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By James J. Brodell

Jackson loved the predawn when he could sit on his porch, coffee in hand, and survey the woodland that bordered his new home. He also liked the quiet when he was unbothered by his latest girlfriend, Meriam, who was a late sleeper.

There was one problem. For weeks after moving into this home Jackson began to sense someone or some critter was watching him. Certainly the squirrels that swung though the tall oaks knew he was there. But his uneasiness suggested something other than small furry critters.

His concern drew into stronger focus with every crack and scuffle that came from the woods. Then one day a small rock landed at his feet while he was trimming a hedge. "Do squirrels throw rocks," he asked himself.

Once he heard a loud scramble in the woods that prompted five deer to break cover and run for the roadway. Even as he lost sight of the deer, the sounds in the woods continued.

His North Georgia home was in an older subdivision carved from woodland about 25 years ago. It was an island of middle class dwellings in a sea of trees, although the home he rented was the one closest to the border of the national forest and the remaining farmland to the west.

Jackson was happy he found the home through an online rental service so he could flee the stress and the dangers of urban life. He spent his time working online and prowling the bars in the commercial center five miles away. That's where he met Meriam one night and invited her to stay with him. Both knew this was a short-term arrangement for she broadcast her unwillingness to sink into domestic life.

Both were in the backyard one summer afternoon when a dark figure loomed at the border of the woods. Jackson was startled and thought there was a bear hiding behind a tree.

"Go get me that pack of Snickers we picked up at the store yesterday,” he ordered Meriam. She quickly complied and then returned indoors. Jackson sat at the small picnic table and began unwrapping eight candy bars. Seven he left on the table, and one he hurled in the direction of the dark figure. It hit the tree and fell to the ground.

He stood up and put his right hand to his mouth and made sounds like he was eating something. His left hand made a circular motion around his stomach as if to signal satisfaction with food. 

A hairy appendage snaked around the trunk and captured the treat. Satisfied crunches followed.

Better to keep them friendly than to provoke them, the man said to himself.

The next morning Jackson found two fresh, medium-sized brook trout on his picnic table. But no candy bars. "What is this? Some kind of trade?" he mumbled. "Do bears understand barter?"

Meriam had no idea, which was her usual condition. She mumbled and fled again to the house.

Two days later Jackson was cooking hamburgers on the outside gas grill while Meriam made an effort to prepare a salad. Suddenly a critter appeared in full view at the forest edge.

"That's no bear," Jackson mumbled as he found his legs difficult to move from shock.  Meriam shakily responded: "He must be at least eight feet tall."

"I think he wants a burger," Jackson said. He shoveled a sizzling patty onto a store-bought bun, applied a slice of provolone cheese and then the top of the bun. He managed to put his legs in gear and shuffled about 20 feet into the direction of the woods and the forest creature. He left the burger on a paper plate atop a convenient tree stump. Then he withdrew.

The dark giant took quick steps to the burger and picked it up with a hairy right hand. It looked directly at Jackson, and with his left hand he made circular motions over his stomach in the same way Jackson had done several days earlier.

As the critter turned to retreat to the forest, two more indistinct shadows appeared. One also was about eight feet tall. A third was a head shorter.

"We'll need more burgers," he mumbled to Meriam. 

A day later a deputy sheriff arrived at the front door unexpectedly. A delivery driver had complained that a thief took four pizzas from his truck while he was at the front door of a home just a hundred yards down the street. The deputy also showed Jackson and Meriam the photo of a woman.

"She lived in this subdivision but simply vanished about two weeks ago," the deputy said. "Please keep an eye out for her. Her car was found on this street, but it was empty."

Then the deputy turned to Meriam. "That's a fine ring you have," he said. "I hope you don't wear it outside very much. The city scums moved into this area along with druggies. Many would cut off your finger just for the ring."

"They would be disappointed," Meriam replied. "This is a fake I wear to keep Romeos away. It looks like a giant diamond but it is just cut quartz. Worth less than $50."

"Well some crook would act on the assumption it was real," the deputy replied. "You just need to be careful and not flashy."

After the deputy left, Jackson found a triangle of pizza on his picnic table, pretty well telling him who had robbed the delivery driver.

He wondered to himself if he should have mentioned the giant figures to the deputy. He hadn't because he feared the man would think he was bonkers.

The couple concluded to eat their meals indoors to avoid the hairy visitor. They did that for a few days until giant faces began appearing at the window, mostly at night and mostly at the bedroom. 

"I think he likes you," Jackson said to taunt Meriam. She shuddered and said "I'm getting out of here. This is starting to get very weird."

The next morning Jackson found something very disturbing on the picnic table, a pile of flesh that appeared to have been a human liver. 

"I know what a liver looks like," he told Meriam, explaining that he once had stomach problems and read up on the internal human organs. "Two lobes, one bigger than the other held together by a ribbon of connective tissue and blood vessels running down the center. No other critter has one that is similar, I don't think."

"That settles it. I'm out of here," said Meriam. Jackson was surprised that she already had packed her small amount of belongings. "I'll put your bag in your car. Just take the garbage out back as you go."

When he returned from the driveway, Meriam and the overfilled garbage bag were gone.

"That was a brief love affair," he joked to himself, finding that he sensed no other emotions about the fleeing woman. He settled down to a morning cup of coffee and wondered if he, too, should make an exit. In fact he lingered in the living room the bulk of the day with the distraction of online videos.

About 3 p.m. he decided he should clean up around the picnic table and the grill, so he stepped out the back door, nearly tripping on the shredded garbage bag whose contents seemed to have been deliberately scattered.

"That woman," he mumbled. "I guess this is her going away present."

That's when he saw it. Atop the fly-dotted pile of the rotting liver was placed a human arm from the bloody chunk that had once been a shoulder part to a delicate and well-manicured hand that still sported a sparkling quartz ring.

Jackson felt he would be sick as he stumbled further into the grass. As he looked up he saw the forest giant standing at the tree line. The creature looked at him as Jackson glanced once again at the arm. Then the beast tilted his head and began that circular motion with its left hand around the belly.

Jackson vomited into the grass.
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By Sarah E. Hogan

Kimberly hated driving this road in winter, although this early evening, she had good reason. Her passenger said nothing as she angled his Escalade to slip through the temporary closure gates and continue up the mountain road to the cabin. No tire tracks marked the snow ahead of her. Frankly, though, her bigger problem wasn’t the snow so much as the road itself. Her vision had faded to the point that she tried not to drive in hazy light or after dark if she could help it. Tonight, the glare on the reflective signs on every twist and turn in the road was disorienting, and now the falling snow obscured the path and its steep drop-offs even more. But if she could be sure no other cars were coming her way and no one would be slowed behind her, she could just keep at her own pace.

She never would have been out on the road now if she’d had the choice. She’d been up for more than 24 hours and her eyes burned. Kimberly laughed a little in spite of herself. She remembered when a 24-hour shift was nothing, years ago, when she was a young nurse. These days, she wasn’t interested in that kind of nonsense. And now here she was, squinting into the dim light, gripping the wheel, and hoping she could make it over the pass without sliding off the edge of the mountain. 

She and the old man had business at his cabin, which was more of a mini-mansion than a traditional cabin. One of the locals had been breaking in and stealing the hard-earned treasures there, and Kimberly knew who the culprit was: The neighbor kid. She couldn’t remember his name, but it was a cowboy name. Colby, maybe? Cade? Cash? It would come to her later.

He claimed to be a snowboarder or a skier or a mountaineer, depending on his state of mind, but he preferred a different kind of snow. And he supplemented his income by breaking into neighbors’ homes. She and the old man were headed up to begin cataloging the missing items. 

It wasn’t until the shape bolted in front of her that Kimberly realized she’d allowed her mind to wander. She braked hard—much harder than she’d intended. The rear tires immediately hooked right, and try as she might to correct the fishtail, the Escalade spun, hit the guardrail, and launched hard over the side into the ditch, hitting the ground with a hard jolt. 

Kimberly sat stunned while the engine continued to idle. She did a once-over of herself: Head, eyes, back, knees, ankles. Everything still seemed to be attached and working.

Then she did a quick check of her passenger. He’d been thrown hard against the passenger window, and his bulging eyes had popped open, but he didn’t seem to be bruised or remarkably swollen. She pushed his lids back down and straightened
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