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			Dedication

			
		
    This book is dedicated to the many people and organizations who work every day to protect wildlife and natural spaces: environmental scientists, conservation biologists, arborists, wildlife officers, legislators and public policy advocates, wildlife veterinarians and rehabbers, educators, volunteers, and doubtless many, many others.  You are all heroes!  Thank you.
 
Please consider making donations to these organizations or others who protect wild species in your area:
 
The Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute
Wildlife Veterinary Care in Boyce, VA
Blue Ridge Wildlife in Boyce, VA
The Wildlife Center of Virginia in Waynesboro, Virginia
The Virginia Division of Wildlife Resources "Restore the Wild" project
The Ward Burton Wildlife Foundation (K-9 operations)
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This is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to real persons is purely coincidental.  While some of the episodes described in this book were inspired by real events, none of the scenes described herein should be construed as true or accurate accounts.  Please note that the author is not a licensed rehabilitator or veterinarian, so none of the cases described in this book should be used in lieu of professional medical advice. In the state of Virginia, members of the public who come across injured or sick wildlife should contact a wildlife hospital in their area or one of the licensed rehabilitators listed at: https://dwr.virginia.gov/wildlife/injured/rehabilitators/

Wild animals should stay wild!  Keeping a wild animal as a pet without a license is illegal in Virginia, and with good reason.  Well-meaning individuals who are untrained to care for wild animals usually do more harm than good.  Ignore those videos online that show cute baby animals being handled–those animals usually end up dead and people often end up getting hurt.  Additionally, wildlife carry a number of diseases and parasites that may be hard to diagnose and treat.  Always consult a wildlife rehabber, wildlife veterinarian, wildlife conservation officer, or local animal control for advice before interfering.  In some situations, not interfering may be the best thing you can do, hard though it may be.  There is an excellent Virginia Wildlife group on Facebook where one can ask questions of group experts.
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​Chapter 1 - Rex Morgan
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Before dawn one Sunday in mid-May, Rex drove his state-issued truck slowly along the winding forest track several hours before dawn.  The spring gully-washers had carved out deep ruts in the ancient fire road that made high-centering the vehicle a real possibility.  He wanted to get to the stakeout site early so that birds would be accustomed to his presence and not give him away when he moved in to make an arrest.  Finally. And with a little luck.

Reaching the last gate, Rex got out to unlock and open it and then drove through.  He then got out again to close the gate behind him and reaffix the padlock.  Not for the first time he wondered how the poacher was able to get past the locked gate since this area was not open to the public and this was the only access road.  Had someone carelessly left the combination cams in place when they closed it, giving away the combination? They’d need to replace the lock when this was all over.  He made a mental note to contact the Department of Forestry who managed this area.  He drove on, headlights bouncing in the darkness as the truck navigated the rough road through the trees.  With dawn approaching, crepuscular creatures were on the move and he spotted deer, skunk, and a red fox.  And the black bears would be active as well.

At one point, he encountered a small tree that had fallen across the road and had to get out to drag it aside so the truck could pass.  He started to drive on, but something nagged at him.  He stopped the truck again and moved the small tree back across the track.  The poacher might have left the deadfall across the road as a way to tell if he was alone up here.  Rex’s trainer had stressed the importance of getting inside the suspect’s head, something Rex was good at.  As a biracial man, he’d been code switching all his life, so guessing what others were thinking came naturally to him.  What would the poacher be doing right now?  He would have been up in the early hours, prepping his gear and loading his vehicle.  Rex knew from his investigation that the suspect drove a dark gray Jeep Gladiator.  The suspect would likely be feeling pretty confident that he wouldn’t get caught, since this area was pretty remote, and Rex knew he had visited at least a couple of times.  That overconfidence could work in Rex’s favor.

The investigation had been going on for more than a year.  A group of licensed bear hunters had filed the initial complaint after finding abandoned bear carcasses that had been harvested for parts.  The lawful bear hunters generally understood the importance of managing hunting, especially as population continued to decrease due to habitat loss and sarcoptic mange.  And despite protection under CITES, the international treaty protecting endangered species, the increasing trade in bear teeth, paws, claws, and gall bladders for traditional medicine in several parts of the world meant that the American black bear was coming under increasing threat.  The hunters that reported this particular suspect were outraged at the wasted meat and, in another heartbreaking incident, at finding a sow that had been killed out of season leaving her three cubs behind, which was expressly against the law.  Fortunately Rex had been able to reach a team of rehabbers to trap and raise the cubs until they could be released, but he wondered how many others had just been left to starve.  

After a half dozen cases had been reported, Rex had been able to map out the area where the bears had been taken and had discovered a pattern.  The suspect was moving his operation northeast along the ridgeline.  Hiking several likely spots and a tip from a camper led Rex to discover a bait station and so he installed a couple of game cameras along the fire road and another near the bait station.  This is how he had learned about the suspect’s vehicle, although the tag had been obscured with what looked like mud or clay so he wasn’t able to get a plate number.  The suspect appeared to be a middle-aged, white male and he seemed to hunt early Sunday mornings, implying that he worked a day job during the week.  

Rex knew from experience that it was reckless to speculate too much about a suspect since poachers came from all walks of life.  Some had a criminal record and some didn’t.  They could be affluent professionals from the DC area, local farmers, or criminals living life on the edge.  In Rex’s mind’s eye though, he imagined the suspect to be a chancer trying to make a quick buck, someone who likely had been convicted of other crimes, probably misdemeanors.  He was likely to be non-violent by nature, but could well be dangerous if cornered.  Rex cautioned himself not to over think this profile he was constructing–it could cause him to make a mistake or take an unnecessary risk.  Unknown to many, wildlife conservation was one of the most dangerous lines of work in law enforcement.

Rex had staked the area out once before and the suspect had shown up then, but he had left after several hours when no bear appeared so Rex did not yet have enough evidence to charge him.  But he had a gut feeling that today might be the day.  He had thought about requesting backup from the local sheriff’s office, but in the end had decided against it.  He hated calling someone out for what might well be another wasted trip.  This site was pretty remote and it was far more likely that a local deputy might be needed for an emergency in town.

The track became much steeper as Rex made his way up Devil’s Backbone and he shifted into four wheel drive and low gear.  The powerful engine was louder now as it strained to hold the road.  The area was heavily forested except for some open areas that were the subject of experimental reforestation projects.  Finally he reached the turnoff where he could conceal his truck and hike through the forest to the point where he expected the poacher to be.  

He took a few minutes to eat a granola bar and wash it down with the last of his coffee from his thermos before checking his gear.  He had debated the relative merits of wearing a camouflage ghillie suit versus his usual class B uniform with brown shirt and ripstop pants, but since he would be hiking in, he had opted for the uniform and had decided to carry his own custom-made portable blind on his pack.  He had fashioned the blind from ghillie material over a thermal blanket to block a hunter’s thermal imaging scope and had inserted stakes so it would stand up on its own.  Even if this perpetrator didn’t shoot at him, there was always the possibility of a stray shot when dealing with trigger happy poachers, so he donned his body armor with shield and logo.  He made sure the dome light was turned off before exiting the truck in case the suspect was already in the area.  He then double-checked that he had his ID and that his phone was silenced. He put on his duty belt, making sure his .40 pistol was loaded with the safety on and his OC pepper spray, baton, and cuffs were in place.  Finally, he grabbed his pack that held his first aid and forensics kits and then clipped his portable blind below it.  Making one final run-through of his mental checklist, he headed into the woods along the game trail that would take him to the bait station.

Rex moved quietly for a big man, moving softly along the path until he reached the point where he’d need to leave the trail.  There was no moon, but his night vision was good and so he just used a red penlight to find his way.  Branches and understory foliage grabbed at his uniform as he went.  He’d need to remember to check for ticks later.  The black-legged ticks that were endemic in the area carried Lyme disease and Rex knew several rangers who had been treated for it.  He moved slowly and carefully, so as not to leave signs that someone had come this way recently.  After climbing a few minutes more, he paused to catch his breath, taking in the scent of the forest.  It was odd how the air smelled differently with the changing of the seasons.  The fresh scent of spring was giving way to the drier, earthier smell of summer.  

There was no sign of the suspect yet–no broken branches or places where the earth had been disturbed by someone walking.  As he approached the area with the bait station, he tried to survey the area the way the suspect would, reviewing his options for places to find cover while waiting for bear.  A hunter would want to be downwind from the bait station and have a clear shot.  After deciding where the poacher was likely to position himself, Rex chose a spot to observe the area further along that would also provide him with cover while allowing him to approach the suspect from behind.  At least he hoped that was how it would go down.  He set up his blind inside some bushes and positioned himself as comfortably as he could.  Now it was time to wait.

Rex stilled his breathing to listen.  He had an app on his phone to help him pick up sounds his ears couldn’t register, but he didn’t dare risk using his phone.  The suspect didn’t appear to have a partner or a dog with him on his last visit so Rex hoped he wouldn’t today, although many bear hunters did hunt in pairs or groups and used dogs.  Time passed agonizingly slowly and Rex itched to reach for his phone, but resisted the urge.  He had to stay focused.  A half hour passed.  The gloaming pre-dawn light was growing brighter.  If the suspect was coming, he’d be here soon.  He thought about what he’d need to collect evidence.  The suspect probably had butchering knives and containers in a backpack and these items would be supporting evidence.  Once he was arrested, Rex could get a warrant to search his home and vehicle and maybe even his phone.  He smiled inwardly to himself as he recalled the case of the bear poacher that had been caught after shooting a bear illegally in Shenandoah National Park.  The bear had been previously collared by conservation scientists who had been tracking the bear. After the perpetrator butchered the bear, he had just left the GPS collar hanging in his garage, leading law enforcement straight to him!  Rex reminded himself that this case would probably be trickier to put together and he would need to be careful.  Ideally, he wanted to not only nail this guy, but also his contacts in the illegal wildlife trade. 

Rex had always had a fondness for all wildlife, but possessed a particular soft spot for bears.  Some of his fondest work memories were encountering cubs–a safe distance from mama bear of course!  He enjoyed watching them play-fighting each other, wrestling and rolling around, and then scampering up trees.  But even the cubs were threatened.  Once when he was on a “Special Experience” training course at NCTC, the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s education center in West Virginia, he had been given a tour of the “archives.”  The massive space held thousands of items that had been confiscated by would-be wildlife product traffickers–everything from elephant ivory to pangolin scales.  The item that had affected Rex the most was an ashtray made from a bear cub, no doubt destined for some elite trophy hunter’s cabin.  The very thought of it sickened him and filled him with a deep, cold anger.  He forced the haunting memory from his mind.  He needed to stay loose, chill, and ready to move.

A sudden noise snapped Rex to full attention and he listened intently as the sound of approaching footsteps grew closer.  He thought he saw a light moving, and ... yes, the person approaching was carrying a light.  Rex eased himself lower into the brush and averted his eyes so they didn’t get caught in the man’s flashlight beam.  Using white light instead of red light  would mean that the suspect would need some time for his eyes to adjust well to the darkness–a point in Rex’s favor and an indication that the man wasn’t an especially sophisticated hunter.  As the suspect entered the area where the bait station was, he shone the light around briefly and Rex could see that he was carrying a backpack and had a rifle with a scope slung over his shoulder.  Good, he was choosing the spot Rex thought he might use to stake out the bait station.  Now, they just had to wait to see if a bear would come check out the bait so Rex could catch the suspect in the act, but before he took his shot.  Timing would be critical.  Both men waited silently, just a dozen yards or so from each other.  

More minutes passed.  Without warning, a barred owl launched from a nearby branch, swooping down to take some hapless rodent and the sudden noise startled both men, but they both managed to keep silent and still.  Waiting ... Waiting ...
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​Chapter 2 - Winnie Teague
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Winona “Winnie” Teague was a crusty old woman of few words.  Some said she was of Melungeon descent, the Appalachian people of mixed ancestry.  Others said she was Native American, a member of the Monacan Nation that had inhibited the region for centuries, if not longer.  No one that knew Winnie ever had the nerve to ask her though.  She was a small woman with flashing brown eyes and hair that was now more grey than auburn.  Despite being rail thin, she was surprisingly strong and athletic.  Her grandparents had lived over in Corbin Hollow and had owned one of the farmsteads seized by the state and then handed over to the federal government to create Shenandoah National Park in the early part of the last century.  Winnie now lived on twenty acres out near Chester Gap at the intersection of Warren, Rappahannock, and Fauquier Counties and was known to be the best wildlife rehabilitator, or “rehabber” as they were called, in northwestern Virginia.  

As a child, Winnie had walked the piedmont trails with her grandfather, who had shared stories of life in the mountains.  He had taught her all about native plants and animals.  She learned to chew plantains to treat bee strings and how to identify the hemlock tree needles that were safe to use for tea to prevent scurvy.  She learned about plants that were poisonous and those that would help heal a wound like goldenseal.  He taught her to recognize ginseng and how to make root beer from sassafras.  All that early training had led to a fascination with medicine and healing.

To look at her humble cabin and her leathered face etched by years of being outside in the sun, you’d never guess that she possessed medical knowledge to equal that of any wildlife veterinarian.  She had a bookshelf filled with veterinary textbooks and a lot of basic medical equipment, but she knew well enough to consult a licensed vet when she needed drugs, equipment, or knowledge she didn’t have.  When Winnie took the course in Wildlife Rehabilitation that she needed in order to become licensed, the instructor learned a lot more from Winnie than Winnie learned from her.  Winnie never spoke of her life or career before becoming a wildlife rehabber and any inquiries were met with one or two word responses in a tone that quickly ended the conversation.

Some rehabbers specialize in birds or herps or mammals, but Winnie could handle most any animal.  She had converted her barn into a rehab facility with a flight pen where she could help injured raptors learn to fly again. She had created separate areas for recuperating foxes and other small mammals.  Inside her cabin, she could winter turtles and snakes until it was warm enough in the spring to release them safely and she had cages for recovering birds that had suffered window strikes or had been rescued from domestic cats.  Somehow, she managed all on her own and with some remarkable successes.  She didn’t try to handle bears though.  Bears went to a larger veterinary hospital further south where they had more staff and more suitable enclosures.  And Virginia didn’t allow rehabbing adult deer or coyotes.

Winnie possessed more than just knowledge.  She had the wisdom and experience to know when an animal was past saving and needed for its suffering to end.  She was quick, decisive, and woe to the fool who ever questioned her judgment.  It was, therefore, with some trepidation that Carolina (“Dr. Lina”) Caldas-Herrera, DVM, drove up to Winnie’s cabin to knock at the front door.  Any mistake and Winnie would bite her head off.  Lina knew from experience that the less conversation, the better.  

Lina got out of her car, drawing back her shoulders and taking in a deep breath.  As she approached the cabin, an old bluetick hound sleeping on the porch raised its head to give a low, friendly woof in welcome, bringing a scowling Winnie to the door before Lina could knock.  Well, Lina thought at least the dog was glad to see her.  She leaned down to give the old gray head a scritch.

“Lina?” was all the old woman said, the one word serving as both gruff greeting and inquiry at the same time.  No small talk would be tolerated.  Winnie was all business.

“Hi Winnie,” said Lina.  She kept her tone friendly, but skipped any pleasantries,  “I’ve got a box turtle that’s been hit. Are you able to take this one?  I’ve cleaned him up, stabilized him with some fluids and I have some Tramadol here for him.  The cracks look clean, but I gave him an antibiotic injection as well.”  

“Is the plastron intact?” Winnie asked, referring to the bottom shell. Lina nodded that it was.  “Let me see him,” Winnie said, her voice terse and non-committal.

Lina went back to her car and brought back a cardboard box.  Shifting it to one hand, she removed the lid.  A box turtle with a brown shell decorated with ornate gold patterns and big red eyes looked up at them.  From long experience, both women could see that he was in pain.  He was only partly withdrawn into his shell, no doubt due to his injuries.  The top shell was indeed cracked in several spots, but with the right materials to reconstruct the shell and proper care, he might well survive.  But there was another important question Winnie needed to ask, “You know where he came from?”  Box turtles would instinctively return to their home territory when released, and so their chances of survival were poor if they were not released precisely where they were found.

“Yes,” Lina responded.  “The person who picked him up took a photo of the spot showing the direction he was heading, so I can get a GPS location from the photo EXIF data.”

Winnie nodded and said, “I’ll take him. Come back at the end of the summer for him.” She gave Lina her phone number and with that, she turned to take the turtle and pain medication inside.

Lina knew it was a waste of breath, but called after Winnie anyway, “Thanks Winnie.”  She knew Winnie didn’t need her thanks.  The old woman’s motivation came from something far deeper.

Winnie carried the turtle carefully and set the box down gently on a side table while she prepared what she needed to repair the shell.  First she located an old empty aquarium she used for rehabbing turtles.  She cleaned it thoroughly and added some clean bedding at one end for the turtle to burrow in while leaving the other area clear for a flat damp sponge so he could hydrate. Then she got out some gloves, a selection of repair materials, and then sterilized her working surface.  

Winnie studied the damage to the turtle carefully.  The annuli, or rings, on his shell plate indicated that he was still a youngster, which would improve his chances of surviving his injuries.  Box turtles were slow to mature and Winnie estimated that he was still several years away from being old enough to breed. She examined his head, legs, and tail area for injuries, but these all seemed OK.  The cracks weren't too bad.  Fortunately nothing would need wiring.  In some cases the shell was damaged in so many places that she’d have to painstakingly glue the hooks from old discarded bras to the turtle’s shell and wind wire across the hooks to hold the shell together.  This crack didn’t look that serious though.  It was fortunate that the plastron was intact. This would reduce the danger of infection, also improving his chances of a full recovery.  There was a minor crack in the carapace that would heal on its own, but the second, larger crack would need intervention to heal properly.  

Since Lina had already cleaned the wounded areas, Winnie could proceed to closing the fracture, but she irrigated the cracked areas again just in case.  She immobilized the turtle with a homemade restraining vise she had fashioned from wood and some old clamps.  She lightly sanded a few areas to help the adhesive stick and then used some cyano-acrylic glue to affix some special patches to the shell, taking care not to get any glue in the shell’s cracks.  She then waited for the glue to set.  She then carefully ran the zip ties through loops on the patches, tightening the ties gradually to make sure no new cracks appeared.  The fracture reduced cleanly and so she snipped the ends off the ties.  This makeshift splint would fall off in time and would not be needed when he was ready to release.  There were a number of different techniques and materials used in repairing turtle shells, but Winnie had found this method the most successful for simpler cases such as this one.  She then gave him a subcutaneous injection of Tramadol, watching the turtle’s nostrils carefully for any sign of breathing difficulty, but after a few minutes he appeared to be more comfortable.  So far so good.

Carefully, she placed him in the aquarium and covered it with a wire mesh to insure flies couldn’t get in and infect the wounds.  She then set the aquarium down next to another turtle being rehabbed, a female box turtle that had arrived a week ago in much worse shape.  She might not make it.  If she died, Winnie would try to harvest and incubate any eggs the turtle might be carrying so the young could be released.  She hoped that by positioning these two patients so they could see each other, their will to live might improve.

She positioned an infrared lamp to make sure her newest patient had enough warmth and an ultraviolet lamp so that he could produce vitamin D3 and absorb calcium to help his shell heal.  She adjusted the UV lamp carefully to make sure the radiation wasn’t aimed at his eyes.  Then she set a timer to control the amount of exposure.  She’d give him a little time to rest before offering food and water.  With luck, he’d be back out in the wild in a few months time and would have the opportunity to reorient himself before finding a spot for brumation, the period of inactivity during the winter.  She had some dried insects she could feed him and would need to supplement him with some fruit, mushrooms, and her own recipe of turtle vitamins.  If it rained, she could harvest some worms.  He’d need plenty of protein to help him heal.

After cleaning up her workspace, she sat down to attend to her least favorite part of the job, the paperwork.  As a licensed rehabber, she had to report cases to the state.  Winnie understood that the state needed the data she provided to help track the population and help educate the public.  The box turtle population was declining sharply due to habitat loss, highway mortality, environmental toxins, and the illegal pet trade.  Lately too, wildlife enthusiasts had been turning in turtles they had found with their shells painted garish colors.  People didn’t realize that this condemned the turtle to a slow, agonizing death.  The toxic chemicals in the paint combined with the fact that the paint blocked vitamin D absorption caused the shell to contract and rot.  She assigned this turtle a number and then carefully she wrote up her own detailed patient records. She then filled in the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources Annual Rehabilitation Report Summary Form reporting the case, leaving the final disposition and date blank for now.

Winnie then went back to check on her patient.  So far, he appeared to be doing well, but she knew from long years of experience that he was still far from being out of danger.  Infection could strike at any time and there could be internal damage that was not readily apparent.  Then too, as with any wild creature, some individuals simply didn’t tolerate captivity well.  All she could do now is care for him, watch him, and wait.

Tonight she would dream of turtles, something she had never shared with anyone.  It happened each time she took in a turtle to rehabilitate.  In her turtle dreams, some would be in her house swimming in water that surrounded her bed, some would be out in her yard, some would be in the creek.  The watery dreams would leave her feeling at peace.  There was something about this ancient species that made Winnie feel connected to nature more than any of the other animals she cared for. 

Little did Winnie know that it was quite common for turtle rehabbers to dream of turtles, especially in the spring and early summer when so many needed care.  No one seemed to know why it was turtles in particular that caused this particular response in people, but it was widely documented across cultures and around the world.  
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