbling old fool!”

			“We must discuss consultation fees—”

			“So bill me! And if I die, I’m not paying!”

			Elder Gabe and Tini hurry out of the cottage, and Nan settles back down. I grab her hand, and she sighs deeply and looks to me with wet eyes.

			“They can’t help me,” she says. “With their potions. This is beyond potions, whatever it is.”

			“Then what can we do?” I ask, my eyes tearing up, too. “Maybe Tok can craft something new. Maybe—maybe we can go to the Nether and find something. Whatever it takes, Nan, we’ll do it. We can’t lose you.”

			Nan’s eyes go far away. “There is one thing…” She trails off, her eyes fluttering closed.

			I shake her gently. “Nan! Nan! What? What is it? Whatever it is, we’ll get it for you.”

			Her eyes pop open, wide and dreamy, like she’s looking at a far-off sunset.

			“The enchanted golden apple,” she murmurs before falling unconscious.
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			Here’s what you need to know:

			No. Wait.

			Here’s what I need to know: What is an enchanted golden apple, and how can I get one for Nan?

			And, I guess, how can I keep Chug from eating it first?

			Don’t get me wrong—my brother loves Nan as much as I do, but he definitely isn’t known for his self-control.

			As soon as Elder Gabe and Tini said they couldn’t help Nan, Mal ran all the way through Cornucopia and back to our place. I’ve never seen her so scared and anxious, and I’ve seen her half dead from poison. She filled us in on what had happened and asked me if maybe there was a potion in one of my books that could help. Chug and Jarro and I stuffed a bunch of my books and potions into our pockets and ran to Nan’s house as fast as we could. Well, as fast as Lars and Jami would let us, thanks to that ridiculous new protocol at the door.

			My potions book didn’t have anything useful in it, so now Lenna and I are going through all of Nan’s many old books, back from the time of our town Founders, scanning each page for anything related to an enchanted golden apple. It’s hard not to get distracted, because these are Nan’s special books that she never, ever lends out, and they’re full of things we’ve never even heard of before. As Lenna and I pick up books, page through, and toss them on the ground in heaps, Chug paces and Mal holds Nan’s withered old hand.

			“Nan, please,” she murmurs. “Please wake up. You have to tell us how to get that apple.”

			“Or any apple,” Chug says, rubbing his stomach as he paces. “Lunfast was so long ago.”

			“You know,” Jarro says from the corner where he’s been sitting, slowly deconstructing a flower. “They said potions wouldn’t fix her, and Tok’s book wasn’t very useful, but maybe potions would help enough to get Nan talking? I bet Elder Gabe and Tini didn’t want to use any potions because they don’t want to fail—or be responsible if she takes a turn for the worse. If people heard that our town’s specialists treated Nan but couldn’t save her, everyone might start to doubt them.”

			I look up. It’s a good point. “That makes sense. They’re just not willing to take the risk and fail. But I am. I’ll make as many potions as Nan needs.” I look to Mal. “If that’s what you want?”

			Mal’s face is red and tear-streaked. “I don’t see how it could get any worse.”

			“I do,” Chug breaks in. “What if one of the potions turns her into a strider? Her shirts wouldn’t fit because she wouldn’t have arms. Or—or a slime? Although I guess then we could subdivide her to make more, smaller Nans…”

			“Just try healing potions, maybe,” Mal says. “But yeah, please don’t turn my great-great-great-grandmother into a slime.”

			I line up all the potions from my pockets, and Lenna pulls all of Nan’s potions out of the secret compartment in her armoire. I know what each of my potions does because I made them, but Chug just grabbed things randomly, which isn’t going to help us much. I start with a Potion of Healing, dripping the bright red liquid into Nan’s mouth. She splutters and then sips, her eyes blinking open.

			“Nan!” Mal cries.

			Nan shakes her head and turns her face away. “Stop that yelling. I’m old, not deaf.”

			“Do you feel any better?” Lenna asks.

			Nan sighs and slumps down, almost like she’s becoming a liquid. “No. I don’t think I’ll ever feel better. Just like you woke me up from a nice dream. Now let an old lady sleep.” She closes her eyes, and I tip a little more potion into her mouth. She swallows it and eyes me suspiciously. “You’re up to something.”

			“We just need to know how to find the enchanted golden apple,” I say.

			“Or we can just keep feeding her Potions of Healing for every moment of the rest of her life?” Chug says hopefully.

			Nan’s nose wrinkles up. “That would be like waking you up every two minutes that you were asleep for the rest of your life. I won’t have it. Now listen up, because I’m only going to say this once.”

			We all surround her bed, and she sits up a little and gives each of us a stern look. “Nobody start crying, you hear me?”

			“No promises,” Mal says with a sniffle.

			“As you all know, our town had eight Founders,” Nan begins. “Your ancestors. When they began building Cornucopia, I was just a little girl, even younger than you. But here’s a secret, children…”

			We lean close.

			“There were originally ten Founders.”

			We all exchange looks.

			“How have we never heard this?” Mal asks.

			“Because the people who stick around write the histories,” Nan says. “Efram and Cleo were written out of the narrative. As the Founders journeyed here, they had to cross a great ocean. Cleo was lost to a drowned, and Efram went mad with grief. He no longer wanted to found a great city. He wanted to stay by the sea where he’d last seen his wife. He told us he was going to build a home out in the middle of the ocean, where no one could ever bother him again. He was angry that out of everyone, only his love had been taken. It hurt too much, he said, the thought of seeing everyone else happy and thriving while he suffered. They tried to talk him into coming along, or at least going back to their original city and starting anew. But Efram would have none of it. He dove into the sea and was never seen again.”

			We all exchange bewildered glances.

			“Great story, Nan,” Chug says in the most Chuggish of ways. “Now tell us the one about the enchanted golden apple.”

			Nan coughs and harrumphs. “This is the story of the enchanted golden apple. You kids these days have no patience for theatricality.” She settles herself down like a chicken sitting on eggs. “Now, the thing about Efram was that he loved hunting for treasure in odd places, and one time, he found a golden apple that shimmered with violet magic. He wouldn’t use it for any reason. He was saving it, he told us, in case anything bad ever happened to Cleo. But then when tragedy struck and she was pulled down into the water, there was no way to give her the enchanted golden apple he’d saved to rescue her from death. The adults reckoned that irony broke his mind.”

			“Those old people were hard-core,” Chug whispers to me and Jarro.

			“So you’re saying that this Efram guy might still have the enchanted golden apple?” Lenna asks, cutting to the chase as usual.

			Nan nods sagely. “That’s the only time I’ve ever seen one. Never even heard of one, before that or after that. Couldn’t tell you how to find one. Efram never told us what he had to do to get it. He said it was too horrifying, got that faraway look in his eye. But I saw it once. He pulled it out to show it to Cleo, and it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

			“Okay, so how do we find Efram?” Mal asks. “Do we go to the ocean?”

			Nan nods. “If he still lives, it’s there. I don’t doubt he’s still alive, either, as he had all sorts of esoteric magical items. If I’m still kicking, he’s still kicking, the crazy old coot. You find the ocean, you’ll find him. In a house in the middle of the water.”

			“So we go to the village, get a map from the cartographer, find the ocean, and…”

			Mal trails off, but Chug continues for her.

			“And find a crazy old man living in his ocean hermit house and mourning his lost love, and we ask him for his prized possession that failed him during the greatest tragedy of his life. I’m sure he’ll be real happy to see us.”

			Nan winks at Chug. “Sounds like a nice plan.”

			“We’re going to need the horses.” Mal looks to Jarro.

			“I can have them ready immediately,” he says, nodding. He’s still just glad to be one of us and would do pretty much anything for Mal.

			“We already have a bunch of potions, but we’re going to need armor and weapons,” she goes on.

			“Well, obviously,” Chug says, chest puffed up.

			“And I can bring my crafting table and brewing stand. I have a whole traveling workshop,” I say.

			Mal grins. “Bring all that and any ingredients you might need along the way.”

			“And we’re going to need a lot of cookies. Like, a lot.” Chug looks at Lenna.

			She nods.“I baked a fresh batch this morning.” Mal wipes her eyes and straightens up, looking less like a lost little girl and more like our brave leader. “Then let’s split up. Guys, head out to New Cornucopia and get the horses and supplies ready. Lenna and I will gather up food and meet you there.”

			Chug and Jarro run to the door, and Chug turns back and raises an eyebrow at me.

			“I need to repack all these potions,” I explain. “Just make sure you pack my crafting table, brewing stand, and furnace. Don’t forget, okay?”

			“Okay,” he agrees.

			I look past him at Jarro, who winks at me. Chug will forget, but Jarro won’t. It’s kind of neat how they complement each other when all they used to do was insult each other. They run off, and I focus on filling my pockets with potions and ingredients from Nan’s secret stash. My fingers itch to bring along a few of Nan’s books, but I know there’s always the possibility of being robbed out on the road. It happened to us once before, when we were on our quest to
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