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"Dr. Young," he said, while feeling around for his glasses on the night stand. 

"This is security. There's been an incident with one of the animals on level 5."

"I'll be right there." Putting on jeans and a t-shirt before pulling his access badge over his head, he made a quick pitstop and threw some cold water on his face hoping that would help him wake up. He was on call 24/7, but this was the first time in months he'd been called out at night. 

As he made his way out of his quarters on the second floor of the employee dormitory, he joined a flood of people rushing to the main complex. "What's going on?" he shouted into the crowd. Most of the people around him were astronomers and astrophysicists who worked in the above ground portion of EARS. Chad knew they wouldn't be called in because of an issue with the animals. 

"They picked up a signal," someone said as the wave of people surged across the strip of desert that separated the dormitory from the main building. When he got close to the main building, Chad could hear some sort of electronic noise over the speakers. Inside people were standing still and staring upward as though they were looking for the source of the noise. 

He maneuvered his way through the living statues and got into the elevator. When he walked out on level 5, he was surprised to hear the same electronic noise as upstairs. Two armed guards were standing in the hallway that led to the animal holding cells. He could hear the roars and growls even over the noise coming from the intercom speakers. 

"What happened?" he asked the guard that was standing near the first cell. 

"I'm not sure what set them off," the guard said. "Are you Dr. Young?"

"Yeah," Chad said, holding up his badge for the guard to see.

"Follow me." When they reached the pen that held a short-faced bear, Chad saw a body in a security uniform lying outside the cell. The bear was holding the guard's arm and using it to strike the wall. Stepping over the body, Chad went to check the other cages. All of the animals were agitated. Only the cages with the mother scimitar cats and their babies were calm. When he took a closer look, he saw the mother cats were lying with their bodies covering the babies—not calm, protective. 

"What is that damn noise?" Chad yelled to the guard. 

"I don't know sir. It's been going on for a while now."

"Get someone in the comm room to turn off the speakers in the cages." 

The guard pulled out his radio and relayed the request. "Dr. Young, they can't turn it off only in the holding cells. They can turn off the whole floor but then we won't hear any emergency messages."

"Do it. My authorization. We have to calm these animals down." 

A few minutes later the noise stopped, but it took hours to get the animals calmed down. The bear that attacked the guard would be closely monitored for several days. The EARS medical team transported the injured guard to ground level where he could be medevacked to a hospital in Boise. 

Chad slowly walked up and down the hallway watching the animals as they returned to normal. Well normal for animals that haven't been seen on earth for thousands of years.

It was difficult to assess what's normal for these species since the only information about them comes from the fossil records. Any behavioral details are pure speculation. Dr. Young and his staff could study a modern-day bear and make assumptions about how the Short-Faced bear would behave, but everyone knows what happens when you make assumptions.

The situation was further complicated by the process Dr. Young used to create these animals—a process that incorporates some aspects of cloning along with genetic engineering. It's complicated, and it makes it nearly impossible to define what's normal for one of the reintroduced animals. The program is too new, and they simply don't have enough data to speculate on what the norms will be.

After the incident with the guard, the animals calmed down. Dr. Young spent the rest of the night pacing the hall of the animal enclosures with his assistant, Renee. "Do you know what the noise was that was playing on the intercom?"

"Rumor is they picked up an alien signal. I think they were playing it so everyone could hear," Renee said as she met Dr. Young in the middle of the hallway. 

"At least that will keep Hastings and Jenkins off our backs for a while."

"We can hope," she said as they continued their walking vigil. 

When the rest of the lab staff arrived for the day, Dr. Young held a meeting to review what happened overnight. They put protocols in place to monitor the animals more closely, and Chad headed home to get some much-needed sleep.

His ringing phone woke him once again. He picked it up off the nightstand. "What now?" 

"Chad, it's Renee. Sorry to interrupt your sleep again, but can you come back in. The animals are restless. I'd like your assessment."

Three hours of sleep was not nearly enough. This didn't sound like an emergency, so Chad took time for a quick shower and picked up the largest possible cup of coffee from the cafeteria on his way down to the lab.

Renee and the vet were both in the hallway outside the holding cells. 

"I'm not sure what we should do," the vet said. "They just seem agitated."

"Let's meet in my office in an hour," Chad said. "I want to observe them myself."

XXX

"The bears and cats seemed more tense than normal,” Chad said. “Is it possible this is just because of the commotion last night? I know I'm not feeling normal at this point."

"You may be right," the vet said. "I didn't see anything that was too concerning."

"I checked on the smaller animals we use in the lab," Renee said. "They all seemed normal to me."

"We really need to get the bears and cats moved to the outside pens where they have natural light, fresh air, and more space," Chad said. "Those pens should be ready this week."
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"You can't be serious. Bigfoot? Really? I'm a reporter, Jon. A real one. A good one. I'm not spending the weekend tramping around the woods with crazy people with guns." 

"If they actually find something, this could be your big break, Erin."

"There is zero chance they'll find anything except an excuse to drink beer and hassle the reporter. I've paid my dues, Jon. Send someone else." 

"Sorry, kid. I need you to cover this.  You know you're the creature queen. You've made a name for yourself with your creature stories. Capitalize on it."

"Is Trey doing the camera work?" she asked.

"No. That's why I'm sending you. You can handle the camera and the onscreen stuff. They will only allow me to send one reporter. Look, I know you think this is beneath you, but this is Idaho. A lot of folks around here know there are strange things in the woods. This piece will get big numbers even if you only cover the hunters." Jon had been the news producer at Channel 8 in Boise for decades. He knew what his audience tuned in for. 

"Aren't you concerned about the safety aspect? You're sending me off into the woods with a bunch of armed men."

"Don't play the gender card now, Erin. You're better than that."

She crossed her arms over her chest and heaved a sigh. They both knew she wouldn't refuse the assignment. 

"I checked out this group. They're serious about this. You'll be armed with bear spray and a weapon. Think of it as a police ride along without the ride."

Back at her desk in the bullpen, Erin pulled up Jon's email with the details on the upcoming bigfoot hunt. Leaning back in her chair, she sipped coffee and wondered how her career had gone so far off track. 

When she was the newest on camera reporter at Channel 8, she was excited to cover any story Jon assigned her. Her first assignments were covering local events like fundraisers for the animal shelter. Her love of animals came through on camera. Positive response from viewers led to her covering local cat and dog shows. When she held a snake at the local reptile show, someone on social media dubbed her Channel 8's creature queen, and the name stuck. Since then, she covered every animal related story on Channel 8 whether it was the arrival of a new snow leopard at the zoo, or community reaction to new laws requiring people to clean up after their pets downtown. 

Some of the stories were fluff pieces and some had real hard news components. Erin didn't mind paying her dues, but it was tough to see how this bigfoot story would do anything to further her career as a serious journalist. She needed to think about her future because it was becoming clear that she wasn't going to move forward if she stayed at Channel 8.
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