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WITCHES DON'T HUNT. They build houses in the woods tailored to their desired demographic to lure the unwary, the greedy, the generally hapless. Houses of candy bring children, by far the easiest to trick, but a candy house is a commitment that hardly leaves time for anything else. Stylish and modern houses of granite and mahogany and stainless steel bring adults, but the materials are expensive, and adults are largely worthless; set in their ways, bodies damaged beyond repair, sad lives of unfulfilled promise. Really, what's the point? Teens, however, require little more persuasion than children, they're pregnant with promise, and—perhaps the best thing about them—they don't tell anyone of importance when the strange, the terrifying, the obviously evil befalls them. They bear the burden under the mantra: you wouldn't understand. All it takes to build the perfect house for a teen is patience. Time itself will do all the work for you. Time will rot the wood, peel the paint, set the boards to creak, and when the house lies withered and split like fallen fruit, the little flies will come. They'll come in pairs, they'll come alone, they'll come in droves, always trembling in fear—their fear like worship before the offering—and they'll give themselves to the house, and they'll never stop coming for as long as the house stands. 
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THERE WERE NO SHADOWS in the trees, despite the pink clouds that had cast the world beyond in perpetual twilight. The soft, purpling light was swallowed in black with the first steps into the treeline. Leaves crunched under foot only to have their cries follow the light into the oppressive black, leaving only silence behind. Words, breathing, the gentle giggling from the girls ahead, all swallowed by the twisted, looming shapes they threaded through in blindness. The darkness swam in their eyes, broken in brief moments by the sweep of dim blue-white from the flashlight of Joshua's phone. A small relief to believe that Joshua could see where he was going, and the pale light, once their eyes had adjusted, allowed them to follow his silhouette.

Weak, blue light greeted them as they approached a clearing—an oasis in the desert of trees. A break in the clouds allowed the pale moon to repopulate the world of the oasis in the shadows the forest had denied. In the center of it all sat a house, tall and proud, defiant in its solitude. Moonlight draped across its shoulders, shading its empty face in deeper dark and swirling shadow, making the whole clearing appear to be under water. A school of black-winged fish circled the house and, with a chorus of squawking, settled into the rustling trees.  

Emily threw the first rock. She knew it was dumb, but Joshua was there, and she didn't want him to think she was a coward. Or worse, to ignore her altogether. She had expected to hear a crash, but what followed was a thud and laughter. She had missed the window she was aiming for by several feet, leaving a spidering chip in the aged paint on the thick wood siding of the house. Zoe and Jun—both of whom she doubted would have done any better—laughed and taunted. She was embarrassed, but smiled it away and shrugged, her eyes landing on Kelsey who just stood by with her arms crossed, glaring. She shook her head when Emily's eyes met hers. Kelsey had not wanted to come out here in the first place, but where Emily went, Kelsey followed, and if that meant getting murdered in a house in the woods, so be it.

"Come on. We never get invited to anything, and Josh asked me himself. That's gotta mean something," Emily had said, her face alight, as if she had won the lottery.

"Yeah? You think it means something good that the people who make fun of us in school now want us to go with them into the forest at night? Your instincts are all fucked up," Kelsey had said, trying to keep the anger from invading her words, fearing that Emily would think the anger was directed toward her. Kelsey hated Joshua more than she had hated anything ever before, which extended, by proxy, to Joshua's sister, Zoe, and her stupid friend Jun. She couldn't remember if she had hated him this much before Emily got her stupid crush on him, but she wanted to believe so.

A skittering of claws on wood exploded from the house and was immediately swallowed by the trees. The crows fluttered and readjusted their perches, but no sound escaped their beaks. The violent, albeit brief, sound was enough to set them all on edge. Even Joshua seemed rattled, his calm ease disappearing behind wide eyes and raised brows. 

"We'd better check that out," he said, a smile ripping across his face.

Zoe and Jun each grabbed a sleeve on either side of him, pulling like spoiled children.

"Let's just go," Zoe said, her blue eyes shaking in the dark.

"Yeah, let's go to the bowling alley. My uncle'll sell us beer, as long as we don't get caught drinking it." Jun's eyes were an indistinct shade of green-brown that matched her skin and hair color. An arrangement that, in light, made her appear to be an art experiment in monochrome, which she only amplified with her makeup choices that were almost exclusively in earth-tones, many of which claiming to be nude shades. In the forest, in the dark, it made her disappear into the scenery, leaving an invisible presence that floated distressed denim and a cropped, leather jacket against the contrasting tree trunks and haunted house. 

Kelsey almost let out a gasp of amusement at the thought of Jun taking her clothes off and blinking right out of existence. The idea stirred something in her groin, and it took her by surprise to imagine that she hated someone so much, the thought of them ceasing to exist roused sexual excitement.

"Well, that's unnerving," she accidentally said out loud, to the confusion of the group.

"K's right. We need to go in there, now. There's no other option." Joshua smiled at her, which did not alleviate a single ounce of hatred she had for him.

"I agree." Emily smiled and pulled her phone from her pocket, thumbing the button-less front and swiping at the flashlight. It was her first flagship, and she had only had it for a few days, so she was eager to show it off. How many other seventeen-year-olds had thousand-dollar phones? Not many around here, if any, she was certain. Of course, it was like fifty dollars a month, and she didn't have a job, so her mother paid for it, but still.

Emily set a tentative foot on the first of two steps up to the porch, feeling the wood give a little, releasing a fissured-ice squeal into the sky to be swallowed by the trees. The second step produced a similar sound, but the front porch, itself, was solid and barely creaked as she padded across it. At the door she tested the knob. She feared it might be locked, but with a bit of force, it popped free and turned in her hand.

She swung the door inward and panned the cold, soulless, white-blue light around the room. It was cleaner than she had expected an abandoned house to be. There were no empty beer bottles, no piles of trash, no discarded clothing, no graffiti on the walls, no blanket of dust. Something about the cleanliness was unsettling, so she pretended to have expected it, telling herself that it was closed up, so not a lot of dirt would really get inside. Right? Right. From the doorway, she could see past the beginning of the stairs that disappeared behind the living room wall and into the kitchen where her light glinted off the polished flooring and swept across a table with its centerpiece still intact. Her own insides were churning with nervous vibration and the intense, but fluctuating, desire to urinate. Her skin prickled. 

Joshua had ignored the short, fragile stairway and walked straight onto the porch, surprising Emily at the door, making her shoulders jump up as she drew in a sharp breath. He set a hand on her shoulder, a little more gently than he needed to, and smiled at her, then leaned in close and whispered something in her ear before stepping into the house. 

Emily followed Joshua into the house, which set off a race between Zoe and Jun, and, to her disdain, Kelsey, herself. Each footfall was a gunshot in the silence, and Kelsey was certain if anyone lived here, they'd know they had company by now.

Kelsey was last through the doorway, and was struck immobile in an instant. Inside the house warm afternoon light glowed through the windows and the house was all gold and honey. It took several seconds for Kelsey to realize that she recognized the inside of this house. The blue couch with the small pink flowers that dotted it, the ceramic Indian-chief bust that sat upon the mantel, the yellow formica laminate peeling at the edge of the kitchen table. This was her house. At least, it was the house that she had lived in until age seven. The woods outside, the crumbling exterior, the dead night sky, the four people who should have been standing right next to her, but were inexplicably absent; all forgotten in the moment. She hardly even questioned it. 

There was a man seated at the kitchen table with his back to her, and she knew him. She almost thought that it had to be someone else, but she knew it wasn't. She took a step, hesitant to break the spell, but it held strong and she found that she could move through the vision. She wanted so badly to see him again, to talk to him, and if it had to be in a hallucination, well, so be it. After only a few steps, she stopped again. From somewhere off-screen came a voice. Her heart sank, chest collapsing, as the voice gave way to the familiar shape that flitted into the kitchen.

"Forgettable," the tiny girl said in response to her father's query about her school day, while she slid a note
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