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Chapter One: The Weird Backpack on the Bus
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Milo Parker was having the kind of morning that felt like it had been designed by someone who really did not like Milo Parker.

It started with the toothpaste. There was none. Milo squeezed the tube so hard it made a rude noise and coughed out one sad blue dot the size of a pinhead. He brushed his teeth with that one dot and a lot of hope.

Then his sock disappeared. Not both socks. Just one. The left one. He found the right sock immediately, which felt like the universe teasing him.

"Milo!" his mom called from downstairs. "Bus in four minutes!"

"I am aware of the bus!" Milo shouted back, hopping into the kitchen with one bare foot. "The bus and I have a very stressful relationship!"

He grabbed a piece of toast, jammed it into his mouth, found a mismatched sock in the laundry basket (green, with a picture of a taco on it), and shoved his foot into his shoe.

"Do you have everything?" his mom asked, handing him his lunch.

"Yes," said Milo, through the toast.

He did not have everything. He was, in fact, about to make one of the great mistakes of his nine-year-old life.

Milo burst out the front door, sprinted down the sidewalk, and made it to the bus stop exactly as the big yellow bus wheezed to a stop. He climbed on, flopped into a seat next to the window, and let out a long breath. He had made it. He was a hero. Someone should probably give him a medal.

The bus rumbled all the way to school. Milo watched the houses slide by and thought about absolutely nothing, which was one of his favorite activities.

When the bus stopped at Maple Hollow Elementary, Milo stood up, stretched, and walked off feeling pretty good about himself.

He was halfway across the parking lot when it hit him.

His backpack.
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His actual backpack. The green plaid one. The one with all his stuff in it. His homework folder. His pencil case. His reading book. His everything.

It was still on the seat.

Milo spun around just in time to see the bus pull away, growing smaller and smaller, taking his entire school life with it.

"NO," said Milo, to the bus.

The bus did not care. Buses never do.

Milo stood frozen in the parking lot as kids streamed past him. His homework folder had his math worksheet in it. His finished math worksheet, which almost never happened, and the one time it did happen, the bus had stolen it.

"This," Milo announced to no one, "is the worst thing that has ever happened to any person ever."

★  ★  ★

Inside, Milo trudged down the hallway toward Ms. Juniper's classroom, dragging his feet like a very small, very tragic zombie. He had no folder. No pencils. No book. He was a boy with nothing but a taco sock and a broken heart.

That was when he spotted the lost-and-found table.

The lost-and-found table lived at the corner where the front hallway met the cafeteria hallway. It was a wobbly folding table covered in a wild pile of forgotten things: single gloves, a purple water bottle, three jackets, a stuffed frog missing one eye, a whistle, and a container of what might once have been a sandwich but was now a science experiment.

And on top of the pile, sitting like it had been waiting there just for him, was a backpack.

It was, without a doubt, the strangest backpack Milo had ever seen.

It was purple — not a normal purple, but a deep, glowy, plummy purple, like the sky right after the sun goes down. It was covered in yellow stars, some big, some small, scattered all over like someone had shaken them out of a jar. One of the zippers was crooked, sitting at a funny angle, and near the top was a small stitched patch shaped like an eye.

A little paper tag hung from the zipper. Milo turned it over.

It said, in curly handwriting: Take only if needed.
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Milo looked left. He looked right. The hallway was mostly empty now.

"Take only if needed," he read out loud. He thought about it for approximately half a second. "I mean. I need a backpack. Currently. So."

He picked it up.

The backpack was surprisingly light. And warm, somehow, like a cat that had been sleeping in a sunny spot. Milo could have sworn he felt a tiny wiggle, like the backpack had shivered when he touched it. But that was silly. Backpacks don't wiggle.

"Free backpack," Milo whispered to himself, grinning. "The universe owes me one nice thing today."

He slung it over his shoulder and headed to class, feeling slightly less tragic.

★  ★  ★

Ms. Juniper's classroom was warm and bright, with plants on the windowsill and a rug shaped like a giant open book. Ms. Juniper herself was standing by the door in a soft gray cardigan and little flower earrings, greeting everyone as they came in.

"Good morning, Milo," she said, and her kind eyes flicked to the purple backpack. Just for a second, something crossed her face — a flash of surprise, maybe, or a memory. Then it was gone, and she smiled her usual smile.

Milo slid into his seat next to his best friend, Talia Green.

Talia had dark braids and a green jacket, and she was already writing something in her yellow notebook, which she carried everywhere. Talia noticed things. It was sort of her whole deal. She once figured out who ate the class hamster's snacks based on a single crumb. (It was the hamster. But still. Impressive detective work.)

"You forgot your backpack again," Talia said, not even looking up.

"How do you always know things," said Milo.

"You have a taco sock and one different backpack than usual." She finally looked up. Her eyes went wide. "Whoa. Where'd you get that?"

"Lost-and-found," said Milo proudly. "It was free. It said take only if needed, and I needed it, so."
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On Milo's other side, Benny Brooks leaned over. Benny was eight, with round glasses and a striped shirt, and he was holding a granola bar he was clearly saving for a special occasion.

"That backpack looks like it fell out of a wizard's dream," said Benny. "I love it. Does it have snacks in it?"

"It doesn't have anything in it," said Milo. "But that's the whole problem. I have no folder, no pencils, no book, and Ms. Juniper's gonna collect the math worksheet, and mine is currently on a bus somewhere going to bus jail."

"Just borrow stuff," said Talia.

"I can't borrow a whole worksheet." Milo groaned and dropped his head onto his desk. Then he had an idea. A small, silly idea. "Okay. New plan. I'm gonna reach into the backpack, and I'm gonna believe, and maybe there's like a spare folder in there or something."

Talia raised an eyebrow. "That is not how backpacks work."

"You don't know my journey," said Milo.

He unzipped the crooked zipper — it made a soft hmmm sound, almost like humming, but Milo didn't notice. He closed his eyes. He pictured his homework folder. His nice, boring, ordinary homework folder.

"Please," he whispered, "give me my homework folder. Or something like it."

He reached inside.

His fingers closed around something. Something that was definitely not a folder. Something rubbery. Something with a squishy, bumpy shape and what felt like a little beak.

Milo pulled it out.

It was a rubber chicken.

A bright yellow rubber chicken with a floppy red comb and a permanently shocked expression on its face, like it too could not believe what was happening.

For a long moment, Milo just stared at it.
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Benny gasped with pure delight. "It gave you a chicken."

"I asked for a folder," said Milo slowly.

"It gave you a chicken," Talia repeated, and she was already writing something in her yellow notebook.

Milo squeezed the chicken. It let out a long, squeaky HOOOONK that echoed across the entire classroom.

Twenty-two heads turned to look at him. Ms. Juniper paused mid-sentence at the board.

"Milo," she said gently, "do you have something to share with the class?"

Milo held up the rubber chicken. It stared out at his classmates with its shocked little face.

"...No," said Milo.

The whole room burst out laughing. Milo felt his ears turn the exact same red as his hoodie. He stuffed the chicken back into the backpack as fast as he could, wishing very hard that he could disappear into the rug shaped like a book.

As he shoved it in, his hand brushed against a small slip of paper he was sure hadn't been there before. He pulled it out and read it under his desk.

In tiny, curly handwriting, it said: Try again.

Milo's mouth fell open.

He looked at the backpack. The crooked zipper had settled into a funny little curve. If Milo didn't know better — and he was starting to think he didn't know better at all — he'd have said it looked exactly like a smile.

"Talia," Milo whispered. "I think there's something very wrong with this backpack."

-——-
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Chapter Two: Not What I Asked For
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By the time the morning bell rang for recess, Milo had a theory, and Milo loved a theory.

"Okay," he said, herding Talia and Benny into a corner of the playground by the big oak tree. "I've been thinking."

"Uh oh," said Benny.

"I think this backpack is broken."

"Or magic," said Talia.

"Broken," said Milo firmly. "Watch. I'm gonna prove it. I'm gonna ask for something totally normal, and it's gonna give me something totally weird, and that means it's broken." He looked down at the backpack. "Backpack. I would like a snack. A normal snack. Thank you."

He reached inside.

He pulled out a napkin.

Just a napkin. A plain white paper napkin, folded neatly into a square.

Milo held it up like it was evidence in a trial. "SEE. I asked for a snack. This is a napkin."

"Maybe it thinks you're messy," said Talia.

"To be fair," said Benny, "you are holding a rubber chicken."

"That is unrelated to my snack emergency," said Milo. He stuffed the napkin in his hoodie pocket. "Okay. Round two. Backpack, I would like a video game. Something fun. I've had a hard day. My worksheet is in bus jail."

He reached in again. His fingers found something small and flat and papery. He pulled it out.

It was a library card.

A brand-new, crisp library card with his own name printed on it: MILO PARKER.

"...That's not a video game," said Milo.

"It's better!" said Benny. "Books are like video
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