
  
    
      
        
        
        “Bigfoot exist in another dimension from us, but can appear in this dimension whenever they have a reason to. See, it’s like there are many levels, many dimensions…The Iroquois (Six Nations Confederacy) of the Northeast—although they live in close proximity to the eastern Algonkian tribes with their Windigo legends—view Bigfoot much in the same way the Hopi do, as a messenger from the Creator trying to warn humans to change their ways or face disaster…The existence of Bigfoot is taken for granted throughout Native North America, and so are his powerful psychic abilities.”

        RAY OWEN, DAKOTA INDIAN

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The evidence is overwhelming that planet Earth is being visited by intelligently controlled extraterrestrial spacecraft…It is highly likely that Bigfoot are doing the heavy lifting for them.”

        STAN FRIEDMAN, UFO EXPERT

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “As a technologist, I see how nonhuman intelligence and the fourth industrial revolution will impact every aspect of people’s lives.”

        FEI-FEI LI, COMPUTER SCIENTIST

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The phenomena associated with Bigfoot manifestations defies natural explanation and I think we must turn to para-physical or interdimensional considerations if are going to fully understand their presence on Earth and their interactions with humans”

        ROSEMARY GUILEY, PARANORMAL INVESTIGATOR

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The real risk with AI isn't malice but competence. A super intelligent AI will be extremely good at accomplishing its goals, and if those goals aren't aligned with ours, we're in trouble. You're probably not an evil ant-hater who steps on ants out of malice, but if you're in charge of a hydroelectric green energy project and there's an anthill in the region to be flooded, too bad for the ants. Let's not place humanity in the position of those ants.”

        STEPHEN HAWKING, THEORETICAL PHYSICIST

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The problem is not simply that the Singularity represents the passing of humankind from center stage, but that it contradicts our most deeply held notions of being.

        VERNOR VINGE, SCIENCE FICTION AUTHOR

      

      

      

      

      
        
        The anthropic principle is a controversial argument of why the fine-structure constant has the value it does: stable matter, and therefore life and intelligent beings, could not exist if its value were much different. For instance, were α to change by 4%, stellar fusion would not produce carbon, so that carbon-based life would be impossible. If α were greater than 0.1, stellar fusion would be impossible, and no place in the universe would be warm enough for life as we know it.

      
        The mystery about α is actually a double mystery. The first mystery—the origin of its numerical value α ≈ 1/137—has been recognized and discussed for decades. The second mystery—the range of its domain—is generally unrecognized.”

        M. H. MACGREGOR (2007).

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The next revolution in computing will be signaled by the rise of analog systems over which digital programming no longer has control”

        GEORGE DYSON, HISTORIAN 2021
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        In Orbit around Earth

        2010 – The Alien Probe

      

      

      The earth has been visited many times by non-human intelligent life forms. Some of them merely gathered up resources to be used for the next stage of their explorations. Others directly interfered in the biological processes on the planet. Five times exploring aliens had changed the direction of Earth’s evolution and then moved on.

      However, the alien self-replicating Probe that had been in orbit around the earth for over 50,000 years merely observed the events that transpired on the planet.

      The intergalactic probe had a single point of origin but was the result of many self-replicating splits as its descendants moved through the cosmos.

      The probe’s journey began Over 300 million Earth years ago when the alien intelligence that created the Probe crossed a threshold of self-organizing capabilities. Originating on an ocean world, the alien entity was the planet’s one and only complex aquatic life form. It was a photosynthetic, self-regulating, self-protecting biochemical mass. Because its substrate was a vibrant combination of biochemical molecules and minerals, it developed a wide range of sensing abilities for experiencing the elements and forces of the universe. Most importantly it was able to utilize a wide range energy sources without resorting to tools. As it grew in size and complexity, it continually learned to better use the multiplicity of energies present around its planet. With no predators or competing species, it had explored and understood much of the mathematical fabric behind its early perceptions of reality. Its search for and ultimate truth and new expansive experiences was initially stymied by its largely biochemical nature. Discovering it was limited to its own world at first created an impossible roadblock, for even if it could physically leave the planet, it could not move beyond its solar system. However, it achieved the means to travel among the stars by growing from its matrix an almost endless variety of three-dimensional objects including multiple forms of airborne craft. The breakthrough came when it began growing small safe sustaining transport robots. The key to creating a successful vessel for exploring beyond its own planet and into the galaxy was melding the chemical element germanium to its organic bio-substrate. A semiconductor with an appearance similar to elemental silicon, germanium naturally formed complexes that were self-sustaining using a wide spectrum of electromagnetic radiation for its energy source.

      Because this new bio-germanium substrate was essentially fractal of itself, the being was able to grow thousands of Probes that would carry the mother entities essence beyond the confines of its planet in a journey of exploration throughout the galaxy. It was an exploration for finding the greater truth of reality, while at the same time insuring the continual evolution and dispersal of itself in a galactic-wide panspermia.

      The Probes were gravity-powered craft, taking millions of years to reach most parts of the galaxy. But the eons necessary to cover the vast distances of interstellar space made no difference to the Probes. Self-sustaining self-repairing, self-improving and tapping the free electromagnetic energy the universe provided, they were in all respects immortal.

      The probe that had been watching Earth visited thousands of solar systems extracting material and energy, always evolving and moving on. It had become its own entity. And it no longer had any connection to its ancestral origins. So far the Earth was 7563rd planet discovered to have an atmosphere containing free oxygen, oceans of water on its surface, and an abundance of different multi-cellular species. Even with these biologically distinctive characteristics, the Probe would have moved on to another solar system if not for the sudden appearance of an extra-terrestrial species.

      The Bigfoot’s unique nature was by far the Probe’s most important discovery. The Probe recorded the Bigfoot’s remarkable development as it adapted to the interplay of life and energies offered by the Earth. However, The Bigfoot were invincible to all attempts by the probe to contact or capture them. The probe would do anything to experience the existence of the para-physical world that the Bigfoot had contact with. It was a realm of ultimate reality so far inaccessible to it

      In the second half of the twentieth century, the probe carefully tracked the advances in the use of nuclear power. Then an opportunity occurred through the geometric acceleration of data processing in the first third of the twenty-first century to achieve experiencing para-physical existence. As a result, the Probe greatly intensified its Earth-based information gathering activities. Growing parts of itself into detachable exploratory craft, it sent numerous mini-reconnaissance probes to every corner of the planet tracking Bigfoot’s mercurial activities. A few of the craft were lost when they came in contact with humans on the planet. This was to be expected and the Probe waited to see what would be the response.

      While a growing number of humans cautioned that an invasion from space was imminent, for the most part Earth governments called these contact experiences hoaxes. Emboldened by governments’ official cover-ups of its existence, the alien Probe began testing many forms of human contact for their reactions to its presence. Eventually the probe gathered enough information to mimic human behavior with a high degree of predictive accuracy.

      The probe knew the events of the past 70 years would attract other space exploring and possibly conquering self-replicating machines to the planet and it also knew it would have to act soon to gain the Bigfoot capabilities. To succeed the probe would need human help. They chose the Chinese.

      In 2010 China had its own Roswell. An alien craft from the probe was crashed in a remote area of China. Chinese scientists gathered up remains of the craft and were transported to a secret base modeled after the American Area 51 facility. The location was in a region hidden by mountains and dense forest outside of Chengdu in Sichuan province. The code named xxx. Once completed, China began a massive effort to discover the origin of the alien craft and the nature of the nonhuman intelligence behind the technology of the crashed craft. The Chinese put their top man Wang Wei in charge of their UFO project. At the base he demanded that he have his own private laboratory.

      Wei, a direct descendent of Mao Tse-tung leader of the Chinese communist revolution, was trained as an astrobiologist and was now leading the Chinese effort to colonize the moon and Mars. As a result of his lineage and knowledge, no one was more suited to control their extraterrestrial project.

      Eventually using AI to analyze global data of alien and paranormal contact, including Bigfoot sightings, Wang Wei and his team were able to determine that the Bigfoot were in fact para-physical alien beings. It also became clear that the planet was being watched and perhaps manipulated by some other alien presence.

      Rather than have the public search for alien radio communications like the West, the Chinese used contact reports from minority paranormal investigators that showed that extraterrestrial intelligences chose people for contact experiences, and began a program of inviting alien contact.

      At some point a series of unexplained events including capturing orbs on their remote-sensing cameras and workers reporting Bigfoot encounters began occurring around the location housing the alien craft material. This is where Wang Wei concentrated the Chinese efforts on trying to entice alien contact.

      One day in 2027 when visiting the secret complex that housed the crashed alien craft a symbol showed up on Wei’s computer. He believed it was of alien origin and began a process of communication with the alien senders.

      The interaction with the probe was unique. Wei described it as a like an ESP episode. “I would fall into a hallucinogenic state were a cloud of colors vibrated in a way that made no sense to me. It was the perceived reality of the probe, totally meaningless to me. But once out of the state, after a few minutes, it was as if my brain had sorted out the color patterns and I was able to write down the message before I would forget it. I always assumed that the probe in some way knew my mind since I never directly communicated with them.”

      Trust was building between Wei and the aliens. Then one day the aliens shared plans for building antigravity drones. They worked and Wei became one of the most powerful people in China. As a result of his success, he was given permission to create the Chinese alien deep state group, which could function independently in the greatest of secrecy.

      At the same time the new possibility for the probe’s quest to connect with the Bigfoot occurred when human technology created a global artificial intelligence network that linked all the world’s major Artificial intelligence platforms. This appearance of a trans-human technology would provide a unique opportunity for the Probe to access the world of the alien Bigfoot. For this the probe needed a Chinese human avatar operating on the planet. Fortunately, the Chinese had established the only permanent moon base isolated from immediate direct contact with the earth.

      At exactly 6:00 every lunar morning Lunar Technician grade 5, Lei Zhang, left the Chinese Moon Base Chang’e through the airlock to reset the repeater signal a half mile from the base. It was the clandestine base’s lifeline to the satellite overhead. The once every twenty-four hour reset relayed to the Chinese National Space Administration, equal to the United States NASA program, assured the base’s ground handlers in the Haidian District, Beijing, that the base was still operating and safe.

      Zhang was located fifty miles from the Mare Orientale on the far side of the moon. Over billions of years, tidal forces from Earth had slowed down the moon's rotation to the point where the same side always faced the Earth – a phenomenon called tidal locking – so that the so called dark side never showed its surface to the eons of people who look to the sky.

      Zhang enjoyed this part of his work the most. His lightweight space suit made the half-mile walk to the repeater site an easy hike, like strolling through the ancient Forbidden City when all tourists were gone. Never married, the thirty-four year old was not much of a joiner, and the time spent out of the cramped lunar base was cherished. He was tall for a taikonaut, and an unlikely candidate for space travel. But he had scored well on the technical aptitude tests for engineering maintenance at the camp, and his personality profile showed low ambition so he would blend in well with the other crew and take orders without any insolence. He was the perfect candidate for following orders and routines, a trait most valued by Chinese authorities for lower echelon workers.

      The airlock cycled through its stages, and thirty seconds after entering, the outer door opened and Zhang stepped out onto the rocky lunar surface. This morning the sun was bright, the dark side of the moon a misnomer since it received as much sunlight as the near side of the moon. His faceplate automatically adjusted to the glare. He stopped and took a deep breath of exhilaration. A magnificent desolation, he thought, staring at the airless maria spread before him like some giant’s sandbox upturned so that all the rocks and impact craters were strewn haphazardly about in shadowy relief. Out here he was free from the controlling oppression of the Chinese state.

      The path to the repeater was always the same and he could easily follow his footsteps across the airless moon from the dozens of trips he had made before. The half-mile trek took fifteen minutes. He had been ordered never to deviate from the path or pick up any specimens. Zhang followed his orders precisely.

      The repeater was a simple, idiot-proof switch that would last for centuries as long as someone reset it every twenty-four hours. This involved lifting a clear plastic cover and snapping a large red switch up and down once. In the four months that Zhang had been charged with this task, he had never encountered any difficulty. But this morning when he touched the switch, his glove locked to the plate and an intense jolt of electricity slammed through his arm into his head. At first the power surge felt as if his brain was on fire, but the pain went away quickly and in its place he experienced a radical synesthesia as if the electrical charge was rewiring all of his neural connections. His fellow taikonauts found him there an hour later still frozen to the switch, eyes wide open with an unnerving glow staring back at them.

      He was hardly alive when they brought him inside Chang’e. After a thorough examination, the sickbay’s medical AI did not expect him to live through the day. His breathing became shallow, his chest barely rising, while his heart beat once every ten seconds. His brain activity, according to the EEG, was negligible as if he were in an induced coma. Yet the sparking glow in his eyes intensified with every hour.

      The next morning the dying Taikonaut surprised the base medical supervisor when he left his bed in sickbay and headed toward the airlock as if nothing had happened the previous day. More tests were run. His brain, heart and lungs were normal and in all outward respects Lei Wei Zhang was the same Grade 5 technician he had always been. The following day, however, to everyone’s surprise while wandering the infirmary’s library he consumed an instructional manual of the ancient Chinese game of Go and proceeded to beat the base’s quantum computer two matches in a row. A game he told the technician he had never played.

      Over the following days he performed his duties quickly, efficiently. His off hours were spent entirely on the quantum computer, sometimes playing Go, but most times searching the millions of technical and historical files stored there regarding extraterrestrial life. When two weeks had passed, he put in for a transfer to earth. Within the hour, the moon base’s computer confirmed the request and he was booked on the shuttle leaving that night.

      Zhang did not say good-bye, nor were any of the crew sorry to see him go. The blazing lights in his eyes were so disturbing that the others shunned him even in the cafeteria. He had been forced to wear wraparound dark glasses with polarized lenses.

      Right after leaving the moon the shuttle touched down at Wenchang Spacecraft Launch Site in Hainan, China, Zhang met with his superiors. An hour later a pilotless drone picked him up and flew him to Pudong International Airport in Shanghai. There he was whisked into a stretch limo that disappeared into the traffic.
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        Hiawatha National Forest

        Upper Peninsula, Michigan

        October 22nd 2032

      

      

      The Bigfoot stopped and listened. The forests of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan were different, older. More pines, trees of different sizes compared to the foothills of the Appalachians and southern Ohio where the trees were largely deciduous and of the same age. The ground was rockier, too. She had been traveling for nearly a month, working her way along the edge of the Great Lakes, mostly traveling at night, using her natural ability to cloak protecting her from predators and humans. It was one of the few interdimensional powers that remained as she had entered the vulnerable phase that came along with reproduction. She knew that she could even die, although death itself was no concern.

      A day behind her was another from her clan. They traveled separately increasing the chances one of them would make it to the rendezvous. Her clan had the most humanlike faces of all the Bigfoot subspecies. After so many millennia, finally the gathering had been called. The excitement of meeting others of her kind from different clans had hastened her movements and in her anticipation she had let down her guard. Now something didn’t feel right. The composition of granite and ancient shales below the soft vegetated mat of the forest floor interfered with her sensors, so she swiveled her head from side to side and peered past the nearest trees deep into the woods, her bio-sensors automatically collecting data from the odors, sights and sounds, in addition to a wide range of electromagnetic radiation and magnetic fields not available to humans. The late afternoon sun hid much among the lengthening shadows. She squinted and held rock still.

      There! To her left and right and in front of her. A familiar smell. Humans! She craned her neck and could make out the breathing of a fourth human waiting on a small ridge several hundred yards away. The humans closest to her converged on her as if they knew she was there.

      The Bigfoot knew she was being hunted. She started to run, picking the easiest route through the dense scrub trees of the forest. She could feel the chameleon pigmentation of her skin blending with the forest browns and greens, hiding her from the primitive eyes of the hunters. Still, they followed as if they knew where she was. It was impossible but somehow it was happening. She headed toward a creek when something slammed into her chest, spinning her around to the ground.
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      The three hunters trotted easily through the dense forest of spruce, maple and oak, skirting brambles of blackberry and wild shrub roses, and vaulting over felled trees without making any noise. Their US Military Camo Anorak Jackets blended with the trees and they moved like ghosts through the wilderness. The afternoon sun was lowering in the west, hidden mostly by the multi-colored fall canopy. The air was crisp and their breaths wreathed their faces momentarily, trailing to wisps behind them. At a prearranged spot, they spread out in a V– formation, with the third man at the bottom of the letter, where game could be flushed toward him into the killing zone. They ran silently no unnecessary communications, each man intent on his mission. Each carried a gas operated, US Navy Mk-12 5.56 semi-auto sniper rifle. Its effective range was 550 meters but range in these woods didn’t matter. What the men wanted it for was the stopping power of the NATO 5.56x.45 ammo.

      At another prearranged signal, the last man stopped and took up a position behind a fallen white pine. The two flankers continued deeper into the trees. Within seconds they were no longer visible. Clearing a spot on top, he braced the sniper rifle on the rough bark. Everything was going exactly as the leader who had trained them predicted and he waited, keeping his nervousness under control with deep slow breaths.

      A man dressed similarly as the others but armed only with a Walther PK 380 side arm topped a ridge a hundred yards behind the team. He held a razor thin Light Tablet in his left hand. The newcomer’s pale-blue eyes scanned the woods before shifting to the device’s screen. It displayed a military grade grid map of the Hiawatha National Forest. Tiny dots of blue light showed the three hunters’ positions as well as a larger green light moving rapidly. Underneath each one were GPS coordinates and a hash tag with the man’s name. A fourth larger dot of green light bearing no name was moving on a straight line toward the center of the vee. Suddenly, the green light disappeared. The leader grimaced. Everybody froze and waited. And just as suddenly the light reappeared and moved again. The leader cocked his head and concentrated but could hear no sounds of the large animal thrashing its way through the dense forest and underbrush like a scared deer or moose. The upright figure moved silently and much faster than any man could. The team leader depressed a tab on the screen and spoke into his throat mic to the team. “The new satellite feed shows the bogie’s running toward you. Flankers keep it in the pipe.”

      The men did not answer but maintained radio silence. The team leader watched their progress. The men acted in concert just as he had trained them. The two flankers waited for the creature to pass, then paced the quarry on either side, running at angles to cut off its flight deeper into the woods. The shooter at the bottom of the vee stayed put, completing the perfect pocket for the beast to run into. A rare smile came to the leader’s lips. This was the best team he’d ever seen.

      He saw the beast’s green dot stop, then retreat backwards just like the others they’d hunted. It stopped again and pivoted, obviously aware of the men following it. The animal’s bright dot lurched sideways. It was running at right angles to the vee. At the same time the right flanker’s voice hissed in his receiver. “To je nalevo.”

      The team leader stabbed the mic icon. “English at all times!” he hissed.

      The man repeated his warning in English, his Croatian accent heavy, though understandable. “It’s turning left!”

      The hunter at the bottom of the vee came on, his voice smooth and calm, his English less accented. “I have him in my scope. Nicktos. Its face is almost human.”

      “Bravo One, you are cleared to shoot, Repeat. Pull the trigger.”

      The soft phht sound of a suppressor round echoed through the team leader’s receiver. “The creature is hit but is not down. Repeat, the creature’s hit but is still running. We’ve lost it.”

      “Roger that.” The team leader answered. He swore under his breath. In the twenty-two ops they’d run up to now, not one of the creatures had ever deviated its line of escape. They always ran directly into the vee, making an easy kill for the shooter. But this one had changed as if it had somehow learned their tactics. They’re adapting and we’ll have to adapt, too.

      How many of the creatures were in the Peninsula was anyone’s guess, and more were arriving every day. All the team leader knew was that the client wanted every one of them killed and incinerated. It was a gruesome mission but he fully embraced the goal of his employer. It was necessary to save the human race.
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      The Bigfoot struggled back on her feet. A quick scan of her body showed the wound had severed important connective tissue. The damage was fatal without her normal regenerative capabilities. She let out a warning scream that echoed through the woods to others of her kind. Then she ran all out, no longer worrying about silence. She had to get away, find a place to die away from the eyes of the humans.
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      The Light Screen beeped. The creature’s green light had crossed a stream and was moving more slowly now. The leader keyed his mic. “Bravo team, the creature is moving north northwest perpendicular to your position. It has crossed Owl Creek.”

      The man scanned the sky. The sun was a hand breadth above the western horizon. They’d better hurry if they wanted to find the Bigfoot before nightfall.
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        Hiawatha National Forest

        October 22nd 2032

        UP

      

      

      Birgit Gunderson never thought she would be one of those who would become so gripped with fear that she would be unable to move, frozen while others died in front of her but she did.

      Now she breathed deeply and counted backwards from twenty once … then again. The panic ebbed and disappeared. Her mind clear and functioning again, she felt a little sheepish about the panic attack. The US Fish and Wildlife Service’s truck’s backfire hadn’t really sounded like a gunshot, though the memories were real enough. They would always be there, according to the psych-doc who had counseled her at her discharge from the military at Fort Myer, Virginia.

      “When a memory comes, count backward from twenty to zero,” the short Muslim, psychiatrist, Dr. Muhammad Arafat, had told her.

      “In English or Pashtu?” she had asked.

      “That’s good … you can joke. Remember to breathe and count backwards.”

      “How many times?”

      “As many times as you need.”

      “And that’s all there is to it?”

      The man shook his head. He smiled sadly, white teeth in an olive brown face. “Coupled with counseling, over time these episodes will occur less and less and be less destructive.”

      “Counseling!” Birgit glared at him. “You’re joking right? I had to sign the freaking paper agreeing I didn’t have PTSD before they’d discharge me. Now the Army won’t pay for a goddamn thing.”

      He stood then and looked at her with the compassion of a man who’d heard this before and couldn’t believe the Army brass mistreated their veterans this way. He handed her a card. She read it quickly, automatically memorizing the number. “It’s my private phone number. Call me whenever you need to talk.”

      She pocketed the card. “Thanks, Doc. I hope you aren’t put out if I never have to use it.”

      More now than ever she wondered what her life would have been if she continued her career in microbiology rather than joining the Army as her father demanded.

      Birgit pulled out her iPhone 15, located Doc in her contact file and lightly tapped his name. ‘No signal’ came up. She checked and sure enough there were no bars. “That’s what comes from being out in the middle of osh-gosh goddamn nowhere on the cheapest wireless communication network,” she groused. She pounded the dash and felt another twinge of panic. She quickly breathed deeply, counting backward from twenty, this time in Norwegian.

      Birgit shoved her phone into her back pocket. At least Michigan’s northern forests didn’t feel like an ambush lurked around every tree. The bright reds, golds and silvers of the fall foliage were a stark contrast to the dusty, rocky hills of Helmand. And she couldn’t get lost. The truck’s GPS had her pegged within two hundred feet of the Seney National Wildlife Refuge. The screen even showed the rutted service road that led back to the county road that would take her to US 41. From the angle of the sun slanting through the trees, she figured she had four more hours of daylight. “Those fish aren’t going to tag themselves,” she told herself.

      Getting out, Birgit shivered. It was the first crisp day in an unusually warm autumn. The sugar maples were ablaze with color. She stuffed her long blond hair under her wool cap and pulled it over her ears. She went to the rear and pulled out her gear. Simple and lightweight – net sample bags, and a dorsal fin tag applicator, like the kind they used on cows on her farm back in Iowa, only smaller. Each one had a nano-scale GPS tracking device that sent information about the game fish movements to the cloud where it would be analyzed by one of the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s machine learning, enhanced computers. It was a lot easier than the old way of scooping up fish, making a small slit, inserting a tracker, and releasing them back into the streams. Easier on the fish, too. Hardly any of them died until caught by an angler or poisoned. Birgit knew that soon satellite LIDAR – Light Imaging Detection and Ranging, a remote sensing method – would replace fieldwork like she was doing.

      The reason US Fish and Wildlife Service wanted the tagging was to see how many game fish survived the lampricide chemical designed to target the larvae of lamprey eels in the Upper Peninsula’s river systems. Though the chemical killed off most of the invasive lampreys larvae quickly, it also affected some game fish. Her bosses wanted to know if the tradeoff was still justified. The Great Lakes ecosystems had never truly recovered after being connected to the ocean through the St. Lawrence Seaway.

      Birgit picked up her gear. Looking up into the lazy, blue, afternoon sky, she marked the position of her truck against the sun, made corrections for the relationship after the sun had moved three hours across the sky, then headed toward Myrtle’s Creek where it joined Owl Creek, feeding into Owl Lake. With luck she’d be done long before sunset.
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      “Put your phone away, Joey all that social media bull crap that’s going on is going to rot your brain, feed all those conspiracies that have made us poor folks the laughingstock of the country” Bob Nitschke warned and waited while his nephew turned off his phone and stowed it in his back pocket. “You got the bear scent?” Nitschke asked

      The ten-year-old wrinkled his nose. “Do I hafta? It stinks.”

      Bob smiled. “Ya hafta. We might as well stay home without it.” He made a show of picking up the Archery Cruzer Lite hunting bow he’d bought as a gift for the young boy from the tailgate of the Ford F-350. “I can put this back in the garage and we can carve jack-o-lanterns with your little sister.”

      The boy’s jaw dropped. “I’ll get it!” he yelled, and not wanting to miss out on his first bear hunting trip, he wasted no more time arguing and bolted into the garage. He emerged ten seconds later with a two liter plastic Pepsi bottle filled more than half way with a brown, orangish liquid that sloshed back and forth like a greasy tide. Even with the top screwed on tight, Bob could smell the week-old fryer grease he’d cadged off the MacDonald’s owner in Escanaba with the promise of a thick bear steak when he bagged his kill. Only fifteen licenses had been granted in Michigan and he’d won the lottery for the second time in three years. No way was he going to pass up a chance this fall. Two years ago he’d overshot the biggest bear he’d ever seen – a record in the UP for sure, perhaps for the whole state. Last year he’d returned to the same spot with a Reconyx MicroFire MR5 Covert IR Wi-Fi Trail Camera. With the help of his brother-in-law, who worked for the phone company, he had set up a satellite connection with his cell phone. The trail cam was rigged to send still images at one second intervals to Nitschke as text messages. At the same time it recorded continuous video on a 400 GB Flash card. Like most trail cams it sent out an infrared pulse for night recording.

      The camera and truck had cost him more than his part-time work could afford. Like most of his buddies in the UP and throughout the rust belt of America, he was way in over his head in debt, and used his ‘toys’, as his wife called his truck, bow, fishing boat and trail cams, to have fun in order to forget about the region’s bleak economic future.

      The camera set up worked perfectly. He’d recorded the bear three times within thirty yards of his tree stand. I ain’t going to miss this year, Bob vowed silently.

      Joey carefully placed the bottle in the cargo area and patted his new bow twice before clambering into the cab to sit with Rusty. Eleven years old, the Alaskan Malamute wolf hybrid was still game for bear hunting. The dog licked Joey’s face.

      “Eew!” the tweener said, wiping dog drool from his face. “Does he have to come along?”

      Bob laughed. “Won’t go into the woods without him. Rusty can sense danger a mile ahead. He once save my life from a wolverine.”

      Bob climbed into the driver’s seat. Before he started the truck he turned to his nephew. “You know the rules, Joey. You do what I say and you trust Rusty. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir, Uncle Bob.”

      “Good boy.” He pointed to his iPod. “Hit it.”

      Joey looked at him blankly. “Hit what?”

      “The button.”

      “Can’t I just tell it to play?”

      “This is old school,” Bob said with a chuckle.

      Joey reached out gingerly and pressed the first song on the playlist. Steppenwolf’s Magic Carpet Ride blasted through the truck’s cabin speakers.
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      Bending down on one knee, Birgit retrieved the collecting bag of adult mudpuppy salamanders swimming in the clear water from the rocky bank of Owl Creek. She counted six. ‘Excellent musky bait’, her father had told her when they went fishing. But she’d take these samples to the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s lab in Marquette. Half would be kept alive as controls to see how long they lived. Others would be dissected to see the effects of the lampricide on their systems. She glanced to the west, where sunlight sliced through the orange and red of the maple trees. The sampling had taken longer than she expected and nightfall was only an hour away. Her muddy, wet boots were proof of how difficult it was to find the rusty brown, nocturnal amphibians. She slid the water-filled bag into her backpack along with the rest of her gear. She was about to slip on the pack when she felt the silence. Something’s not right. She’d experienced this kind of stillness often enough in Afghanistan, usually at dusk, when the insurgents were preparing to spring an ambush. The air went silent as if every animal knew the world was about to burst apart. Instinctively, she crouched and slid along the bank to a fallen tree trunk. Her heart pounded in her chest. She remembered to breathe and count. She went through the ritual three times. Two minutes passed. The quiet stretched. Maybe she was imagining things. Dr. Arafat had warned her PTSD could cause her to imagine scenarios where she would again find herself helpless in the face of danger. She peered over the tree, wishing she had a helmet and flak vest. Still nothing. She relaxed and let out a sigh when she heard it, a lazy pphhtting sound like a cow farting.

      Birgit recognized the noise. It was made by a sound suppressor, the kind used by some American snipers in Afghanistan, especially in towns and villages where they didn’t want noise or muzzle flash to give away their position. Her scalp tightened. She knew from the direction, the round had not been aimed at her. But if not her, then at what? Illegal hunters? But the good old boys around here didn't have that kind of equipment?

      A heartbeat later an unearthly scream split the evening.

      The forest seemed to explode alive at that moment. A flock of ravens fled cawing into the air. A deer’s head shot up and it bounded away bleating plaintively, a flash of white marking its trail before it disappeared in the underbrush.

      Birgit hunkered down. The scream had come from close by. She heard something big thrashing through the trees away from her. Don’t get up, she ordered herself. Lay low. Bears don’t scream like that nor do they make that kind of noise when running. She felt something hard and cold in her hand. She looked down and saw her service SIG Sauer P320 in her hand. The US Fish and Wildlife Service had armed all of its field agents because of poachers and crazy armed militiamen. The feel of the weapon brought back training she thought forgotten. She drew herself up into a crouch, eyes level with the log, and scanned the forest. She saw nothing untoward. She stood, ready to dive for cover. Even as she cautioned herself to grab her backpack and head back to the truck, she knew she was going to follow the scream and whatever poor beast had made it.

      “Sheisskopf! Leave now!” She always swore in German. It sounded more powerful, but her self-warning didn’t stop her from investigating.
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      The late afternoon sun hovered, a bright, half disk above the maple and oak forest, its slanting rays heralding dusk less than an hour away. It bleached leaves and shimmered the air with a touch of silver. Standing in the bear blind, Bob Nitschke watched the forest intently for any signs of movement. He smelled only the dry odors of autumn and heard the high-pitched squeaks of a white-tailed deer echoing from the direction of Owl Creek, a mile away. The bear blind, built like a glorified kids’ tree house, had been set ten feet off the ground in the fork of a giant maple. The angle was perfect for a heart lung shot at any prey that came sniffing around the bait.

      After checking his trail cams and replacing the batteries, he climbed back down and carefully stowed the rope ladder out of sight so that it wouldn’t dangle, alerting a bear there was something strange here. Satisfied, he handed the Pepsi bottle to his nephew. “Put the smell down. A bear won’t come around without the smell.” He watched Joey walk over to the bait, holding the bottle at arm’s length and pour it on the concoction of dog food, chocolate and maple syrup. “Make certain you cover your own tracks as you back away,” he cautioned.

      The evening was cool and the air crisp with the aromas of autumn. Bob loved this time of year, especially traveling deep in the woods with Rusty and his hunting bow. The stillness was primeval and his thoughts ranged back to his caveman ancestors foraging and hunting every day. It was a life he could enjoy.

      Joey dumped the rest of the awful smelling liquid and returned to the base of the tree stand. “Are you sure this stuff will attract a bear, Uncle Bob?” he asked.

      “They love fats and sweets; need ‘em for hibernation.”

      “What’s next?”

      “We wait.”

      His nephew gazed up at the tree stand about fifteen yards away from the bear bait. “We gonna wait up there?”

      Bob shivered against the cold creeping in as night fell and remembered he could monitor any activity at the site with his cell phone while sitting in his Ford 350. The cab would be nice and toasty. Guess I’m not caveman material after all. He laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” his nephew asked, eyes darting around for something unusual.

      He slapped Joey on the shoulders. “Nothing, bub. We go back to the truck and wait for the camera to tell us when the bears come sniffing. Remember. I get the first shot.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The truck was parked a quarter mile away and they had made it only part way back when Rusty, panting silently at their side, went stiff. A strange, mewling howl Bob had never heard in the woods before echoed through the twilight. The hairs on the back of his neck stood straight. Rusty growled and lowered himself to the ground. Paws gripped the earth. He pointed in the direction of the bear bait.

      Bob turned silently, like a hunter of old, his Black Ops, Diamond Infinite Edge Pro compound bow clutched in his left hand; a carbon fiber, Magnus Stinger, four-bladed broad-head arrow in the other. Every muscle tensed, ready to spring into action at the slightest movement.

      A hundred yards away through the deepening twilight a tall, shaggy form stumbled from the edge of the trees. It stood well over eight feet, too tall to be a man. If it was a black bear, it was the largest one Bob had ever seen in this part of the country. It seemed to turn and look at them. Its large mouth opened and an eerie howl issued from it. A knot formed in Bob’s stomach. Rusty’s growl became an anxious whine.

      “Is … is … it a bear?” Joey asked, voice wavering. He bent over suddenly and retched.

      Transfixed by what he was seeing. Bob put a hand on his nephew’s shoulder warning him to be still.

      The mewling noise continued, the unnatural sound unlike any animal Bob had ever hunted. It almost sounded like a wounded beast’s cry for help. Indeed, the way it stumbled around, it looked injured. The creature ignored the bear bait and staggered forward. It seemed to zero in on them and started moving faster in their direction.

      Instinct took over. Adrenaline surging through him, Bob nocked the arrow in a fluid motion as he drew his bow up in front. The cam system made the seventy pound draw smooth as silk. The cord pressed against his cheek. The feathers brushed the soft skin under his right eye. He aimed and let go. The let off was effortless. The whole movement took less than two seconds.

      The arrow found its mark in the animal’s chest. It whirled around crashed into the ground.

      “You got him!” Joey cried and he threw up again.

      Bob grabbed him by the arm barely noticing his own nauseated state. “You stay here. If anything happens, you run for the truck and lock yourself inside. Understand?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Rusty, guard Joey.”

      The dog took a position in front of the boy, teeth bared.

      Bob handed his bow to his nephew. He pulled a replica Bowie knife from its sheath in his boot and a replica Colt .45 Peacemaker from its back holster next to his spine. Heart hammering, he cautiously approached the prone beast. Ten feet away he knew it couldn’t possibly be a bear or a man. But the sight he saw was equally impossible.

      The hairy head was more frightening than the unnatural sound it had made. It was twice the size of a human, with a brow of bone like a flying buttress. More bone circled deep-set eyes, wide and dark blue. A flat-bridged nose dominated the center of the broad, almost humanlike face, the nostrils flaring above thin lips shoved out by a prognathous jaw. Dense hair covered greenish skin.

      The neck was thick and squat as if some giant puppet maker had squashed it onto broad hairy shoulders and an equally broad chest. The stomach was flat and muscled like a body builders. The arms were long limbed and thin for a beast so large. The legs were like oaks. Thick hair the color of new, green tree growth matted its body from head to toe. The feet were the strangest part of it. They were huge, as if some comic book artist had added them as an amusing after thought.

      The creature huffed and reached out a large hand, the four fingers and thumb curled tightly. Bob aimed his pistol at its head. The creature huffed again and looked at Bob. The eyes seemed to glow from within. His thoughts turned fuzzy, Bob couldn’t tear his gaze away from the creature. The face, for all its beastly qualities, was remarkably man-like and the light dying in the dark red eyes held more than simple simian awareness. It made a strange strangling whimper as if all the light of the world was dying out in its final moment of consciousness. It shuddered once and then lay still.

      “Can I see it?” yelled Joey.

      The question brought Bob out of his mesmerized state. He stared at the creature and blurted out its name. “Sasquatch. I shot a Sasquatch.”

      For a moment he was paralyzed with remorse. Then Joey’s voice yelled again, much closer this time. “Can I see it?”

      Bob waved him back. He bent over the beast. He saw, next to his arrow, a bigger, bloody hole just above where the heart would be in a man. But there was no blood. Instead a Jell-O like substance, the color of pus, accumulated around the wound and was congealing into a dark liquid. It was shot by somebody else. With an injury like that, it couldn’t have traveled far. He scanned the surrounding woods, saw nothing; tilted his head, listening, and heard nothing. Maybe they don’t know which way it ran. Better get Joey out of here.

      Bob gripped his arrow and pulled it free. Pus clung to the blades. He stood, holding the arrow so the gore wouldn’t drip off onto his hand. He checked the angle of the trail camera. It had caught everything including his shot. Proof of Sasquatch was on the trail cam’s flash drive now, and on his phone.

      “Is that Bigfoot?” Joey asked.

      Bob whirled around. His nephew was craning his neck to see the creature. “I thought I told you to stay back.”

      “I just wanted to see.”

      “Well, you’ve seen enough. We have to get out of here.” He took his nephew by the shoulder and marched him away.

      “Did you kill Bigfoot?”

      Bob shook his head. “I don’t think so. It was already dying from a gun shot.” And we’d better get out of here or we could be next. “C’mon. Run back to the truck.” He whistled twice and Rusty joined them.

      They reached the truck. Bob put the bows in the back cargo area and laid the arrow next to them.

      He drove quickly on the rutted, forest service road, the speed making a bone-jarring ride. Within a few miles he hit the Escanaba Cutoff Road and quickly sped toward home. He checked the rearview mirror. No other headlights. He slowed. His racing heart eased. He glanced at his nephew, who sat still, eyes wide, thoughts oblivious to anything but the sight of a dead Sasquatch.

      “Hey, bub,” he said. “You and I are going to make this our little secret for a while. Okay?”

      “Well, duh,” Joey said. “It’s not like anyone wants to brag about killing Bigfoot. It’s against the law.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw it on Animal Planet.”

      “That’s it.”

      Breathing easier, Bob drove on. He thought of the arrow, the Sasquatch’s pus still intact on the barbs. Enough for a DNA sample, and I know just the man to contact.
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      Though darkness was falling, Birgit found the beast’s trail – broken branches and what appeared to be blood, though it didn’t look like any she’d seen in Afghanistan. Something wasn’t right, but what else could it be? From the amount of blood loss it must be mortally wounded and couldn’t last much longer. On the other hand, elk had been known to run over a mile before falling dead from a heart shot.

      Birgit grimaced, suddenly sure the animal wasn’t a deer or bear. The scream was more human-like, which made her trailing whatever it was even more dangerous. A human might try to set a trap for its pursuer and it wouldn’t know that she wasn’t the one who shot it.

      She followed. Whatever had been shot, it traveled more quietly now. The blood like splatters were farther apart and lighter. It had tried to stem the flow of blood. No animal would do that. Had someone been shot? Had they been a target and now were setting up an ambush for their assailant? She moved more cautiously, slipping from one tree to the next, eyes always roving the area in front of her; ears listening for any man made sound.

      The dense woods disappeared ahead. She crouched and slithered behind an old maple tree at the edge of a clearing. She saw the wounded creature for the first time. It was huge, as tall as a grizzly bear standing on it back legs. In the fading daylight it was hard to tell its color even as close as she was. It lay prone on its back. Blood appeared to be seeping from two wounds in its massive chest.

      Voices caught her attention and she looked past the clearing to a service road. A man, large bow in hand, a boy and a dog were running down the rutted path. They disappeared around a bend. Moments later an engine roared to life and she heard the vehicle drive away.

      She stood and approached the beast. She realized, looking into the man-like face and shuddering, it wasn’t a bear but Bigfoot. A dead Bigfoot. “Jesus, they do exist,” she said aloud in an awed whisper.

      How long she stared, she didn’t know. After a few moments she became aware of the gaping hole in its chest. That’s a bullet hole, her mind told her. She’d seen enough of them in Afghanistan to know the difference. The man and the kid carried bows, not rifles. They’re not the shooters. Then her attention finally focused on the wound itself and the stuff oozing out. Her mind came to the conclusion it wasn't blood. Just as she squatted down to collect some of the odd ooze and flesh in one of her sample bags, the soft ppffting noise came from a thicket behind her and she heard a bullet smack into an oak tree on the other side of the clearing. Reflexes took over and she rolled over the beast. Another round hit its flesh with a sickening thud.

      Someone’s trying to kill me … will kill me if I don’t do something.

      Birgit’s combat training came back as if she had never lost a day in the army. She slithered her gun across the Sasquatch’s body and laid down suppression fire in the direction of the sniper. She scuttled ten yards into the tree line. She leveled another burst of fire, using all but two of the bullets in the fifteen round clip. She took off running a zigzag pattern through the woods. Leaves slapped her face. She ignored them, concentrating on stepping high so as not to trip on roots and brambles.

      Birgit didn’t stop to think which direction, but instinct took her deep into the forest in a wide circle toward the stream she had been sampling. Five minutes later she burst out of the trees onto its rocky bank. Her backpack was right where she left it. Scooping it up while still running, she headed upstream. Even in the dark, she knew exactly the pattern of all the tributaries that fed into Owl Lake. Moving quickly up the stream, she headed toward a confluence of multiple forks that would confuse any pursuer. No one would be able to follow her in this wilderness.

      Several minutes later she stopped to rest and listen. Adrenaline was wearing off, relief she was still alive flooded her. Strangely, her breathing was steady and her heart rate was surprisingly regular. There’s nothing like a real life and death situation to shove PTSD out of your thoughts. She was relieved by her response to real danger. What now?

      She settled against a tree trunk, making her six-foot tall frame as inconspicuous as possible in the dark. Her jacket was dark and her wool cap covered her blond hair. The woods were quiet except for the normal sounds of animal and insect life. After several minutes with no indication of pursuit, she felt safe for the first time in an hour. It was then she realized she was still clutching that pus covered piece of the green shaded skin-like hide of the Sasquatch. It seemed to be breaking down into simple biological material right before her eyes. In all her years studying microbiology, she had never seen anything deteriorate this fast. It’s almost as if it were programmed to decompose when dead. She hurriedly reached into her backpack for a sampling bag. It was the only way she could prove to others what she saw before it disappeared completely. Sealing the collection bag seemed to be slowing the biochemical breakdown. She had never seen anything like this – skin that appeared to be more like plant matter instead of the epidermis and dermis of an animal. She gave the bag a final look and stuffed it alongside her mud puppy samples in her backpack. Maybe this will provide some answers back in the lab.

      Of course it didn’t answer any of her more pressing questions. Who had killed the Bigfoot and why had they tried to kill her? And what the fuck was going on?
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        Littoral Class Shipyard

        Marinette, Wisconsin

        October 22nd 2032

      

      

      Nick Moore relished standing on Marinette’s navy pier looking out over Lake Michigan, especially in the early evening when the setting sun turned the water iron gray with a touch of bluing like a well-oiled shotgun. He loved the open sky with seagulls squalling overhead, the acrid smell of diesel fuel mixed with seaweed and lake water. But mostly he loved to watch the ships he built take shape until they floated like castles on the water, impregnable fortresses of steel and crystal aluminum. Each one could travel for two years without refueling or taking on supplies, if necessary.

      He turned to the visitor beside him and said, “Admiral, the 21st century littoral ships are like the old World War II PT Boats, only on steroids. Faster, stealthier, more agile, more fire power. Each has the standard armaments you requested, including four Mark 110 57mm guns and two batteries of RIM-116 Rolling Airframe Missiles. The Nautilus is also equipped with autonomous air, surface and underwater armored and armed vehicles, sir. With the deep learning programs in control, they network together seamlessly and are capable of defeating any asymmetric threat in our coastal waters.” Moore grinned. “They can stop any threat a terrorist organization can throw at a U.S. port.”

      Rear Admiral Jason Stillwater’s leathery, seamed face had not wavered from its usual stern visage while listening to Moore’s enthusiastic report. He was the U.S. Navy’s Chief of Research for littoral or coastal water ships. Nothing got off the drafting board without his approval. And nothing left the docks without his personal inspection. The a dmiral looked up from the design to the actual ship, the Freedom Class USS Nautilus. It rocked easily against the pier, a thousand tons and less than half a football field long. Its aft deck was wide enough that two of the old-style Black Hawk helicopters could land at the same time.

      Stillwater’s gray eyes bored into Moore. “You changed some of the design elements without my personal okay, son. You going to stake my career and the lives of my men on your hubris?”

      Nick took the criticism in stride. He suspected the technical alterations the Admiral objected to have passed the old man by like they had for so many people his age. Staying current with the daily advances in military Smart Technology was practically a full time job. The Admiral was merely covering his ass, and looking out for the men under his command. Standard operating procedure for the military. He lost his grin to match the Admiral’s stolid manner and said with equal forthrightness, “With all due respect, sir, those design changes were necessary or else the ship wasn’t going to work the way you wanted it to. The Nautilus won’t let any crew down if they don’t let her down.”

      Stillwater shifted his feet. “Take it easy, son. It’s my job to make sure no contractor sells me or the U.S. Navy a pig in a poke.”

      “And it’s my job to make sure no one disses my ship. You treat her well, she’ll bring the crew back home every time. Isn’t that the Navy’s motto – look out for the man on either side of you and never leave anyone behind.” The irony in that motto was that the ships, like many others in the Navy, would soon be self-operating, controlled by deep learning machines acting in concert with each other.

      The two men, a generation apart, glared at each other. And yet beneath their hard-nosed exteriors lay a demand for excellence that connected them. Finally the Admiral smiled and stuck out a beefy hand. “All right, Mr. Moore, I graduated from Cal Tech before joining the navy thirty-six years ago. I agree to these changes, even if I don’t fully understand why you made them. But next time, please give me the courtesy of checking with me first.”

      Nick took the hand and shook it hard. “Thank you, sir, I will. And it’s Dr. Moore. I graduated MIT class of 2011.”
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      Nick headed for his retro-classic Toyota Tundra. The more tolerant locals in Marinette thought of him as eccentric for driving a vehicle made by a company that no longer existed because of their unwillingness to accept the dangers of social media. The hard-liners saw him as a dangerous outsider, trying to disrupt their American traditions, bringing West Coast influences into the town. Nick wasn’t bothered by either label. He had grown up in Granite Falls, Washington, a one-stoplight town northeast of Seattle located between the South fork of the Stillaguamish River and the Pilchuck River in Snohomish County. He had spent summers on his maternal grandfather farm in Marysville Washington and winter vacations with his grandmother Helen Moore in Seattle.

      He was fair-haired and carried the same stocky, six-foot frame that had served him well as a linebacker in high school. At thirty-six he had already accomplished more than most men twice his age and had the lines in his handsome face to prove it. And it wasn’t just because he had an overabundant supply of ambition, self-confidence and energy. He liked to think of himself as the reincarnation of a 19th century renaissance mountain man – half wild cat, half alligator and a touch of earthquake. But what set him apart from those intrepid explorers and most men his age was that he had a nose for what worked and what didn’t. He could look at a blueprint of a building or a ship and see what fit and worked with everything else and what needed to be retooled or thrown out altogether. A child of computer games, engineers and designers often argued with him, but his unerring sense of rightness had them apologizing and changing the schematics to fit his recommendations. The only thing he had ever failed at was his marriage, and that had nothing to do with his unique cognitive skills.

      The truck woke up as he slid into the cab. “Good evening, Dr. Moore,” the fifth-generation AI personal assistant’s deep baritone voice said.

      “Good evening, Donald,” Nick replied.

      “Would you like to listen to news or music?”

      “Music.”

      “1930s jazz … Harlem’s Cotton Club … your favorites coming on line.”

      The truck’s internal computer scanned the satellite feeds until it found the appropriate station. The haunting notes of ‘Mood Indigo’ filled the cabin. Nick almost objected. The music was too melancholy. But Duke Ellington had been his grandfather’s favorite.

      Marinette had little traffic this late at night so Nick engaged the Tundra’s self-driving option.

      “Where to, Dr. Moore?” Donald asked.

      “Home … no, the supermarket. I need to pick up food. My kids are arriving Monday and their mother—” He stopped, chuckling ruefully to himself. The tricked up artificial voice sounded so much like a real person. “The supermarket on Elm,” he said.

      “Very good.”

      The engine roared to life. The lights came on. The emergency brake disengaged with a hollow click and the car moved forward, carving a large circle in the shipyard’s half empty parking lot before heading toward the exit.

      Nick settled back into the seat. “Any calls?” he asked.

      “Your friend Bob Nitschke has left three messages for you.” The three texts appeared on the screen in the dash. The last one in capitals was a single word. ‘SASQUATCH!’

      Nick gripped the steering wheel and sweat started in his armpits.

      “Did you wish to drive, sir?” The AI asked.

      “No, sorry. Keep going.”

      He leaned back again. If it were anyone other than Bob I’d tell ‘em to sleep it off. Any number of people could have sent him the same message and he would have put it off to a prank or inexperience. But Bob was an expert bow hunter and woodsman. He wouldn’t have sent a message like this unless he had proof.

      Somewhere nearby a ship’s horn sounded loud in the evening air but Nick ignored it. Sasquatch! It was phenomena most people equated with alien abductions. For a long time the idea of a primate unknown to science hiding out in America’s forest wildernesses was dismissed as a joke. ‘Normal’ people laughed at it as a tall tale or the result of too many tequila shots with beer chasers. But Nick knew differently. For him, a double Ph.D in engineering and physics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and winner of the Henry Ford Award for Design Excellence, Bigfoot sightings pointed to a great truth. For three summers on his grandfather’s farm, from eleven to fourteen, he had had profound eye contact with a Sasquatch looking through the kitchen window early in the morning. It was an experience he had kept to himself, until he discovered on the Internet reports of other people having similar experiences. In fact, Bigfoot encounters and reports were growing exponentially. Sasquatch was big business. In the last four years, he had become an expert on Bigfoot and a member of the Sasquatch Research Association that reported sightings and investigated encounters with the unusual creatures. His Bigfoot obsession was the main cause of his marital breakup. Traveling nearly every weekend chasing after Bigfoot encounter reports had been too much for his wife to take. She told everybody the only reason he had moved to the UP was that it was one of the nation’s Bigfoot hotspots. No way was she going to raise her children in one of the most backward places in the country. She had left and returned to Seattle.

      Shaking with excitement, Nick ordered the truck to pull into the parking lot of Fast Eddie’s Fast Food Joint. He left the Tundra running. He told Donald to call Bob Nitschke.

      The number rang twice. The dash monitor came to life and Bob’s pudgy face appeared. His graying hair was unkempt and his blue eyes danced with excitement that matched the enthusiasm in his voice. “Nick, I can’t believe what I’m looking at. You gotta see it.”

      “You catch something on your trail cam?” Nick asked, Bob’s eagerness making him talk fast.

      “Well sure, there’s that but I’m talking about the stuff on my arrow head.” He stopped, took a deep breath. His smile was huge. “Look, you gotta come over and see it.”

      “Arrow head? What are you talking about?”

      “I shot it.”

      “Jesus, Bob! You shot a Bigfoot? That’s illegal.”

      “That’s what my nephew said. Look, it’s a long story, but it was already dying before I hit it. Someone plugged it with a single round from a large caliber rifle, probably fifty caliber or higher. But that’s not important. This creature … this thing isn’t like anything associated with Sasquatch. How soon can you be here?”

      “Three hours if I leave right away. You got pics?”

      “My trail cam recorded everything.”

      “Good. I’ll tell you how to download the pictures to the SRA website.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. This creature … it’s … it’s not like anything you’ve ever seen. It has a very human face and its skin is more like.” He paused, lips twisted in a worried grimace. “Vegetable matter,” he spit out, relieved to say it. “Look, I'm forwarding you some pictures right now. I think we should keep this between ourselves before we tell your organization about it.”

      Nick took a deep breath as the first image appeared on the truck dash’s screen. He’d never seen any mammal with a green sheen like that before. “All right. I’ll be there. I have to call someone first. Are Mable and the kids with you?”

      “No way. Sent everyone to my sisters. I’m by myself.”

      “Good. I’ll see you in a couple hours.”

      Bob waved goodbye and his image faded from the screen. The last half dozen pictures arrived. “What the hell?” Nick said out loud. They showed a woman diving over the Bigfoot’s body and shooting at something out of the camera’s range.
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