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The Butterfly That Shouldn't Exist
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Nobody in Bramble Village trusted Milo with directions.

If you asked,

"Where's the bakery?"

Milo would say,

"I don't know... but I found a cave that sneezes."

If you asked,

"Where's the river?"

"I forgot. Want to see a tree that whistles?"

His grandmother said he was impossible.

Milo preferred the word curious.

"They mean the same thing," she would grumble.

"They absolutely do not."

"They absolutely do."

"See?" Milo said. "Now we're both curious."

His grandmother sighed.

"You'll be the reason I go grey."

"You've been saying that since I was four."

"I know."

"And?"

She smiled.

"It worked."

That afternoon, Milo spotted the bluest butterfly he had ever seen.

Not normal blue.

Impossible blue.

The kind of blue crayons dream about becoming.

It landed on a wooden sign.

NO PATH BEYOND THIS POINT.

Milo looked left.

Then right.

Then at the butterfly.

"Well..."

"It didn't say butterflies couldn't go."

The butterfly fluttered away.

Milo followed.

Naturally.

The path grew quieter.

No birds.

No wind.

Even the leaves seemed to be listening.

Then...

It stopped.

Not at a cliff.

Not at the sea.

At a tiny wooden gate.

[image: ]Beside it stood another sign.

END OF THE WORLD

PLEASE LATCH THE GATE.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Beyond the Little Gate
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Milo frowned.

"That's oddly polite."

He leaned over the fence.

Nothing.

No sky.

No ground.

Just a giant blank space stretching forever.

Like somebody had erased reality with the world's biggest rubber.

He swallowed.

"...Okay."

"That is definitely not normal."

Something knocked.

Three slow taps.

From the other side.

Milo didn't move.

The knocking came again.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Then a voice said,

"If you're another goat, I'm not opening it."

Milo blinked.

[image: ]"I'm... not a goat."

"Oh."

A pause.

"Are you sure?"

"I've never been more sure of anything."

"Hmm."

Another pause.

"You sound goat-shaped."

"I don't even know what that means."

The voice sighed.

"Nobody ever does."

The gate clicked.

It opened just enough for a tiny hand to poke through.

The hand was bright green.

It held a biscuit.

"For waiting."

Milo stared at the biscuit.

"Is this a trap?"

"No."

"Poison?"

"No."

"Vegetables?"

"...How did you guess?"

Milo slowly handed it back.

"I don't trust biscuits that are secretly healthy."

The owner of the hand burst out laughing.

A round face popped through the gap.

One ear was tiny.

The other was so enormous it flopped over one eye.

"Finally," the stranger said.

"Someone sensible."

"I'm Milo."

"I'm Brik."

"You live... out there?"

Brik looked behind him.

"You mean the Outside?"

"I was going to call it 'the nothing.'"

Brik gasped.

"You can't call it that!"

"Why not?"

"It gets offended."

Milo laughed.

"The nothing has feelings?"

Before Brik could answer...

The blank space behind him...

blinked.

Not metaphorically.

[image: ]It actually blinked.
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The World That Looked Back
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One enormous eye opened in the middle of the empty white space.

Brik dropped the biscuit.

"Oh."

He whispered.

"It found you."

The eye didn't blink.

It stared.

Right at Milo.

He stared back.

"...Is it looking at me?"

[image: ]Brik grabbed Milo's sleeve.

"No."

"Then why are you pulling me?"

"Because if it is looking at you, we're already in trouble."

"What is it?"

Brik whispered so quietly Milo almost missed it.

"It checks."

"Checks what?"

"If you're supposed to be here."

The eye narrowed.

Brik squeaked.

"Oh crumbs."

"What?"

"It never narrows."

A low rumble rolled through the white emptiness.

Not thunder.

Laughter.

Huge.

Slow.

The gate shivered.

Brik slapped both hands over his giant ear.

"Don't laugh back!"

"I wasn't going to."

"Good."

[image: ]"It wasn't that funny."

The laughter stopped.

Then...

A deep voice echoed everywhere.

"Visitor detected."

Milo looked around.

"Who said that?"

Brik pointed at the eye.

"The border."

"The... border talks?"

"Only when something has gone terribly wrong."

"So..."

Brik nodded.

"...This counts."

The gate burst open.

Brik yanked Milo through.

"HEY!"

Too late.

The gate slammed shut behind them.

Milo spun around.

The fence was gone.

"So..."

He swallowed.

"I don't suppose we can go back?"

Brik gave him a look.

"You've been here four seconds."

"You already want to leave?"

"I was asking politely."

"Oh."

"Then no."
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The Wrong Child[image: ]
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The world beyond looked nothing like Earth.

The trees grew upside down.

Their roots waved in the air like sleepy octopus arms.

Fish floated through the sky.

Clouds bounced.

Actual bounced.

Every few seconds one would hit the ground with a soft...

Boof.

...before drifting upward again.

A tiny creature wearing a teacup as a hat marched past.

[image: ]It stopped.

Pointed at Milo.

"He's got elbows!"

Within seconds...

A crowd gathered.

"Look!"

"His nose stays in one place!"

"He only has one shadow!"

"Poor thing."

Someone handed Milo a sticker.

It read:

WELCOME, ODD LITTLE EARTHLING.
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A House With No Door[image: ]
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Brik pulled Milo away before anyone could ask more questions.

"We have to hurry."

"Where?"

"To my grandmother."

"Why?"

"She knows what to do."

"About what?"

Brik stopped walking.

He looked at Milo with genuine confusion.

"You still don't know?"

"Know what?"

Brik's smile disappeared.

"The Border doesn't wake up..."

"...unless the End of a World has begun."

Silence.

Then, somewhere far behind them...

The great eye blinked again.

This time...

It wasn't alone.

Another eye opened.

Then another.

Then another.

Watching.

Waiting.

As if the edge of the world had just grown hungry.

Brik ran so fast his enormous ear flapped behind him like a kite.

"Hurry!"

"I'm hurrying!"

"No, you're jogging."

"I've never met anyone who insults people while rescuing them."

"You'll meet my grandmother."

"Should I be worried?"

"Very."

They reached a village unlike anything Milo had ever imagined.

The houses weren't built.

They had grown.

Some looked like giant seashells.

Others looked as though someone had folded paper into impossible shapes.

A mailbox sneezed.

A lamp post yawned.

A tiny creature sweeping the street looked up.

It gasped so hard the broom fainted.

"Earthling!"

Every window flew open.

People leaned out.

Someone shouted,

"I owe five buttons!"

Another groaned,

"I said they'd never come!"

A little girl ran up to Milo.

She stared into his face.

"So..."

"What?"

"Where's your glow?"

"My what?"

She looked horrified.

"They forgot to give him one."

Brik didn't stop.

He grabbed Milo's wrist.

"No talking."

"No smiling."

"No waving."

"I
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