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Magick does not belong to the bigots. 

It does not belong to the fascists.

Magick has always belonged to the pagans. 

To the queer kids. 

To those that dare transcend the gender binary.

What do you think magick is 

if not waking up every day to a life of cosmic horror,

and yet choosing to persevere?

I call this spell, Sanctuary.

- Ravencroft BlR

​

Prologue: The Phantom Fiancée
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Our fable begins on a rainy evening, as the most haunting tales of cosmic horror always do.

Sarah Mae stepped onto the grounds of Carrie Furnace in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and a cold mist filled the air. The sky was dark. She did not know the name of its color, somewhere between black and twilight.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she received a text. She flipped it open. The dim light from its cracked screen illuminated her face in the rain.

‘I’m here. South end. Hurry,’ Mabel had texted.

“Hurry? No, dollface. You’re dead, gotta learn some patience,” Sarah Mae said, taking a drag of a menthol cigarette in the pouring rain. 

Last week she had begun receiving texts from someone claiming to be Mabel, her first love. But that was impossible. Mabel had died decades ago. 

Carrie Furnace, if you have not been, is the sort of place that feels like a realm unto itself. Copper and smoke and coils and the smell of industry. Sarah Mae stepped through the fog and the smoke, without hesitation, without fear.

One of the towers looked like a great eldritch beast, looming over the world, wings unfurling. Then, Sarah Mae stepped closer and it was just a tower. She held the cigarette in her fingers and flicked the ash to the concrete ground. Puddles of rain pooled around her. Her phone buzzed again. 

‘Where are you, love?’ the text read.

“Where am I?” she said to herself.

Then she snapped a photo of the looming furnace tower with its strange, almost winglike silos. She sent the photo to Mabel.

“The Ritz hotel looks like. Wasting my time on a ghost hunt.”

The rain poured down. Sarah Mae pulled her high-collared trenchcoat closer around her. Her steel-toed boots thundered along the pavement in her heavy footsteps.

She was a woman in her sixties, hair the color of ash with a voice to match. Under her trenchcoat she wore a floral-patterned button-up shirt that was perhaps once fancy, years ago, but now was more like camouflage in this ashen smoke-filled heart of industry.

A beast of great antlers charged forward through the mists, some creature angry and wild. Sarah Mae did not falter. She turned to face the great beast head-on. But it wasn’t a beast at all. It was a copper wire sculpture of a deer, larger than life, one of many statues throughout the blast furnace’s Salvador Dalí-esque vistas.

There was nothing to fear. In fact, something in her bones missed the violence of war. Decades prior Sarah Mae marched with the Irish Republican Army to face real horrors scarier than anything that might lurk in this fog-filled place. 

“Come out, come out, ghosty. Auntie’s gonna have words with ya.”

“Cha-chak. Chak,” a strange voice responded. 

Suddenly a magpie perched upon one of the nearby rusted pipes. The bird twitched its head back and forth as if studying the lawyer-turned-private-eye. 

“Hello, Polly,” Sarah Mae said. “You ain’t seen a dead girl around here, have you?” 

“Yes! Yes, yes,” the magpie said in a voice that sounded almost human.

“Righto, Polly. Guess you and me can talk proper. I’ve seen stranger things.” Sarah Mae took a drag of her cigarette. “Show me where my dead fiancée is. Are we still engaged? Do you think?”

She laughed, and the magpie laughed along with her.

“Yes, yes!” croaked the bird.

The sun sank low beneath the three rivers of Pittsburgh, and the sky danced with impossible colors.

“Lead the way then, Polly. I’ll give us some light.” 

Sarah Mae snapped her fingers and a pale swirling black flame sparked in the palm of her hand. The flame was not hot the way fire is, it was hot the way revolution is. The way thunder is. In the black fire a secondary color appeared. The flame swirled with both black and lavender in her palm. The magpie fluttered on ahead undisturbed by the arcane fire. 

“Slow down, Polly. Can't keep up with you in my old age.”

The black and lavender fire in her palm cast a kaleidoscope of colors on the things it illuminated. As Sarah Mae stomped through the grounds, catwalks and barrels rumbled under her thunderous approach. Almost as if the steel was afraid of her. 

She held the black and lavender fire in her hands and walked by a set of water barrels, their shadows dancing. She laughed the way a blast furnace does.

The great coils and towers cast the shadows of a vast winged serpent. Sarah Mae lifted a glass prism to her eye and saw in its shadows a thousand colors unknowable to human minds.

If ever you see something strange or otherworldly and you aren't sure if it is an illusion or truly something magickal, investigate its shadow. Unlike natural colors, the colors of magick can only be seen in the shadows they cast. 

“Pretty undergarments you’ve got,” Sarah Mae said. “What’s this new color, then?” 

The magpie flew on ahead for a few yards. The next moment the fog was gone. Suddenly vanished as if by magick. Sarah Mae could see all over Pittsburgh, the city with its three raging rivers and fourth spectral one. The lights from the steel city beyond glimmered and danced like earthbound stars. 

The fog cleared and there, standing as alive and as young as she was in 1964, was Mabel. Sarah Mae’s first and, until recently, only love. She was nineteen years old, wearing tie-dye bell bottoms and a matching bandeau. 

She was smiling, Sarah Mae knew that grin. The perfect smile. The kind that stops trains. The fire flickered in Sarah Mae’s hand and went out. She dropped the prism, it shattered on the steel catwalk.

“Mabel?”

“It would seem so, ma chérie,” Mabel said in a Cajun drawl.

She looked down at her arms and did a little twirl and curtsy. Mabel blew a kiss to Sarah Mae, who fumbled at her pocket for a cigarette.

“How in the damn,” Sarah Mae wondered, pointing the cigarette. “So many marvels of industry, and here you are. Outshining them all. Like always, doll.”

In a flutter of wings the magpie perched on something, roughly seven feet tall and arched, a doorway. There stood an Indigo Door. The bird perched atop its black frame. The magpie fluttered its tail feathers as if beckoning Sarah Mae inside. The door emanated a cold, thick mist.

A statue of a great and disgusting were-rat lurched on its hind legs just behind the door. The beast was not like the other statues throughout the blast furnace; it was not made by human hands. The rat was ten feet tall, its fur matted. The statue was made of copper, steel, and something else. 

Sarah Mae wasn't sure what the material was, but it was the same as the Indigo Door. A dark, unknowable thing. She thought it might be wood woven with heartstrings. 

Sarah Mae stepped closer to the statue, fearless. In the doorframe was carved a series of runes in a language that looked like a cross between Icelandic and Elvish.

“What’s this then, Enochian?” Sarah Mae asked, examining the script.

Mabel giggled. “Can you read it, babe?” 

“This ain’t my first rodeo, doll. ‘Course I can!”

Sarah Mae laughed. She looked over the script of the door that stood in the center of the walkway between the blast furnace towers.

“Let ye in whose hearts the color of grief does shine, speak here, and find the oldest waters in all the worlds,” Sarah Mae translated. 

The brass knob of the door turned, its hinges swung inward. A thick deep blue mist rolled out of the doorway and encompassed the two reunited lovers. The phantom fiancée laughed, the way December might. Still, Sarah Mae was not afraid.

Mabel held out her hand. “Care to go on a walk, babe?”

Sarah Mae looked Mabel up and down.

“I’ll walk with ya, but I’m not touching your hand. Whatever the hell you are, you ain’t my girl,” she said.

“Suit yourself.” Mabel laughed.

“The air here tastes salty.” Sarah Mae’s face scrunched in disgust. “Like I licked the hull of a damn shrimp boat.”

Mabel giggled. “Of course, babe! Welcome to Indigo. What you’re tasting, it’s tears. That’s all of human grief.”

Sarah Mae could not see or hear any of the three rivers. The steel city, Pittsburgh, was gone. The Monongahela, Allegheny, and Ohio were now in a plane far from here. But there was a current: the roaring of a fourth spectral river, the Wisconsin Glacial Flow, what the pagans know to be a leyline. 

In the roaring of that eldritch river, Sarah Mae felt something she had not felt in decades. Not since Mabel had died. All the world was nothing but fog. She could see nothing but Mabel smiling, twirling, laughing. So very alive. And in the glimmer of Mabel’s viridian eyes, at last the feeling set in. Sarah Mae finally knew the word for it. Fear. And the door closed behind them.

[image: ][image: ][image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: The Magpie and the Watching Eyes
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Milo O’Brien was fourteen the day he stopped believing in magick. It was a Friday, a true tragedy to stop believing in magick just before the weekend. But it was not just any Friday; it was Milo's birthday. He slept in late that day. Usually, his father would come wake him in the mornings, but today Milo was happy to see the recurring dream about the white dragon through to its end for the first time. 

Poor black knight, getting gobbled up, Milo thought.

He hurried down the stairs. His mother, Virginia, had already lit the candles on a custom-made race car cake. Fourteen candles danced and sparkled atop the cake. The F1 car, with its airplane-like build, was depicted skidding around a gnarly corkscrew turn under the blue cream-cheese-frosting sky. 

Milo was enraptured by that moment. For one final blissful second, he believed in magick with all his being. Then Milo noticed his father wasn't at the breakfast table. 

“Is Dad sick in bed?” Milo asked his mother. 

She shook her head. The big black beehive of her hair stank of far too much hairspray, and her breath smelled of menthol.

“Make a wish, sweetie,” she said.

Milo smiled and blew out the candles. Virginia cut him a big slice of cake. All vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, and blue. Milo wasn't sure what flavor blue was exactly, but it was his favorite. He drank a glass of milk to wash down the cake and looked down the hall to his parents' room. The door was open. His dad's side of the bed was made very neatly. There was a letter addressed ‘Virginia’ on the nightstand.

“Let's get a move on, kiddo. You're late already.”

The kitchen seemed enormous to Milo, the size of unanswered questions. The fluorescent bar light flickered above the table. Milo could smell the dirty dishes in the sink. He didn't respond. Instead, he got up from the table and hurried down to the basement.

“Milo, wait,” Virginia said, but he did not slow down.

His white and blue pinstripe pajamas swayed as he made his way downstairs. Milo opened the door to his dad's workshop. The shelves were bare, only dust outlines remained where countless amber slabs once had been. Many a night, his father had pointed to one of the fossils; butterflies, spiders, trilobites, even dinosaur bones suspended in the translucent yellow-orange crystals. But now they were all gone, disappeared as if they had never existed at all. 

Milo opened the coat closet. All his dad’s clothes were gone, except the musty old top hat with its paper stars. That ugly thing David had worn to all his poorly done sleight of hand acts. Now he was gone. Vanished. Almost as if by magick. 

Milo stood there stunned. He searched his memory, trying to recall if his dad had mentioned going anywhere. Nothing odd stuck out in his mind. Then a thought occurred to Milo. A terrible idea. The notion that he might have caused this. Milo felt that this might in fact be his fault.

Just then, he heard his mother's footsteps coming down the stairs. Virginia stood in her pink floral nightgown and her beehive of black hair, her hands clutched around the turquoise necklace at her throat, the one his father David had given her last Christmas. Her eyes were red and watery.

“You're late for school!” 

He threw his arms around her, and she kissed him on the crown of his head and patted his back. Milo could smell the citrus of the cleaning supplies used in the kitchen. Virginia always cleaned when she was upset.

“Time to go, birthday boy. You'd better get dressed.”

Milo ran upstairs to the house’s second floor and into his bedroom to change. He threw on an argyle sweater and khakis. Milo hugged his mother goodbye, grabbed his green backpack from the hall closet, and left the house, running down the forest path to his bus stop. 

The dirt trail wound this way and that to a bend just up the hill from the river. One of the rivers, anyway. The city of Pittsburgh is not often the locale of strange tales and fairy circles, but it does have the second most bridges of any city in the world. And with bridges, there are always trolls waiting unseen beneath them. 

Milo ran along the path, and over one such bridge. A rickety wooden thing that he always thought looked like something out of a fairy tale. Milo stopped on the other side of the bridge just beneath an old streetlamp. He thought it was a miracle that the lamp still worked. It looked a hundred years old at least. Under the lamp was a patch of dead grass from countless students standing there beneath the oak trees waiting for their ride. 

He stood at the bus stop and considered the neatly folded sheets and the letter to his mom. Perhaps his father had to go on a sudden business trip. He always seemed to be going on business trips and he always brought Milo back some puzzle or souvenir or rare feathered whatsit. But to leave on his birthday without even saying goodbye, that didn’t seem like his dad.

Across the road, there was a chirping in the trees. It sounded like a raven but more lonesome. Then it came again. And again. Milo stepped toward the chirping noise and peered into the thick emerald forest. As he searched, there came a chuckling sound along the wind. It sounded like a human voice, old and thoroughly amused. The leaves of the trees swirled together and danced toward him, then retreated into the treeline as he got closer, as if beckoning him into the forest.

He thought he heard a faint melody, like wind chimes carried on the breeze. The air was thick with something he couldn’t place, like the smell of rain on the edge of a storm or the tickle of laughter just out of earshot. Something magickal was waiting in that forest. 

But no. 

His father had vanished. The man who stayed up late looking for Santa, who taught him card tricks and made shadow puppets by the campfire, was gone. And with his father, wonder too must be gone. The trees were just trees. The spark of creation had been snuffed out. The fae must all be dead. There could be no dragons. No doors. Not anymore.

A magpie shot out from the trees and whizzed by Milo’s head.

“Oi!” he shouted, and jumped back from the bird. 

For a moment, he thought he saw the magpie smirk before perching in a tree. It hopped along the branch smugly. Milo thought that if this were a fairy tale, the bird might have spoken, might have taunted him with riddles. He heard a rumbling roar approaching from the street. Milo turned to see the yellow bus pulling up to the stop.

“Bad bird!” Milo shook a finger sternly at the magpie.

The bird tilted its head one way, then the other, and hopped backward on its foot, chittering away happily. Milo felt certain it was mocking him. He hurried back over to the stop and boarded the bus.

The driver was a large fellow in his late fifties with a wild-west style quadruple mustache and mutton chops. He wore a plain white shirt with food stains on the sleeves from where he had wiped his mouth. Milo always forgot the guy's name and simply called him ‘Mustache’ in his head.

“Morning, Milo! Late start today?” 

Mustache took a drink from an extra-large iced coffee. The coffee left little brown spittles in Mustache’s mustaches. He dried his face on his shoulder adding to the existing egg salad stains.

“Are magpies sadists?” 

“I, uh, I don't know much about birds, little dude,” he said.

Milo walked to the back of the empty bus and took a seat by the window.

“Buckle up!” Mustache said.

“You got it,” Milo said as he looked around, there was no seatbelt. Despite having taken this bus a hundred times, he still fell for the joke.

Mustache burst out laughing mid-sip of his coffee. He hit play on the stereo. The bus drove away as a death metal song blared. Milo bobbed his head along, smiling to himself. 

Mustache always did have the best taste in music. It made Milo feel pumped up, like the guitars and drums were armor and the singer was his flaming sword. Milo would ride forth on this yellow stallion ready to face the dragon of the day, ready to fight! 

Then he glanced at the bus's clock. 11:11 am. He took note of this and considered it lucky that he got a chance for two wishes on his birthday.

11:11. Make a wish, Milo thought. 

And so, after he closed his eyes, Milo wished for an escape. It was a halfhearted wish. He didn't actually believe anything could be manifested into reality by a simple wish, but that was his wish nonetheless. And sometimes wishing is all it takes. Sometimes the universe hears us, especially when we don't believe the words ourselves. 

This was one of those times. 

The forest shimmered in the light of the sun as the bus picked up speed. Milo looked out the window, through the dense treeline. He thought he saw something moving, something tall and pointed and wide-brimmed. That something sent chills down his spine.

Had he looked closer, or had the bus been driving a little slower, Milo may have gotten a better glimpse. He would have seen two star-filled eyes and a wide smile peeking out from under a curling, tattered wizard's hat. He would have seen an ancient bearded face, long white hair with silver freckles and twinkling eyes, smiling, watching out from the indigo dark. 
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​Chapter 2: Pop Quiz
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Milo approached the door of his art teacher Miss Evergreen’s classroom. Her door was tall and looked like it had been carved from ancient oak. Milo was certain it had to have come from some old library in a town out of fairy tales. The door had carvings of a tree trunk and its branches and an old face in the center of the tree that looked wise and judgmental. Milo stepped into the classroom.

“You have five minutes for the quiz,” Miss Evergreen said, smiling as she passed out papers to each kid’s desk.

She wore a long multicolored skirt and a white sash belt with yellow and green tassels. Her hair was ginger and always frazzled. She had on a pair of thick white horn-rimmed glasses.

Milo slid his backpack under his chair and sat down. Miss Evergreen set a form on his desk with a picture of a rainbow. Each of the seven light bands was empty and white.

“The quiz is this!” 

Miss Evergreen sounded stern as she stood. The students quieted their murmurings and looked to her in silence.

“You will pair into groups of three. There are seven buckets of crayons at the back of the classroom, none of them have labels. You are to pick a color and shade in the appropriate stripe. You only get the point for that stripe if someone else in your group also used that crayon, so I suggest yinz agree on the best one to represent that color before getting to work.” 

There were a few exchanged glances. Two kids here paired up, looking for another. Three over there awkwardly scooted their desks together. A group of six girls at the back started chatting about everything except crayons. 

“Hey, you want to be in our group?” a soft voice said.

Milo turned in his desk to see a girl beaming a smile his way. She had olive skin, appeared to be mixed race though he wasn’t sure what, and wore a tan cardigan over a floral shirt with a sunflower clip in her chestnut hair. She was closing a purple notebook on her desk. Milo caught a glimpse of a rocket ship and some aliens. 

“I’m Alyx. This is Roan,” she said.

“Not that we'll need your help, nerd,” the older boy next to her said, smelling of cloves. 

Roan had long black hair and a red T-shirt with a skeleton holding a guitar. Milo was pretty sure it was the mascot of one of the bands that Mustache liked.

“Yes, please,” Milo said. “I was late, don't really know what's going on.”

“It’s easy enough,” Alyx said. “One of us gets a bunch of unlabeled crayons and brings them back. The group agrees on which crayon is the most ‘red’ or ‘green,’ and we shade in the rainbow. Want to go get us like four options for each?”

“Don't do it her way, kid,” Roan said, “just close your eyes and pick one randomly from each bucket, and we’ll all use that.”

Milo walked over to the buckets of crayons. Each of the seven buckets had at least twenty different options of various shades and hues. Milo had never seen so many kinds of green. He grabbed a handful from each bucket and brought them back to Roan and Alyx.

“Roy G. Biv,” Alyx said, beginning to organize the crayons on the desk.

“For red?” Roan held up a dark crimson crayon. Milo shook his head.

“Fine.”

Roan returned it and picked up a rich ruby crayon. Milo and Alyx nodded, setting aside the other red options. They did this for each of the colors. Sky blue was prettiest, but not the bluest of blues, and navy was too dark. 

At last, they decided upon a blue perfectly medium in its blueness. That brought the trio to indigo. In front of them were half a dozen not-quite-blue, not-quite-purple crayons.

Alyx picked up one of them, holding it to the light. Roan lifted another smaller crayon, its tip rubbed short. To Milo, the two colors looked nothing alike. 

“There’s a mystery to the word indigo,” Milo said. “Which of these crayons is most mysterious?”

“Mystery, you say?” Alyx said.

“The only mystery is why we're still working with you, peabrain,” Roan said.

“There’s just a certain,” Milo held up the nearly black one, “enigma about the word. None of these are right.”

“One minute warning,” Miss Evergreen said from the front of the class as she rang a small gong. 

“Look,” Roan said, snatching the almost-black crayon from Milo’s hand. 

“We have to all use the same one on our papers, right?” He scribbled furiously, making no effort to color in the lines. “Then I suggest you use it too if you don’t want us to fail.”

Milo frowned.

“That’s not the instructions!” Alyx said, ripping Roan’s page out from under his scribbles. “We’ll agree on one together or not at all.”

“Miss DeLucia! Misters O’Brien and Rivera!” Miss Evergreen clapped her hands together and spoke. “It appears you three are ready to share something with the class?”

Milo stammered, looking from Alyx to Roan. 

“No, Miss Evergreen. Our apologies for the disturbance,” Alyx said.

“It’s my fault,” Milo concluded. 

He wasn’t really talking about the quiz. Yesterday his father was here. Now he was gone. Milo was growing certain he had caused this.

“Yes, Milo?”

“I’m sorry for causing a ruckus.”

“Dude, have a backbone,” Roan whispered.

“It appears the three of you had a disagreement about the group project,” Miss Evergreen said as she steepled her fingers. 

There was a tick-tick-ticking sound from the back of the classroom. Milo looked and saw a bird there, pecking its beak at the glass. Its feathers were black and white and so many different blues. It was a magpie. No, it was The Magpie, the very same one he had seen that morning. The bird perched outside the window, mocking him.

“In order to rectify this, I believe team building à la detention after school is in order,” Miss Evergreen said with a smile.

“W-what?” Alyx stammered.

“Okay, Miss E,” Milo said.

“You can’t make me show up.” Roan scowled.

He always looked like he wanted to fistfight. But Milo doubted he would challenge an adult, let alone a teacher. Roan squared up his shoulders like a boxer stepping into his corner.

“Detention might give yinz some time to think,” Miss Evergreen said, her voice soft but firm. “There’s something to be learned from clearing away clutter, both in the world and in your minds.”

Milo thought he heard a ringside bell ringing, but it was the magpie, trilling outside the window.

“You will all meet me here in the south parking lot. You will be cleaning the grounds,” Miss Evergreen said, writing Loud Trio, 4 p.m. – Detention on the board. She stuck the marker into her endless frizz of ginger hair for safekeeping. 

“Yes, Miss E,” Milo said. He was eager to atone. If it might bring his dad back.

Roan grumbled and folded his arms. Milo expected him to speak out, but something in the kid must have determined this wasn’t a battle worth fighting.

“This hardly seems fair,” Alyx muttered. 

Miss Evergreen’s calm words rang in his ears. 

‘Team building à la detention.’ 

Milo already felt like a burden to his group, and now he had dragged them into trouble. Maybe he should have just gone along with Roan, scribbled outside the lines, and saved himself the headache.

The group of girls at the back of the class snickered. Apparently, they found this turn of events hilarious. Roan shot a look their way, and their laughter dissipated. Milo thought he saw one of the blonde girls blushing. Miss Evergreen turned to face the class and clapped her hands together with a brisk little hop.

“Now,” she said, peering over the rim of her white glasses like a disappointed owl. “Today’s lesson is on the light spectrum. We are going to discuss how the colors of light differ from the colors of paint in how they interact with each other.”

Milo couldn’t keep his focus on the teacher; he felt too embarrassed, too self-conscious for causing a scene. And then there was that terrible little chittering noise from the window again. Milo saw the magpie, trilling and hopping back and forth on its legs, shaking one feathered claw in the air as if to imitate Miss Evergreen. Milo was certain the magpie was making fun of him.

When the bell rang, he stared at the board where ‘Detention’ was written in bold letters, and his stomach tightened. As he walked out of the classroom, questions swirled in his mind. The magpie was still tapping at the window, its clatter like knuckles on a door waiting to be let in.

Maybe it was a sign. An omen of horrors yet to be. Milo did not believe in magick, not anymore. Still though, his dad was missing. The bird was following him. He had seen that silhouette in the woods. This all felt unnatural. Like something from a scary movie.

Milo walked through the halls wondering if he was cursed. Still, detention might not be so terrible. He was probably making it worse in his head. During lunch, he called his father. He dialed the number. A robotic voice on the other end responded.

“The number you have dialed is no longer in service.”

Milo’s heart plummeted. No longer in service? What did that even mean? Where had his dad gone? Why was his phone disconnected? Too many questions. He dialed his mom’s number. The phone rang and rang and rang. Just as he thought it would go to voicemail, she answered.

“Hey, kiddo, how’s school?” she asked. 

She sounded extra chipper. Milo thought he heard another woman laughing in the background.

Clack. Clack. Scrape.

A sound echoed down the hall toward Milo. He thought it sounded like the magpie, but he did not turn to look. 

“Hi, Mom, it's good,” Milo was nervous, rambling on to hide the real reason for his call. 

“Fun fact: paint and light have different primary colors. Miss E taught us today that red and blue are in both, but in paint, the third color is yellow and in light, it’s green. How are you?”

“That is a fun fact! I’m...,” her voice trailed off, distracted. “I’m okay. Been cleaning out the house a bit. Trying to find an old photo album from when your dad and I were first married. Could’ve sworn it was in the attic. Have you seen it? Red with little flowers?” 

“I haven’t, sorry.” Milo said. “I got detention today, starting at 4. I don't know how long it will be.”

“You what! Detention, what happened?” 

“I didn't work well with my group in our project. Three of us are to report to the south parking lot at 4. I guess we're cleaning the grounds,” he said. 

Clack. Scrape. Clack. 

The noise was back, following him. It must be the magpie, he thought. Unsure why the evil little bird had been following him through the halls of school, or why it insisted on his attention now. 

“Thanks for telling me.” Virginia’s voice took on a grave and quiet tone. “I’ll swing by and talk to Miss Evergreen.”

“Mom, don't. I deserved it. If anything, the other two should get out—”

“—I’ll see you soon, kiddo.” And then she hung up.

The line clicked, disconnecting in his ear. Milo could only hear a distant sound repeating over and over. 

Scrape. Clack. Clack.

He imagined that if he looked he might see his dad there, fingers tapping on the window, mouth agape, speaking words he would not hear. So Milo did not look.

“Mii-looo,” a distant voice called. 

The voice sounded almost like his father’s, but wrong. Milo did not turn. Instead, he closed his eyes and made a wish. Just one simple word put out to the universe.

‘Stop,’ he thought. 

Then the tapping stopped. He opened his eyes. There was no magpie at the window, no zombie father returned from beyond. The beast, whatever it was, had gone. Milo saw no one there at all. He was alone. But a new horror took its place. One that scared him most of all. It was something old. Something eldritch. Something unknowable. 

Silence.
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​Chapter 3: The Indigo Door
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No birds sang in the trees after school. The usual chatter of sparrows and finches was gone, leaving the air heavy with unsettling silence. The parking lot was abandoned; the only sound was a faint rustling of dry leaves scraping across the pavement as the wind whispered its secrets to unhearing ears.

The trees held their breath, watching Milo. He couldn’t shake the sense that something was out of place. He scanned the forest’s edge, half-expecting to see a flash of black-and-white feathers, the magpie taunting him again. But there was no movement, only the silent, looming shadows of the trees.

A few minutes later, the silence broke as he heard the soft, quick footsteps of someone approaching behind him.

“Hey, scrawny kid,” a voice said.

Milo looked to see Alyx with a backpack far too big for her, and a handful of books. Her hair bobbed as she approached.

“Hi,” Milo said, looking away from her toward the forest.

“What are you looking for?” Alyx asked.

“A friend,” Milo said. 

He scanned the treeline for the magpie, but all he found were pines and aspens, their deep, unnatural quiet stretching far into the woods.

“Well, look right here!” Alyx said, punching him in the arm softly. “I’m not out in the forest.”

He heard a scuffle and muted voices approaching. Milo looked to see Miss Evergreen arriving. Her ginger hair was a nest of chaos. She held a clipboard with various colored tabs sticking out of a paper stack. She was pulling someone along by a sleeve behind her; it was Roan.

“Hello there, Milo!” she said cheerfully. “Splendid afternoon for some fresh air, isn’t it? I was just escorting Mister Rivera here to our little rendezvous. He seemed to get lost and needed reminding of where it was.” 

“Hey, guys,” Roan said defeatedly. He smelled funny.

“Were you smoking in the bathroom again?” Alyx asked.

“No! Well, yeah, maybe. Only a clove. No tobacco, no big deal,” Roan said, shrugging. Milo wasn’t sure that was true.

Miss Evergreen clapped her hands together.

“Now, Milo, Alexandra, Roan. You are here because you were unable to work as a team.” 

She smiled and continued with a little hop in her step.

“As you each seem to value the individuality of working alone, I have a project for the three of you.”

“Community service?” Roan asked flatly.

“In a way, yes. But not what you’re thinking. Please, follow me.” And with that, she headed off into the forest.

“Where are we going?” Alyx asked.

Miss Evergreen did not respond. She walked briskly into the treeline, forcing the three kids to run just to keep up with her. They made their way into the forest, farther down the path to the chain-link fence that marked the end of the school’s property. She continued deeper and walked for about twenty more paces before Milo saw it.

Ahead of them was a door. It stood upright in the forest, in a white wooden frame. The door itself was a deep indigo, not quite blue, not quite violet. Something older. There was a brass handle inlaid with etchings of flowers and stars. 

“Your detention is simple,” Miss Evergreen said. “Open the door. When you do, you can leave.” 

“That’s stupid!” Roan said, laughing. He walked up to the door and turned the knob. 

It did not open.

“Not as easy as it seems, I assure you,” Miss Evergreen said.

“There’s got to be a trick. A key hidden somewhere,” Alyx wondered. “Or a password we have to say.”

“I can give no hints. But if you wish to search the area, you are welcome to.”

Roan scowled, kicking at the dirt. 

“This is pointless,” he muttered.

As Roan eyed the door, his expression shifted, and Milo thought for a moment that maybe Roan was as curious as the rest of them.

“Can I break it down?” Roan asked eagerly.

“You can certainly try,” Miss Evergreen said with a smile.

Roan sprinted toward the door and rammed it with his shoulder. Still, it did not budge. He fell to the ground, clutching his shoulder in pain. Alyx laughed. 

“What do you think?” Alyx asked Milo.

“I... I don’t know,” he said.

Milo stared at the door, the strange indigo color pulling him in. Why was it here, standing in the middle of the forest like it belonged? He wanted to ask Miss Evergreen, but he could tell by the way she was watching them, clipboard in hand, that she wouldn’t say a word. No hints, she had said. 

“I suspect it’s a riddle,” Alyx said, scribbling in a notebook. “We need to find a cipher that leads to a password, or maybe the key is in a hidden cache somewhere. Look for fake foliage. Anything hollow.” 

She grabbed Milo’s wrist and set about kicking stumps, listening for the noises they made. They looked under rocks while Roan pulled a hairpin from his pocket and tried to pick the lock of the door. Miss Evergreen was taking notes, observing the approaches each of the kids took.

“No ideas of your own?” Roan asked Milo.

“What?”

“You’re just copying Alyx,” he said. “Aren’t you two sticklers for rules? Evergreen said we should do it ourselves.”

“He’s right, you two,” Miss Evergreen said, adjusting her glasses. “This is not a group project. I want you to each look for your own solutions.”

Milo sighed. Normally, he would be thrilled for a scavenger hunt or puzzle, but today, he did not have the gusto. He was thinking about his father, wondering what could have happened, where he could have gone, and why. Milo just wanted to go home. His mind kept drifting away from the door, back to the unanswered call, back to his father’s disappearance.

He wanted answers about everything, this door, his dad. Why did everything feel like a puzzle lately, and why couldn’t he solve any of it? Like this door, his father had shut him out, no explanation, no answers.

“Fine,” Alyx said impatiently. “Miss Evergreen, may I go check your classroom? I suspect maybe the key is hidden there. Or a clue to lead to the key.”

“Yes, you can go,” Miss Evergreen agreed with a smile. “But do try to be quick about it.”

“You got it!” Alyx said, and she skipped back along the dirt path to the school, actually skipped! Milo couldn’t remember the last time he had skipped anywhere.

“Any ideas?” Miss Evergreen asked Milo.

“I, uh, I don’t know. I tend to think if a door is locked, we should leave it be.”

“Spoken like a true pioneer,” Miss Evergreen said with a wink. “Blaze your own path!” 

As Alyx disappeared down the path, silence settled over the forest again. Roan shuffled his feet, arms crossed, glaring at the Indigo Door like it had personally insulted him. Milo wasn’t sure if he should try to talk to him or just let the quiet stretch on. 

Miss Evergreen, her eyes glimmering with some hidden amusement, was tapping her pen on the clipboard as if she were waiting for one of them to say something. She seemed entirely unconcerned by the door they couldn’t open. 

Roan broke the silence. 

“You really think there’s a key in the classroom? This is stupid.”

He kicked at a rock, sending it skittering across the ground. 

“If it were me, I’d just bust the door open.”

“Seems like you tried and couldn’t, though,” Milo said.

Roan didn’t answer. This door was more than just some wooden frame in the woods. There was something about it, Milo thought, something not of this realm. He glanced at Miss Evergreen, wondering if she would give any hint.

“Are we really supposed to figure this out on our own?” Milo asked quietly.

Miss Evergreen’s smile widened, though her eyes remained unreadable behind her thick white glasses, their transition lenses now having darkened in the sun.

“You’re not as alone as you think, Milo,” she whispered. “But sometimes the answer doesn’t come from thinking harder. Sometimes it comes from trusting what’s in front of you.” 

She shrugged, as if that were all the explanation he needed. Milo sighed and stared at the door, its deep indigo surface almost shimmering in the dim light. Why was it so familiar? Something about it tugged at the edge of his mind, like a memory he couldn’t quite reach. He thought of his father, the bare shelves in the workshop, the missing fossils, the unanswered questions.

He knelt, pressing his palm gently against the cool earth beneath the doorframe.

“What are you hiding?” he whispered. 

The door didn’t move. Of course it didn’t. But there was something, an energy beneath his fingertips, that made him feel like the door wasn’t just a door. Maybe it wasn’t the kind of lock you could open with a key at all. 

Milo returned to his investigation of the tree stumps, hoping one was hollow so that he could climb inside it and hide forever. All the ones he tried were thoroughly trees, nothing hollow or secret about them. A couple of times he glimpsed a lone bird in the branches above or flitting from one tree to another. It was a magpie, though he couldn't be certain it was the same one he had seen earlier. 

––––––––
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“Don’t overthink it, kid,” Roan muttered, pacing back and forth, restless. “It’s just a dumb door. If Alyx doesn’t find anything, we’ll bust it down together.” 

“No. I don’t think we can,” Milo said, standing back up, dusting off his knees. 

“It’s different.” 

Roan shot him a skeptical look. 

“Different? It’s a door. Doors open. Or they get smashed. That’s how it works.” 

“Not this one,” Milo muttered under his breath.

His gaze drifting to the magpie fluttering between the trees. Its feathers glinted teal and black and white in the fading light. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it too was watching him.

“This one’s got rules we don’t understand,” Milo added softly, more to himself than to Roan. 

Roan grunted, picking up a large rock with both hands and testing its weight. 

“Well, I don’t like playing by someone else’s rules,” Roan said. 

Just then, footsteps crunched on the path behind them. Milo turned. Alyx was back, clutching a small box in her hands, her expression both excited and puzzled. 

“Miss Evergreen!” Alyx shouted, nearly out of breath. 

“What is it you have there?” Miss Evergreen said.

Roan dropped the large rock he was holding and walked over to see what Alyx had brought. 

“Is this something to do with the door?” she asked. 

“Oh my, no. That's not... well,” Miss Evergreen said, removing a twig from her wild hair. “That, my dear, is a build-your-own robot companion kit.” 

“Looks neato!” Milo said. 

“Lame. Only nerds play with robots,” Roan said. 

Miss Evergreen took the box from Alyx and opened the lid. It was full of wires and metal and computer parts. There was an instruction booklet still sealed in the plastic. 

“Nothing to do with the door,” Miss Evergreen said, “but it is neat. A gift from a friend.” 

Alyx frowned. “Oh. I can return it to where I found it.”

“I've had that for quite a while and never have made the time to put it together,” Miss Evergreen said, examining the box of metal parts and circuitry. “You can keep it as long as you promise to build it so you can show me what it's all about.”

“Really?!” Alyx beamed with excitement. 

“Yes. It'll give you a project to work on. But take care not to break it.”

“I won't. I mean, I will. Promise!” 

Roan walked over to investigate the box. Milo returned to the door. He reached out, his fingers grazing the brass handle. It was cold, unnaturally cold, and for a moment, he thought he felt a pulse, like the door was alive, waiting for something. He pulled his hand back, uncertain.

“Where do you go?” Milo asked the door, trying its brass handle again.  

Miss Evergreen adjusted her glasses. Her eyes sparkled with something Milo couldn’t place.

She spoke softly so that only he could hear her. 

“Sometimes the doors we face aren’t meant to be opened by force or logic. Sometimes they need something more.”

Just then there was the sound of a car engine and tires pulling up to the parking lot. The engine cut off, the door opened then shut. 

“Hello?” a familiar voice called. 

“Wait here kids,” Miss Evergreen said as she walked back along the path. She exchanged words with someone at the edge of the forest Milo could not see.
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