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      He heard their calls every night, but never once did he fear them. He knew then that one of them had gotten a critter.

      “Good,” Hardy would say. “One less thing I’ll have to take care of for getting in the garden. It’s finally starting to thrive, so I don’t need anything getting in there and messing about.” He went on as he slid the curtain over to look outside.

      Just then, he saw a large shadow fall behind the big oak standing tall in the back field, its branches seemingly reaching towards the sky as if to hold the moon as it cast its glow across the wide expanse of the farm. It was tall, broad at the shoulder, and lean at the hip. He knew who that was. He was their guardian. Utana, otherwise translated from Cherokee to mean big, was the primary hunter for the group. He would always bring what he killed back to his family to eat, ensuring that the farmland was free of varmits.

      It was an agreement that was made between them for them to live peacefully together.
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      Hardy Kilgore, a retired law enforcement officer, had purchased some acreage in the Appalachian Mountains near the southern end. He was ready to be out of the city, the life he had led for years of being a cop, and he was done with having to catch criminals. Now, he just wanted to be surrounded by nothing but wildlife, beautiful sunsets, and tranquility. He began making his life on enough acreage to have a garden for all the vegetables with plans of growing and a nice, comfortable area to call his own. Being a carpenter by trade, he was surrounded by plenty of trees he could use to build a shed, a cabin, and anything else he may need to survive. Once everything was finalized and the property was officially his, he got straight to work. Making a list of top priorities, he gathered all his tools from his pick-up truck and set forth. He used some of the already felled trees to start with.

      “No sense in cutting down trees if there are already some lying around going to waste.” He said as he grabbed his chainsaw.

      He cut several sections to ensure the wood would be healthy enough to build with for structure and support. Finding it to be substantial for building, he started his projects.

      The first day was long and hot. The middle of August was never merciful to anyone, so he was glad to see the sun begin to set and started pitching his tent for the evening. Hardy knew this wouldn’t be an easy task to do alone and it would take time, but he had all the provisions he needed and nothing but time on his hands.

      Hardy was awoken in the middle of the night with a loud thwack against a tree. Then a howl. Then, the call from a barred owl rang out in the pitch dark. Unzipping his tent and shining his flashlight around, he saw nothing but shadowed outlines of tall trees. A starry sky and a -bright moon afforded him some light to see, but he decided it was best to build at least a small fire in the pit he had dug earlier just to be safe. If anything came near camp, maybe the fire would deter it. Climbing back into his tent, he felt a little safer with the small glow of the fire outside. Almost like having a nightlight on when you’re a small child.

      The rest of the evening was uneventful, and he awoke the next morning feeling refreshed and anxious to continue building. He had made a lot of progress the day before, so some finishing touches were all he really needed. The shed would be complete, which made him feel more comfortable to be able to have a place for his tools. That would also give him more space in the back of his truck for when he had to haul heavier things onto his property.

      The next few weeks passed, and he was carving out his own special place that he now called home.  He had his shed, water, and his cabin was almost complete as well. It didn’t need to be anything spectacular, with it just being him. One room with a fireplace, a small area to cook, and he splurged for an inside toilet instead of just a Johnny house.  Sure, it cost more, but when it came to the cold winters in the mountains, he wouldn't be particularly keen on running outside in the middle of the night with below freezing temperatures. It was also creepy out there in the woods at night.

      Hardy had heard all the folklore that came out of the Appalachian Mountains. Whistles, disembodied voices, wood knocks, The midnight crawler. He was also told by an older tribal leader that if he gets out in the woods and hears something, turn around, don’t run, and don’t utter a word about it.

      “It could be a wendigo,” The tribal leader said. “Even uttering that word puts me at risk, but I have to warn you.”

      Hardy just tucked everything he heard from people neatly in his pocket, so to speak, and made the move.

      Whilst gathering wood one evening before dusk, Hardy suddenly felt he was not alone. The hairs on the back of his tanned neck began to stand on end, and his heart began to race for no apparent reason. He was instantly overcome with fear he hadn’t felt since childhood. The woods began to get darker and darker, and he knew it was time to go home. He swiftly carried the wood and himself back to the cabin as fast as his legs could carry him. He was trying so hard not to run, remembering what the old tribal leader had told him. With knowledge of being prey, you're toast out in the wilderness if you run.

      As he made it into the door and closed it with a loud slam, Hardy felt that if he were a minute later, something would have grabbed him. He lit his lantern inside and cautiously peeked out the window. He saw nothing. Not even the faintest wind was blowing. It was still in the woods that night. He climbed into his bed, turned off his lantern, and went to sleep. Later, a loud slap on the side of his cabin jarred him from his slumber. Whatever it was hit the cabin with such force that his body shook in the bed.

      “What in the hell was that!” he said, shaking as he grabbed the lantern to turn it on.

      He listened for a while for any movement outside but heard nothing. He didn’t dare to look out that window. He wasn’t a coward per se’, but being alone in the woods with something strong enough to hit a cabin with that much force was not something he wanted to deal with. Also, what would he do anyway if he saw something outside that could do that?

      He laid back down in his bed and left the lantern on but didn’t go back to sleep for the rest of the night. He just lay there as still as could be. Nothing happened the rest of the evening, but he didn’t get up until the first breaks of sunlight could be seen.

      “Surely, whatever did that last night had to have been enormous, so therefore, had to have left some kind of evidence behind.” He said as he got dressed.

      He grabbed his gun and walked outside.

      He was cautious as he walked outside, taking all his methodical movements from when he was an officer into play.

      “Always remember your basics. Don’t think you’re too good to revert to the basics. The basics will save your life.” He told himself.

      He crept around the side of his cabin, gun on the ready just in case. He chuckled because he knew that little pee-wee of a gun he was carrying wouldn’t touch whatever this was that slapped the side of the cabin. But maybe it would be just enough to cause a distraction or even the slightest of injuries to subdue this, whatever it is, so he could get away. His breath was heavy and his heart racing. He peeked around the corner. Aiming his gun in front of him as he made his way all around the cabin, he was relieved that nothing was there waiting on him to snatch him up and do God knows what with him. Once he was sure there wasn’t any danger, he holstered his weapon.

      “Maybe there is more to what that tribal leader had said,” Hardy said out loud, looking around. “Maybe this was one of those, what did he call them, wendigos?”

      He had so many questions. “What even is a wendigo, and why can’t you say that term?”

      The only thing that he was familiar with was Bigfoot. Is that what hit his cabin? It would only make sense as the more he thought about it, the more things clicked.

      He had heard the wood knock the first night, the howl, and the barred owl. But were they really the calls of a coyote and an owl, or was there a bigfoot mimicking their sounds? He tried to recall the sounds, and it dawned on him that the owl’s hoot and screech were a little off. It was almost the right pitch, but something about it didn’t resonate right the more he thought about it. He started thinking about the howl he heard.

      That was spot on with the coyotes he had heard elsewhere, but from what he’s heard, coyotes always follow Bigfoot. That would then explain the wood knock. Maybe the coyote was following a bigfoot. The Bigfoot made a tree knock, which then made the coyote howl, and then the Bigfoot mimicked what it’s heard in the past with the barred owls.

      Carrying those thoughts with him, he secured the rest of his property. He made his way to his garden, which he so sentimentally called his “farm.” He remembered living on a farm as a young boy, and it always brought him such great peace. Why not name his garden that here; here in a place that brought him that same peace. It was then that he saw it. His mouth dropped open, and he couldn’t believe what he was looking at. A footprint lay next to where he had planted the carrots and the peas. It was human in nature, but the size of it was not human at all. Hardy was the only human on that piece of land, and he never walked through there barefoot. He ran back to his shed and got his measuring tape. Seventeen inches in length and about 8 inches wide.

      He was speechless and could only look around and utter the words, “They’re here.”

      Lush green vegetation surrounded his garden. Tall trees of different kinds towered over him. Primarily oak trees, but a few other species were also present. The evening air hung hot around Hardy as he looked around, trying to find an entrance or exit through the vegetation that this beast could come through. But it was almost as if the vegetation opened, allowing it to come in and also allowing it to leave without a trace.

      “I reckon I’ll have to get one of my trail cameras to put here just in case,” Hardy said to himself. “My garden hasn’t had a chance to produce anything just yet, but no doubt, it will be back knowing it has free food here.”

      Hardy ran back to get his camera as well as some plaster to try to make a cast of that print. It wasn’t an awful print, but it would not make a good cast. He also didn’t have the right plaster, so he hoped that what he had on hand would work. He made a mental note that soon, he would have to build some protection around his garden so the critters, varmits, and now Bigfoot, wouldn’t be able to get in. He chuckled at that thought. A bigfoot will go where it wants; no measly little fence will keep it out.

      Maybe that was why it had smacked his cabin. The way he had it figured in his mind on the walk back to the farm was that the Bigfoot, if that’s what this was, came and was sniffing this place out and got angry that there wasn’t anything edible here. Could it have been watching him while he tilled this out and planted seeds? The thought of that shook Hardy. But he had a plan in place, and he wouldn’t be deterred from it.

      He found the perfect oak tree to put the camera around. Close enough to the garden to get a good shot but far enough away to hopefully not be seen. Hardy put it up as high as he could. He, himself, was only a few inches under six feet tall. Gauging the size of the print, this Bigfoot had to be at least eight and a half to nine feet tall, give or take. So, at the height he put it, it should be fine. The sun had begun to set, which was his cue to leave.

      He had already sweat through his white t-shirt, fooling with the print and the camera. He left the plaster to harden overnight, hoping it wouldn’t rain and ruin it. He cursed under his breath that he didn’t bring anything to cover it with but his guess was that this wouldn’t be the last one he would find even if it did get ruined by rain or stepped in by another animal.

      Hardy got back to the cabin just as the last rays of the sun were setting. He went inside, got cleaned up, and sat down, happy to be safe. He was still very fearful of what lurks in the shadows. With the print solidifying that he wasn’t alone in the woods anymore, kind of terrified him. Again, he’s no coward, but he wasn’t stupid either. He knew good and well that he wasn’t on the top of the food chain out here. So, he must be smart and calculated with his moves, especially at night.

      It was a quiet and uneventful evening.  Hardy was surprised by that. He thought for sure, with the activity and noise he was making at the farm, that he would get something. So, he put on his glasses, fixed some coffee, and checked the trail cam and the footprint. He hoped there might be more to find when he got there. He walked a little way and heard movement off to his right side, almost as if something was flanking him. His curiosity peaked. The sound stopped when he stopped and picked back up when he began walking again. The woods were thick, and he couldn’t see through them to make anything out. He could only hear similar footsteps to his.

      He thought he would be slick and took off running to try to trick whatever this was. By doing this, he could also determine whether he was just hearing a medium-sized animal he may have been mistaking to be something large and bipedal.

      You can’t be too sure in the woods unless you look at it. But as soon as he took off running, the following footsteps stopped and never picked back up the rest of the way to the farm. He stopped in his tracks when he approached the tilled ground. The print was intact and dried well. No rain fell, and no other prints lay inside it to mess it up. But the trail camera…was gone from the oak tree.

      “It is getting stranger and stranger here.” Hardy said, rubbing his forehead. “I know for sure that was up there tight and secure.

      He made his way to the tree and found the camera lying face down. The strap had been broken.  He was anxious to get it back to the cabin to see what may have happened. He gently lifted the plastered print, looking it over. It wasn’t horrible, but he would have to see if he could clean it up to make out anything definite. He brought everything back to the picnic table he had built and laid it out so he could examine both the camera strap and the print.

      He flicked through the pictures on the camera, and everything appeared normal until around three o’clock in the morning. The camera itself began to shake, taking random pictures due to the flying insects it had stirred up with the movement. One shot was facing in one direction, and the other pictures were facing in another. It was almost like the camera itself was being twisted. Then nothing.

      He could only assume that’s when it fell. He sat it aside and began looking at the print he had cast. He took a soft brush and cleaned off some of the loose dirt revealing toe pads. He pulled his magnifying glass out of his shirt pocket and looked closer, noticing that this print also had dermal ridges. He moved back towards where the heel of the foot would be and along its arch. This was no regular footprint left by a random animal that you would think would live in these woods.

      Just then, behind him, a loud crack rang through the forest of trees. Shaking, he laid down the print and turned around. He saw it there. The tall outline of something watching him that wanted him to know was there. It never fully walked out into the open, but it didn’t have to. It gruffed disgustedly at him. Throwing everything he knew and had been told out the window, he ran screaming to his cabin. He knelt on his knees and peeked out of the bottom of the window. He could barely see the picnic table from where he was, but he could see enough to tell there was movement.

      “Oh, my goodness, what am I going to do?” he thought. “It’s seen me, knows I’m here, and obviously, wanted me to know it was here too.”

      He saw it pick up the footprint cast made and slam it on the table. Pieces of the cast broke apart and flew into the air. He saw his camera fly into the air next and land somewhere in the thick wooded forest.

      “Well, I’ll never find that again.” Hardy muttered, frustrated.

      This was absolutely a bigfoot. Hardy took a deep breath. He had always known it, but to see it like this, out in the open, in its own habitat, was just crazy.  This bigfoot was smart, agile, undeniable with its build, height, and having thumbs to do what it just did. He watched as it glided around, picking at other things Hardy had lying around. Hardy’s trinkets looked so small compared to its hands. It began going through coolers almost as if it were looking for food. Typical scavenger.

      He saw it grab what appeared to be one of his small hand shovels and turn to walk away. Finally, Hardy could take a deep breath. He waited a little longer after seeing the creature disappear into the wood line before coming out to investigate. Walking out slowly and cautiously, he made it to the picnic table. He was frustrated that his cast had been demolished. He was even more frustrated this trail cam had been tossed goodness knows where in the woods.

      “Well, nothing I can do about it,” he said, “I’m certainly not going to go toe to toe with that guy.”

      He cleaned up the mess that it had made and at least tried to find his camera. He looked for tracks as he walked. Nothing was left at camp that he could use. Grass that had been pressed down in sections wasn’t something he could really put forth as evidence. He made his way through the thick vegetation. He looked for hair, tree breaks, and scat. Anything for validation to prove their existence to the world and to prove to himself that he wasn’t going crazy. He made it all the way to the farm and came up empty-handed.

      No proof and no camera. Honestly, though, if this creature knew enough to break that cast and toss the camera, it would have been smart enough to be extremely careful not to leave any trace of where it had been.  He had heard many encounters of only finding one print, not two. Stories of finding prints that lead to nowhere before they just disappeared as if it were vaporized where it stood. The only good explanation he had heard was that they walked backward, making the same step in the tracks that were left.

      He checked on his vegetables while he was there to make sure nothing had been disturbed before making his way back. Just then, he heard a small child laughing in the woods. Once again, that fear crept over him, and he wanted to be anywhere else. He swiftly walked back towards camp but stopped dead at what he saw a little way in front of him. More movement, but the figure wasn’t large at all. This wasn’t the bigfoot that was at his camp earlier. This was a child. But not a normal child. This was a juvenile bigfoot. It couldn’t have been any more than three to four feet tall. Fully covered in hair just like the other one, just pint-sized. He quickly started looking around. With bears, if you saw a cub, the momma wasn’t too far behind.
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      He did not want to be anywhere around when Momma Bigfoot came back to get their child. He turned slowly around to go the long way back to his cabin, trying not to make any noise to accidentally draw its attention to him. He tiptoed gingerly in the tall grasses. Almost clear of it, he stepped by a tree and CRACK. He had stepped on a long branch, and the sound echoed. He suddenly heard something begin to tear through the woods, knocking over small trees as it ran. It sounded like a freight train, and he didn’t know which way to go to try to get away. It was almost as if the sound was all around him, so he decided to stand there until the sound took a directional path.

      However, it never did. His only option was to run and run fast. He tore through briar bushes and sticks, not caring about the damage being done or the direction in which he ran. His only concern was getting back to the safety of his cabin. Off in the distance, as he ran, he heard it, a long-muffled yell. He ran faster but then began being pelted with rocks and sticks. He was in an all-out dash, and all he wanted to do was get back home.

      In Hardy’s haste of getting back home, however, he had gotten turned around. Now, Hardy was lost.
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