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        Beware the enemy who hides in plain sight.

      

        

      
        Samantha and Kathy head to Shady Acres, owned by the Fisher family, for a weekend getaway in the mountains. As soon as they get there, both of them have an uneasy feeling about their hosts.

      

        

      
        But their cabin is located deep in the woods, far away from the Fisher house, so they decide to make the best of their weekend. And they do have a good time…until the Fishers chase them out of their cabin and into the woods in the middle of the night.

      

        

      
        It doesn’t take long before the sisters realize they’re being hunted like animals for sport. They quickly discover that they’re not the first ones this has happened to.

      

        

      
        And the worst part? The Fishers are completely human.

      

        

      
        Human is the thirteenth book in the Coven series, which is part of the Art of Magic universe, containing the Lost By Magic and the Under the Moon series.
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      As the rain hit the metal roof of the cabin, the sound ricocheted, bringing with it a peaceful white noise that seemed to cap the perfect day. The Williamsons had enjoyed a day of hiking, and had even cooked their lunch on a campfire just outside the cabin. It had been a warm fall day, which they were happy to spend as a family over the long weekend. Just one more night and then they’d be home and ready to jump back into their weekly routines.

      With night quickly enveloping the sky, Lynn fussed with the propane stove at the small kitchenette inside the cabin. It had been heating just fine a minute ago, but now it seemed like everything was cooling off.

      Her eight-year-old daughter, Crystal, lay on the couch near the dying fire. Lynn watched as she tried to read her book in the dim light. The lightbulbs around the room didn’t cast very much light throughout the cabin.

      “Honey, can you even see the words on the pages?”

      Crystal squinted. “Not really. And it’s getting colder.”

      Lynn turned to her husband, who sat at the table beside the fire reading the newspaper.

      “Larry, why don’t you go out and get some firewood to restock the fire?” she suggested. “We don’t want the temperature to drop too low in here overnight. It’s supposed to dip down into freezing tonight. Oh, and see if you can spot a propane tank out on the porch or something. I think this one’s out of juice.”

      “I didn’t see an extra one.”

      She sighed and put one hand on her hip while the other poked at their dinner on the small skillet. “Can you please go check? Unless you’d rather eat half-cooked burgers for dinner.”

      He sighed heavily as he closed the newspaper with a loud crinkle. “I suppose, dear.” He stood and reached his arms upward in a stretch. He held it for a few seconds before proceeding across the room and to the door.

      They were all tired from hiking, and they were starting to snap at each other. That’s why Lynn wanted to get everyone fed and keep them warm to prevent anymore snipes caused by hunger or discomfort. Herself included. They had had such a perfect weekend that she’d hate to see it ruined on their last night.

      The cold air filled the room as Larry opened the door. The outer screen door slapped against the wood frame in his departure. There was a part of Lynn that loved that sound. As a kid, her parents would take her and her brother camping like this all the time. They often went in the summer time, but Lynn particularly loved those fall trips with the morning dew, the smell of the leaves, and the chill in the air.

      Now that Lynn had a family of her own, she was insistent that those camping trips continue. And for the most part, Larry and Crystal loved the trips just as much.

      The door swung open again and Larry quickly came inside. The screen door slapped against the frame again behind him. Softer this time, since Larry had closed the inner door so quickly and pressed his back against it.

      “What’s the matter?” Lynn saw the look of concern in her husband’s eyes. Adding to that was his empty hands. Why hadn’t he grabbed the wood that had been sitting just outside the door on the porch?

      Larry locked the door. “Turn out the lights! Get down beneath the windows!”

      Crystal sat up in the couch and looked at her father, then to her mother for reassurance. Panic was stricken across her face.

      Lynn was annoyed at her husband for scaring their daughter, although by the look in her husband’s face, she was starting to believe that he was serious. “Larry, what’s⁠—”

      “Get down!”

      Wordlessly, Lynn crossed the room to her daughter and led her to the front windows, where they lowered themselves down beneath the sill.

      Larry peered through the window at the top of the door, then slunk down beside his family. “You didn’t turn off the light!”

      “You never told me what’s going on,” she countered.

      Crystal brought her knees to her chest. “Mommy, what’s going on?”

      Lynn wrapped her arm tighter around her daughter. “I don’t know, baby. It’ll okay, though. It’ll all be⁠—”

      “Shh!” Larry put a finger behind his ear, then whispered, “You hear that?”

      Lynn’s stomach dropped. She certainly did hear it. Voices. Men’s voices. Just outside their windows.

      Crystal huddled closer to her mother, quietly whimpering.

      “It’s okay. We’ll all be okay.” Lynn knew that nobody was buying her words—not even herself—but, as a mother, she felt them instinctively flow out of her.

      The voices faded. The three of them sat in the growing darkness in silence. Even the single lightbulb hanging from the ceiling was flickering, as if it was about to go out.

      Lynn made eye contact with her husband and mouthed: Are they gone?

      Larry turned and peered out the window. Just a smidgen at first, then he sat up straighter, allowing himself in full view of the window.

      “You’re scaring your daughter,” Lynn said. The annoyance came from her hunger. Although her own fear was probably a factor too.

      Larry fell back onto the floor and rested against the wall. He patted Crystal’s leg. “I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s okay. I just thought—well, it doesn’t matter anymore. I was just overreacting.”

      “So there’s no one outside?” Crystal asked.

      Larry smiled. “No, sweetie. There’s nothing to worry⁠—”

      The glass above them shattered as something came hurtling through the window. Moments later, white smoke quickly filled the room.

      Crystal let out an ear-piercing scream.
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      Samantha groaned. “I’m not sure I’m up for a camping trip. The cold, the damp air, sleeping the ground, none of it sounds appealing.”

      Kathy held the steering wheel loosely as she drove into the Allegheny National Forest. “It’s only for a few days.”

      “Yeah, which is the longest I’ve ever gone away from Josh.”

      “Sam, we need this weekend to be just the two of us as sisters. Ever since I moved back in, we’ve done nothing but bicker with each other.”

      Samantha shrugged and looked out the window at the pine trees passing by them. “That’s true. But with the rain we’ve been having and the temperature dropping, I’m not sure I’m really in the mood to camp.”

      “I’m never in the mood to camp,” Kathy said. “Trust me. I hate it. This girl needs a warm, soft bed to sleep in each night and a hot shower to greet her in the morning. But judging from the flyer I picked up at the Chamber of Commerce, this place looks more like…remote living than traditional camping.”

      “Remote living?” Samantha asked.

      “It has most of the comforts of home, but in a remote location.”

      “Hot water?”

      “Got it.”

      “Electricity?”

      “That too.”

      “Beds?”

      “Twin size bunk beds, but they seemed to be nice and plump from the pictures. And, they have a fireplace, so that’ll be nice.”

      Samantha couldn’t deny that. She loved her fireplace back home and wished that there was one up in her and Steven’s bedroom. But by the time the second story was added, technological advances didn’t require a fireplace in each room. “Okay, what about a kitchen?”

      “It’s a kitchenette, but it has a stove burner, a sink, and a small fridge,” Kathy said. “Everything we need, just…smaller.”

      “I hope you’re right about this place.” Samantha had been so busy at work and with Josh that she hadn’t really been involved in the plans for this little girls’ trip that Kathy had insisted on. Of course, a part of her just didn’t want to go on it at all, so subconsciously she had been avoiding planning it hoping that it would never come. Alas, that method had failed.

      “Sam, we’re going to have a good time,” Kathy said. “We’ll relax. Unwind. Talk. Play some cards. It’ll be fun. It’s been a while since it’s been just the two of us.”

      “I know. It will be fun. But I’m a mother now, I can’t not think about my kid.”

      “I get that, but I want you to focus on what we’re going to do on this trip,” Kathy countered. “Hiking, relaxing by the fire, listening to the wind blow the leaves, reading. You’ll come back from this trip a whole new person.”

      “But I already miss him.”

      “I know, but he’s in good hands. Steven is his father. He is more than capable of taking care of Josh. Plus, it’s not like Josh is a tiny infant anymore. He’s ten months old!”

      It was hard to believe that Samantha’s little baby boy was already past several of his first milestones and was quickly growing into a little toddler. It seemed like she had just been in the hospital giving birth. But then, she figured she’d probably be thinking that for the rest of his life. She felt as if she couldn’t squeeze him enough, hold him enough, love him enough. And the thought of spending more time away from him than she had to was heart-wrenching.

      “There’s a turn up here, but I don’t remember which one to take.” Kathy squinted as she looked for the road signs along the curving road. “Check the map.”

      From the floor in front of her, Samantha pulled up the map and spread it out in her lap. “What road are we on now?”

      “Route 666.”

      Samantha raised her eyebrows as she studied the map. “That seems like a bad sign.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s just a route number. Stop trying to ruin this weekend already and just enjoy it. We just past Pierson Hill Road. I’m looking for Bobb’s Creek Road. I know it’s on the left, but how far up is it?”

      “Um…not much farther, I don’t think.”

      “How much is ‘not much farther’?”

      “Uh…I don’t know. I think I lost track of where we are.” Samantha turned the map, but none of it was making any sense. It didn’t help that there were very few landmarks and so many twists and turns in the road.

      “Here’s a gas station,” Kathy said. “I’ll fill up and you go in and ask for directions.” She pulled off the road to a single-pump station. An attendant stood out by the pump to fill up the car.

      Once the car stopped, Samantha got out and walked to the tiny convenience store. Taped to the glass door were several missing persons postings. One for a man named Rick Gallagher and the other for Clay Clark. Both postings had pictures of men who were only about five or so years older than Samantha and Kathy themselves.

      Samantha shook her head. It was a shame when any two people, but especially two young people just up and disappeared. But what stood out to her was that they were both men. And, judging by the looks of them, they were men who looked like they could take care of themselves. The fact that they had gone missing spoke of something else.

      But Samantha didn’t want to think about that.

      She opened the door and tried to put it out of her mind, but she couldn’t help but feel the sense of dread that something terrible was coming. There were so many signs: Route 666, the missing persons, Samantha’s unease with the trip from the very beginning.

      Then again, she and Kathy had faced worse things than anything that could possibly be lurking in the woods. What she was feeling was probably a mixture of parent guilt and sister guilt. Being trapped between a rock and a hard place. She couldn’t spend all her time with her son and ignore her sister. And she couldn’t spend alone time with her sister without being away from her son.

      “Can I help you?” the store clerk asked when she walked up to the counter. He was a late-middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair and a completely gray mustache. He wore a flannel shirt and jeans. Wedged between two of his fingers, a cigarette burned in his hand.

      “Hi, my sister and I are camping out here and we got turned around,” Samantha said. “Would you be able to help point me in the right direction?”

      The man took a puff of his cigarette, then smiled and let the smoke slip out of his mouth. “Sure thing, madam! Lay that map right here and let’s see if we can’t get you to where you’re looking to go.”

      Samantha set the map down and pointed to a particular route running through the forest. “We’re here, right?”

      “No, ma’am.” He pointed to another spot further down on the same route. “We’re all the way down here. Where is it you’re heading to?”

      “Shady Acres.”

      The man sat back, surprise on his face. “The Fisher property?”

      Samantha pulled out the flyer from her back pocket. Sure enough, on the back it said that Shady Acres was owned by the Fisher family. “I guess so.”

      “Are you sure you want to go there?” He raised his eyebrows as he looked at her.

      “Uh…well…” Samantha hesitated, her fears about this weekend on high alert. “I mean, we’ve already paid for a cabin, so yes, we do.”

      He took another puff of his cigarette and nodded slowly. “Okay then. Just be careful out there. Now, here’s what you need to do. Keep going down this route, then you’ll want to turn left onto Bobb’s Creek Road. It’s hidden in the trees. Dirt road, drive slow, make sure you put it in low gear because the inclines out here can be murder on your engine. Now, the Fisher property will be on your right once you turn onto Bobb’s Creek. It’s at the top of a hill. The driveway’s hidden. Not many people go down there, so you’ll have to keep your eyes open for it.”

      Samantha nodded. “Got it. Thanks.”

      “You said it was you and your sister who were staying there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t have any boyfriends or anyone else staying with you?”

      “My husband’s back at home with our son.” She felt her heart rate begin to pick up. “Why?”

      He shrugged and averted his eyes. “Just curious. Be careful out there.”

      Samantha forced a smile. “Thanks for the tip—and the directions. I appreciate it.”

      She turned and left the convenience store, trying her best not to worry about the encounter she had just had.

      “Ready?” Kathy asked back at the car.

      “Yep.” As Samantha climbed back in, she considered telling Kathy about her conversation with the helpful store clerk—or the missing persons postings—but she didn’t. As the older sibling, and the one who was already having reservations about this trip, she decided to take on the burden of worry all on her own.

      Using the directions Samantha had been given, they found their way to Shady Acres without a problem. The tip the clerk had offered about low gear helped Kathy navigate the car up the steep incline on the gravel road without the tires spinning out or the engine overexerting itself.

      “He said it would be hidden,” Samantha said as she studied the passing greenery for any signs or break in the overgrowth. “There!”

      Kathy hit the brakes—perhaps harder than she needed to—and pivoted the car down a gravel driveway. Branches scraped the side of the car as they passed through a particularly tight spot in the brush before opening up to a clearing with a wide driveway where there were two trucks parked. To the right side of the driveway was a two-story barn and to the left was a ramshackle house.

      Based on the crude map on the back of the flyer from the Chamber of Commerce, that was the “main house.” Samantha had envisioned something more regal or stately. Instead, the house looked tired. Paint had chipped off the siding, other spots had dry rotted wood, and the roof looked a little worse for wear. Beside it sat several rusted cars in the weeds. Over the hum of the engine, they heard dogs barking from somewhere that Samantha couldn’t place.

      But through the front door on the porch, the warm glow of light came through and the house looked warm and inviting inside. Maybe, Samantha figured, she shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.

      “This is it?” Kathy asked, looking at the house.

      “Yeah.” Samantha pointed to the sign at the front of the driveway that said “Shady Acres.” It looked identical to the one on the flyer. “And over there is probably where the road to the cabins are.” She pointed to the driveway that passed right by the barn. It was filled with muddy potholes, but was very clearly meant for vehicles.

      “Oh. The trees over there look nice with the colors,” Kathy said. “Maybe the cabins are really nice too.”

      Samantha reached for her sister’s arm before she could exit. “Are you sure you want to stay here? We could change our minds. It was only a two-hour drive.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. And I’m exhausted from the drive. Plus, we’ve already paid, so let’s just go check it out.” Kathy pulled her arm free from her sister’s grasp, but paused before opening the door, her eyes locked on the house. “It does look kind of creepy, though, doesn’t it?”

      Samantha nodded.

      “We’re just being paranoid. We’ll be fine.” Kathy looked back at Samantha and smiled. “Besides, we’re witches. They can’t hold a candle to us.”

      “Famous last words,” Samantha grumbled as she climbed out of the car as well.

      The two sisters walked up to the front porch, neither of them having a good feeling about their lodgings.
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      Even from his room at the end of his family’s trailer, fifteen-year-old Donovan Fisher could hear his parents arguing. It was always the same things that spawned the arguments: suspected infidelity, insecurities, laziness. Their constant arguing was why Donovan had decided that he was never getting married. It just seemed like a waste. Two people who lived together, relied on each other to survive, but couldn’t stand each other?

      No, Donovan would learn how to be self-sufficient so he wouldn’t ever have to rely on anyone else.

      Of course, his parents weren’t the only example of a married couple that Donovan was exposed to. There was also his Uncle Jim and Aunt Sue, who owned the property Donovan and his parents lived on.

      Uncle Jim and Aunt Sue seemed like a solid couple. That was the type of marriage Donovan could see having someday. But how often did a good marriage like theirs happen? Uncle Jim and Aunt Sue’s marriage worked because both were self-sufficient. At least, Uncle Jim was. He owned his land, hunted his land, and rented out even more land closer to the city for farmers to farm on. He provided for his family without ever having to leave home. Meanwhile, Aunt Sue stayed back at the house, cooked up the food that was farmed on their land, and kept up with everything else on the homestead. They were a team.

      “You’re always eyeing her up!” Donovan’s mother, Gretchen, shouted across the small trailer. “Every time we go in there, you’re suddenly all softy and, ‘Oh, is there anything I can help you with to make your shift a little easier?’” Donovan heard a gagging sound and then, “It’s disgusting! And embarrassing. I seen the way you been looking at her!”

      “I ain’t looking at no one!” Rodney, Donovan’s father, shouted back. “Besides, is it a crime to offer a little help? It’s not like I’m pressing myself up against her and playing dumb like you do to them guys at the bar!”

      “It’s called flirting for bigger tips, Rod! If I didn’t do that, we wouldn’t be able to afford this piece of shit we live in! Don’t think your whore at the gas station can afford nothing more than this!”

      “There’s nothing going on! Would you drop it?”

      “No, because I know you been lying through them teeth! You come up with every excuse in the book to go see her! Are you screwing her? Tell me, so I know whether I’m going to catch any diseases from that slut.”

      “Can’t catch nothing when we ain’t sleeping together!”

      Donovan had heard enough. He wanted out, but the only way out was through the only door in the trailer. If he made a quick exit while they were arguing, maybe they wouldn’t even notice.

      He opened the door and paused to see what kind of reaction he’d get from his parents. When they paid him no mind, he walked quickly to the door, but as he put his hand on the handle, his mother’s voice rose.

      “And where the hell do you think you’re going, Don?”

      He turned and kept one hand on the doorknob. “Going over to Uncle Jim’s for a bit.”

      “Oh.” Her tone softened a little. “Well, don’t stay over there too long. I want to see you before I head off to work.”

      Rodney snorted. “Yeah. Your mother needs to get all gussied up so some stranger can put his hands on her.”

      “I told you, that’s for tips!”

      “If that was true, we wouldn’t be living on my brother’s property.”

      “That’s because you can’t get off your ass and find a⁠—”

      Donovan made his escape while they were distracted. Once outside, he went right behind the trailer and into the thick of the woods.

      Uncle Jim said he liked to keep his property in the Allegheny Mountains as natural as possible to encourage the wildlife to settle there so they could hunt and provide for the family. So there was no set trail, other than the ones the deer had made themselves.

      As far back as Donovan could remember, Uncle Jim had always been bringing them extra venison or turkey meat that he got while hunting. He loved hunting and had even begun teaching Donovan how to do it properly. Everything from what to wear, what to look for, and what different animals were attracted to, to preparing the meat for eating and how to cook it for best the best taste. Uncle Jim knew everything and Donovan was like a sponge, absorbing it all eagerly.

      By the time Donovan reached Uncle Jim’s house, he saw his cousins, Pete and Kurt, out back with Uncle Jim target-practicing with their rifles. Donovan’s shoulders sunk a little at the sight, but still he went up to greet them.

      Donovan didn’t have his own gun. Sure, Uncle Jim let him borrow his whenever, but he didn’t have his own to practice at home. And the one time he had asked his parents for one, Donovan’s father laughed in his face and told him how they could barely afford food and cigarettes, so why in the hell would they buy him a gun?

      “Mind if I jump in?” Donovan asked his cousins in greeting. “When you’re done.”

      Pete and Kurt both nodded at him, then returned to aiming their rifles.

      Donovan sat on a nearby stack of pallets and swung his feet under him, trying not to look too pathetic. Sure, this was better than listening to his parents argue, but he still didn’t quite feel like he fit in.

      “Donovan!” Uncle Jim’s voice boomed across the yard.

      He turned and saw his uncle waving him toward the barn. He jumped down and hurried across the yard to join his uncle.

      “How you been, son?”

      “I’m okay,” Donovan said. “Mom and Dad are fighting again, so I thought I’d come over here.”

      Uncle Jim let out a heavy sigh, then reached for a rifle from his work bench. It was a new one, Donovan recognized that much. He had a slight fascination with firearms. Perhaps because he wasn’t allowed to own one. Or maybe it was because Uncle Jim and Pete and Kurt all had one of their own.

      “I have a surprise for you,” Uncle Jim said. “But you can’t tell your parents about it—especially your father. Understand? I don’t want him to feel emasculated or nothing.”

      Donovan nodded. He wasn’t quite sure what emasculated meant, but he knew it was bad.

      “Here’s your very own .22.”

      Donovan hesitantly reached for it with wide eyes. “Seriously?”

      Uncle Jim smiled. “You’ve earned it, son. Now get out there and target practice along with your cousins. You’re going to need it.”
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      “Why, hello!” Although she wore a smile, the woman who answered the door was very plain. Her hair hung limply around her round face, most of it having fallen out of the clip she had used to keep it back out of her face. Her dress looked worn, having likely once boasted a vibrant floral pattern but now looked tired and limp. She wore an apron, which was discolored with stains from sauces, olive oil, and other messy items from the kitchen. “You must be our newest guests.” She held out a hand, first to Samantha, then Kathy. “I’m Sue Fisher.”

      “I’m Samantha Harper, and this is my sister, Kathy Walker,” Samantha said. “I believe my sister booked one of your cabins over the phone?”

      Sue smiled at Kathy. “Yes, I have your paperwork all ready. Come on in. Have a seat at the dining room table.”

      The sisters followed her in and stepped right into the dining room. The table took up most of the room and the end of it was covered with sweaters, flannels, and hats—all of which gave off an odor of sweat and were dirtied with mud. There were some boots lined by the door and camouflaged overalls hanging over the back of the chair at the other end of the table.

      “Could I get either of you any tea or coffee? Or anything else to drink? We have water, iced tea, and lemonade. Oh, and I believe I have some apple
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