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This book is dedicated to everyone who searches for missing hikers in our public lands. This includes many civilian volunteers, as well as park and forest service rangers, police officers, and sometimes teenage Scout troops, volunteer pilots, and military personnel.
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Note from the Author

This is a crossover novel that includes characters and settings from my Sam Westin Wilderness Mysteries and my Neema Mysteries. If you are familiar with only one of these series, I hope you’ll check out the other one. Evansburg, Washington, the setting for all stories involving Neema’s gorilla family, Detective Matthew Finn, Dr. Grace McKenna, and the gorilla caretakers, is a fictional town in the foothills of the Cascades. North Cascades National Park Complex is a real location with wonderful scenery, miles of wilderness, and amazing hiking trails, many of which I have explored. But I have played fast and loose with Sam’s cross-country travel in this story. While I have explored off-trail in many parks, I have never strayed far from the popular hiking trails in this area. I am a writer of fiction. I make things up.
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Chapter 1
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Evansburg, Washington

A loud bang startled Blake out of his dream, where he was cutting hundreds of gerbera daisies for bouquets while fretting about how his greenhouse employer could possibly ship them all before the flowers wilted.

Had that been a clap of thunder? Now he heard horrific noises that could only be described as shrieks of terror. Shrieks that were not remotely human.

The gorillas! He was ape-sitting in Evansburg, hundreds of miles away from home in Bellingham.

Grace hadn’t mentioned anything about the apes being afraid of storms, and while the sky had been overcast when Blake had gone to bed, no thunderclouds had been in sight. As he groggily lifted his head off the pillow, he heard another loud bang. Throwing himself out of bed, his foot caught in the sheet and he landed on the floor. He pushed himself up and rushed to the window to stare out into the dark yard, his heart pounding.

The moon was obscured by clouds, and all Blake could decipher were black hulks rocketing around inside the gorilla enclosure. Was that a dark creature racing to the edge of the forest? Had the gorillas been attacked by a wolf? Or a cougar?

He tugged on jeans over his jockey shorts, grabbed the flashlight from the bedside table, and rushed outside, barefoot. This would have to happen, whatever this was, on his watch. He’d been ape-sitting here for more than two weeks without incident in this weird gig that had already morphed from a month to six weeks, and now the gorillas were in an uproar over something. The apes were often raucous when they chased each other in play or fought over food, but he hadn’t yet heard a cacophony like this. The volume of their alarmed cries was earsplitting.

He stubbed his big toe on a rock and then, cursing, hop-stepped on a patch of damp ground just before he reached the pole that held the switch. He flicked it on, flooding the gorilla enclosure with light. Gumu, the giant silverback, immediately rushed the fence, pounding his chest, stopping only inches away to bare long sharp teeth in a threat display that made Blake gasp. Despite knowing the heavy steel-mesh barrier had always held the apes, he backed up a few steps.

Use the feeding portal, but never let Gumu get close enough to grab you. Just pass the food through and let it drop into the bin below. Never go into the enclosure with the gorillas. Neema and Kanoni would never intentionally hurt you, but Gumu could rip off your head.

The warnings of Dr. Grace McKenna, the gorillas’ keeper and language researcher, had made a believer out of Blake. He stayed well clear of the small rectangular opening in the fencing and made sure his helpers, Maya and Z, did as well. Setting the flashlight down by his feet, Blake held up his hands to show they were empty. “It’s okay, Gumu. Whatever it was, is gone. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

The large female ape huddled, her long arms over her daughter, three-year-old Kanoni. Both mother and baby gorilla continued to loudly howl their distress.

“Neema, it’s okay now.” Blake tried to make his voice soothing. Could she even hear him in this din? “Calm down.” He bounced his open palms downward to sign what he meant, one of the few gestures he’d mastered.

The gorillas refused to believe his reassurance. The cacophony continued. Gumu grabbed his favorite toy, a massive, threadbare tractor tire, and hurled it into the far corner of the yard. The heavy tire bounced off the fence with a loud clang and rolled into the outside wall of the barn before thudding onto its side.

Across the yard, a door banged open. Jonathan Zyrnek, Grace McKenna’s part-time helper who called himself Z, and Maya, Blake’s young, wayward associate, stumbled out of the staff trailer, their clothes in disarray, hair hanging loose and tangled. They joined Blake beside the fence, and the three of them watched in horrified fascination as the silverback continued to ricochet around the enclosure, snatching up blankets and toys and throwing them in a fury. Maya clapped her hands over her ears.

The skunky reek of marijuana wafted from the couple. Weed was legal in Washington now, so Blake wasn’t surprised that the laid-back Z used. But Maya had recently weaned herself off some hard-core drugs, and Blake didn’t like Z leading her back down that path. He eyed his young comrades uncertainly. “Help?”

Maya wouldn’t have a clue what to do, but Z had worked there for years and was experienced in dealing with the apes. However, Grace had warned Blake that Z wasn’t always dependable. She’d hired Blake because she wanted “an adult in charge” of her beloved gorillas.

At this moment, Blake didn’t feel particularly adult, and he certainly wasn’t in charge of the situation. Recently he’d wondered if anyone else had even applied for this crazy temp job.

“What’s happening?” Z finally asked, blinking.

“I heard two loud bangs,” Blake told them. “At least, I think I did.”

“Neema,” Z signed as he shouted. “What happened?”

He had to repeat the question multiple times before the mother gorilla finally stopped her distress hooting, detached herself from Kanoni, and then rubbed her long arms across her chest a few times. She briefly touched the tips of her fingers together before she wrapped her arms around her daughter again.

“‘Baby, baby, baby,’ I think,” translated Z, frowning in concentration. “And then, maybe ‘hurt.’”

“Hurt?” Blake picked up the flashlight and switched it on, swept the beam toward the edge of the forest. “I was afraid I saw an animal run away toward the woods.”

The shaft of light revealed only fir trees, standing thickly shoulder to shoulder around the perimeter of the property.

“Could something crawl in through the feeding port?” Blake moved the flashlight beam to the rectangular opening. No incriminating tufts of an intruder’s fur were conveniently caught in the metal frame. Nothing seemed amiss except for the gorillas’ tantrums.

Moving the beam back, he shone it into the gorilla enclosure. Neema blinked at the glare and hid her face in Kanoni’s fur. The bright light enraged Gumu all over again, and the silverback charged the fence once more, slamming into the chain link so violently that Blake feared the fencing would rip loose from the steel poles.

He quickly redirected his flashlight, focusing the beam down by his bare foot. Why were his toes red?

“Wait.” Z snatched the flashlight out of Blake’s hand, and shone it back into the enclosure, illuminating a pool of darkness beneath the huddle of fur that was Neema and Kanoni.

“Oh, poor things. They’re so scared they peed all over themselves,” Maya moaned.

“I hope that’s only pee.” Z moved the flashlight beam back and forth.

Blake retrieved the flashlight from him and swept the beam back along the route he’d taken from his trailer. A couple of yards away was a pool of wet darkness, vaguely red in the dim light. Focusing the light on his foot again, he said, “I stepped in what looks like blood. I think someone was here, shooting at the gorillas. And it looks like whoever that was injured themselves at the same time.” He’d heard tales from his housemate Sam’s lover, FBI Agent Chase Perez, about inept criminals who caught their hand in the hammer of a revolver or accidentally shot themselves, thus providing convenient DNA evidence at the scene of a crime.

“Baby hurt.” Z’s eyes were on the mother gorilla. His fingers were curled into the wire mesh of the fence, his face tense. “Neema, come,” he urged. Releasing the fencing, he signed as he spoke. “Kanoni, come here.”

Blake redirected the flashlight beam back to the mother and baby gorilla, hoping that he wouldn’t see what he feared.

When Neema let go of her daughter for a moment, Z groaned. A large wet stain darkened the baby gorilla’s chest and abdomen. “Shit, looks like the shooter nailed Kanoni.”

“Christ.” Blake sucked in a breath and held it for a few seconds, trying to focus his thoughts. Gumu continued his frantic rushes and threat calls, and both mother and baby gorilla resumed their anguished hooting, only slightly softer now. The racket made it hard to think.

Turning to Z, Blake asked, “So let’s assume the little gorilla was shot. What’s the procedure?”

Scraping his shoulder-length hair back from his face with his hands, Z scrunched his face up in a frown. “Call the vet ASAP. Tell her to bring a tranq gun and supplies to knock out three gorillas. Then call the cops.”

Blake turned to go back to his trailer. “I’m on it. You two see if there’s any way to talk Gumu and Neema down.”

Z snorted in reply. Maya pressed her hands against the wire mesh, murmuring, “Oh, poor babies.”

“Step away from the feeding portal,” Blake reminded her.

She rewarded him with an annoyed glare, but pulled her hands away from the fence and stepped back, folding her arms across her chest.

Blake trotted back to his trailer, his heart pounding and his brain firing in all directions like a Fourth of July sparkler. Why had he taken this weird gig, anyway? Instead of this detour from normal life patching his broken heart back together, it just might fracture his sanity.

He really didn’t know much about animals except for Simon, his feline housemate back in Bellingham. And whatever his human housemate Sam had told him about her adventures with wildlife. If only she were here instead of hundreds of miles away in Bellingham, or maybe on her planned backpacking trip in the North Cascades by now.

But Summer “Sam” Westin spent her time in the American wilderness; she probably wouldn’t know much about exotic species like gorillas, either. The only person who really knew these apes was in Hawaii right now, on a rare vacation: Dr. Grace McKenna, the scientist who had trusted Blake to keep her three signing gorillas safe and sound.
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Kona, Big Island, Hawaii

Dawn had only begun to lighten the sky over Kona on the big island of Hawaii when Detective Matthew Finn heard his cell phone chime from the bedside table. Forcing his eyes open, he snatched it and slid out of bed in one quick motion, turning his back as he answered quietly. “Finn. What’s up, Dawes?”

Behind him his lover, Dr. Grace McKenna, turned over. “Matt?” Her voice was blurred with sleep.

“It’s for me,” Finn said over his shoulder. “Go back to sleep, Grace.” He padded away from the bedroom toward the small balcony, grabbing his robe from a chair back and shrugging it on one-handed as he went. Outside, the chorus of tropical birds that heralded daybreak was growing in volume. A scarlet bird he hadn’t noticed before touched down briefly on the railing before taking flight into the surrounding trees.

“Sorry to bug you on vacation, Finn, but we got a situation here.”

Finn checked the time on the phone. 5:12 a.m. So a little after eight in the morning back in Evansburg, Washington. His detective partner, Perry Dawes, would have just reached the end of his graveyard shift.

“Spit it out,” Finn urged. “Why call me? You got a whole police force there.” The Evansburg PD was small but should be able to handle anything short of a terrorist attack.

“The, uh, situation is at Grace’s compound. Someone shot the little gorilla.”

“The baby? Kanoni? Shit.” Finn turned to face the bedroom. Grace remained an inert form under the sheets. He pulled the glass slider shut behind him. “Did you nail the shooter?”

“Nobody even saw whoever it was. Just disappeared into the woods, apparently. But it looks like he got hurt, maybe cut his hand or shot himself in the foot or something. There’s blood on the outside of the pen as well as inside.”

“How’s the victim?” Finn asked, reluctant to say Kanoni’s name aloud again with Grace only a glass panel away.

“Vet says serious condition, but she—it is a she, right?—will probably pull through. You want I should call Grace?”

“Oh God, no.” His lover hadn’t had a break from taking care of those gorillas in at least a decade. Plus, she’d recently suffered a miscarriage. He and Grace had another week to spend in this peaceful condo overlooking the beach, and then they were planning another two exploring the island of Kauai. He’d banked all his vacation days to join her on this trip. “Are all the staff safe?”

“For now,” Dawes answered. “We got zilch to go on, not even footprints, so right now, we can only hope that the shooter doesn’t come back. The fruit and the freak that Grace left in charge are taking turns keeping watch.”

“Watch it,” Finn warned.

“Alrighty, then let’s be PC. Of course, I am referring to that guy Blake that Grace hired, who—or is it whom?—as far as I can deduce, usually works in a greenhouse and studies cooking for fun. And what’s-his-name, the hippie type who’s usually here, Zyrtek, Z—”

“Zyrnek.”

“Whatever he’s calling himself this week. I think they can keep an eye. And I’ll get the uniforms to cruise through a coupla times each shift. But you know a lot more about this ape business than any of us around here do. Didn’t something like this happen before?”

“No shootings. Another attack, back a long time ago.” Grace had lost her previous male gorilla, Spencer—one of the gorillas who could “talk,” as Grace had explained during a television interview about her interspecies communication project—to an outraged religious fanatic who had poisoned him because he believed the ape was an abomination. The man claimed he’d done the world a favor, because animals couldn’t think and certainly didn’t talk. God gave only humans souls and language.

It was a disturbing thought that the maniac, Frank Keyes, was already back in society. According to Washington State law, animals were property. Killing a captive gorilla was animal cruelty in the first degree, not murder, and the maniac had served four years of his five-year sentence and paid his $10,000 fine to the university that had actually owned Spencer.

Crimes involving humans and animals and the legal system were always complicated, and the results were rarely satisfying. Since he had met Grace and her gorillas, Finn had been tangled in several disquieting incidents that he didn’t care to examine too carefully. But this was the first shooting. And the shooter was still at large? Keyes had been out of jail for years now, and Finn hadn’t checked up on him for at least a couple of those. Had he returned to kill another “talking” gorilla?

Finn sighed. “I’ll be back on the first plane I can catch out of here. Keep ’em safe at the compound. Preserve all the evidence you can find.”

“You got it. See ya soon.”
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Evansburg

By the end of the day, Blake’s head ached from lack of sleep, and his neck was stiff with anxiety. After the shooting, which would probably scar the gorillas for life, Dr. Stephanie Farin had rolled out of bed when he’d called at 3:00 a.m. and shown up forty-five minutes later in her mobile vet clinic, carrying a pistol configured to fire anesthetic darts. She had requested that they close the rolling door between the outdoor enclosure and the gorilla barn before she arrived, but with the gorilla hysterics still going on, none of the humans was brave enough to risk going inside the fenced pen to do so.

Blake supposed that most frightened or wounded animals would have raced to hide in their safe space, but the apes didn’t disappear inside their barn. Gumu was determined to keep all humans outside the fence. Neema wouldn’t leave Kanoni, who hadn’t moved from her hunched position since she’d been shot.

Dr. Farin darted the silverback first. When the dart struck Gumu in the back of his shoulder, he roared like Godzilla and slammed into the fence, his long, sharp incisors bared in rage.

Next, Dr. Farin darted Neema, who immediately yanked the dart from her backside, but then succumbed to the anesthetic only a minute later, crumpling into a mound of black fur and leathery hands and feet. Emitting a mournful howl, Kanoni threw herself across her mother and clung to her, whimpering. She didn’t even seem to notice when the tranquilizer dart embedded itself in her thigh. She, too, was unconscious within seconds.

Gumu rocketed around the cage once, then reached for the bottom of the climbing net before he collapsed to the ground in a massive heap. The cacophony ceased, leaving all the humans in stunned silence.

Blake had never harbored a desire to go hunting, and this—shooting intelligent animals in a cage—felt way too close to that, except even more brutal. What kind of madman wanted to shoot a captive gorilla?

After a few minutes, Dr. Farin judged it safe to go in. With the help of Z and a very nervous Blake, she repositioned the tranquilized adult gorillas so they couldn’t suffocate on their own vomit. When Blake tugged on Neema’s arm, he was astounded at how long it was. Her leathery black fingers had the same joints and ridged finger pads and nails as a person. So human-looking. He couldn’t decide if that was more disturbing than seeing that her feet looked like hands. So nonhuman-looking.

Fortunately, the female gorilla was relatively easy to roll. Blake guessed Neema weighed about the same as he did. Gumu was a different story, and it took all the humans to shift the huge silverback from his back, where he’d fallen, to his side. “He weighs about 375,” the vet told them.

The silverback’s mouth was open. His canines, Blake estimated, were more than two inches long and razor-sharp. What the heck did a plant-eating primate need with fangs?

Dr. Farin noticed Blake staring at Gumu’s teeth and answered his unspoken question. “For defending the troop. You know, his family.”

The baby gorilla had collapsed onto her side in a fetal position, but the vet rolled Kanoni onto her back. The little ape’s mouth lolled open, and her eyes were slitted but not completely shut. The vet squeezed some ointment into her eyes and then, while Blake and Z anxiously stood guard over the adult gorillas, she and Maya grasped an arm and a leg each and carried the tranquilized little gorilla to a cot inside the veterinary van, where Dr. Farin strapped Kanoni down.

Dawn was breaking as two patrol cars pulled up alongside the vet’s van. Blake spent a good hour explaining what had transpired. They had shone their flashlights on the two large heaps of fur inside the enclosure, but the cops insisted on staying outside the pen. Blake couldn’t blame them, especially after the vet returned with the tranquilizer antidote in a couple of syringes.

“Stay outside the enclosure,” Dr. Farin ordered Z and Blake. “I’m going to inject these animals to wake them up. That could happen fast, so stand by the gate and be ready to close it behind me.”

Neema and Gumu slowly came back to consciousness and seemed disoriented. They both lumbered into the barn, staggering like drunks. The vet watched them make their way, and then nodded in Blake’s direction.

“Kanoni needs immediate surgery,” Dr. Farin told Blake. “I’ve got to take her back to the clinic. You’ll keep an eye on the adults to make sure they recover completely, right?”

“Of course,” Blake promised, while wondering how the hell he was supposed to do that. What he knew about gorilla physiology and psychology could be etched on the head of a pin.

“There’s a camera inside,” Z informed the vet. “If the gorillas haven’t dismantled it again, I’ll turn it on and we can keep watch that way.”

Noting a look of surprise on Blake’s face, Z added, “Grace didn’t tell you about it? It’s there so the staff can keep track of the gorillas’ signing when they’re out of our sight, but we don’t turn it on too often. The monitor’s in the staff trailer.” He tilted his head in that direction. “Somehow Gumu notices when it’s on, and if he does, he usually rips it off the wall.”

“Watch ’em, but I think they’ll be fine.” Facing Blake, Dr. Farin said, “I’ll report back about the little one’s condition. Grace is probably having a stroke, isn’t she?”

“She’s in Hawaii.” Blake didn’t tell the vet that he hadn’t had the guts to call the woman in the middle of the night.

“Good for her,” the vet said. As if she’d read Blake’s thoughts, she added, “Actually, I wouldn’t tell her if I were you until we know what the prognosis is.”

With a curt nod, Dr. Farin drove away with the baby gorilla.

After taking down Blake’s story and everyone’s name and phone numbers, the two uniformed cops examined the pool of blood outside the fence. Then they walked the perimeter, studying the ground.

“Call in forensics?” Blake heard the shorter one ask the other.

“For an animal case?” The bearded uniform scoffed. “The sarge would never spring for that. That monkey isn’t like a prime head of livestock. And she isn’t even dead. This is Dawes’s headache.”

After promising to file a report, the officers left.

The officers hadn’t seem particularly concerned that an armed, trigger-happy intruder was on the loose. But this was ranch country, and Blake supposed guns were common out here. Another reason he’d been insane to take this job. What the hell had he been thinking?

Around 6:30 a.m., Perry Dawes, a plainclothes detective, arrived, and Blake, Z, and Maya had to tell their stories all over again. Blake, feeling punchy by then, wondered how much his story had varied from cop to cop and how that might reflect on him. He really hadn’t seen much of anything.

“The shooter probably hightailed it for the forest service road back there.” Dawes pointed to the woods.

Blake raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know there was one.”

“If you walk in past the tree line about one hundred yards or so, you’d run into it.”

Should he have explored the area more thoroughly before settling in here? Should Grace have told him? What else didn’t he know?

“Seems coming in that way would be a lot more work than coming down the driveway,” Blake observed.

“True, but a safer bet if you’re planning to do something illegal, like shoot someone’s pet.” Dawes shoved his hands into his front pockets.

The three gorillas were not pets but valuable research subjects in an interspecies language project, Dr. McKenna had explained. But Blake didn’t care to get into that with this detective.

Dawes seemed in a hurry to leave. “I’ll see if the boss will spring for some forensic work,” he told Blake. “No promises.”

A few hours later, a lone man in a jacket with an EPD emblem, apparently the Evansburg forensics “team,” appeared to collect a soil sample from the blood-darkened earth. After walking around the property, he remarked, “No casings? Damn.”

Blake felt like he should apologize, but he wasn’t sure what for.

“Likely a revolver, then,” the man concluded. “I’ll ask Doc Farin about the bullet.”

Mr. Forensics vanished into the woods for forty-five minutes. When he returned, he said, “Yeah, there are all sorts of tracks on the road back there. I’ll drive around and make a few casts in case we get lucky, but don’t get your hopes up. Gravel roads don’t give up many details.”

The following hours had passed as if in slow motion, with Blake and Maya and Z taking turns keeping watch just in case someone with a loaded gun showed up. Z brought out a shotgun that made Blake wonder even more about the young man’s background.

When he caught Blake staring at it, Z shrugged. “Bears,” he said by way of explanation, tilting his head toward the surrounding forest.

Great. Something else Dr. McKenna hadn’t told him about.

Blake focused on his gorilla-keeping duties, which consisted mainly of gathering and chopping massive quantities of cauliflower and broccoli and assorted fruits into gorilla-size pieces, then baking heavy loaves of whole-grain bread for the apes, which he loaded into two big plastic bins. The bread seemed a curious addition. What wild food did bread take the place of?

He had been grateful when Grace had explained the apes were trained to use a latrine inside the barn, so he was spared gorilla litter box duty, a chore he hadn’t even thought about up to that point.

When he walked outside with the food, Z and Maya were strolling toward Z’s battered pickup.

“The gorillas are inside the barn, and they seem calm for now, both just watching a spider build a web in the corner,” Z said. “I turned the camera on for five minutes to be sure. When Gumu turned his head toward the camera, I switched it off. I think it must make some noise that only a gorilla can hear.”

“Thanks for telling me.” Blake shifted the bins he held, balancing one on his hip.

“Since it seems like not much else is going on now, Maya and I are going to go for a hike, okay?” Z glanced toward the pickup, where Maya was leaning in what she probably thought was a seductive pose against the dented fender.

Blake nodded. He wasn’t so keen on being the only human left in the compound, but Z was correct—nothing was going on at the moment. Dr. Farin said she’d call periodically with reports on Kanoni. The police were . . . He wasn’t sure what the police were doing right now, but he certainly had no control over their schedule.

Blake dumped the food through the portal into the metal bin below, then filled the gorillas’ water bucket by threading a hose through the fence, keeping a wary eye out for irritated gorillas emerging from the barn.
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Evansburg

Widelene’s brain drifted in and out of a fog. Johan had tied a strip of sheet around her body, over the hole in her abdomen and the matching one in her back. But she could feel wetness seeping into the sheets beneath her. The painkillers he had given her had worn off hours ago.

How many hours had she been unconscious? Never had she wanted her husband so badly. After three tries and thousands of dollars, he still hadn’t been able to come to the United States. She worried about him every minute, and she’d been worrying for years. His job at a small bank in Port-au-Prince was secure, but nearly every day the gang that had killed so many others stopped him in the street to demand more protection money. Just last year, her husband had witnessed a gang leader murder the mayor of their town. Many had been killed for seeing less. Her brother, a cab driver, had been murdered years ago when he refused to hand over the cash from his taxi fares, and her mother had died in a crossfire of bullets from rival gangs while she was hanging out laundry in her own backyard. Haiti ran red with blood every day.

In their last phone call, her husband had told her he had a lead on a new route. But that had been nine months ago, before Johan had quit paying for her cell phone. At least then she’d managed to tell her husband that she was living and working in Washington State. She’d tried to call him once on an ancient public telephone, but his number was no longer good. How would he find her? She’d worked at several different jobs since that last conversation, and this dark, cold house was the third place she and Johan had lived in this year.

Every time she asked when she’d get legal papers and a better job, Johan told her not to be an imbecile, that these things took time. He’d reminded her if she told anyone where she lived or where she was from, the ICE thugs would come for her and send her back home. Along with her brat. That’s what Johan called Rosaline: her brat.

Her love, her salvation—that’s how Widelene thought of her daughter. Her little girl was beautiful and so smart, so mature for her age. Widelene taught her to be quiet, obedient, and resourceful. Independent, not clingy like so many children. She had to be, to live the life they had. Best of all, Rosaline was American. Surely ICE would never deport an American child. But would they deport that child’s mother?

Her husband would be so amazed to see Rosaline. Widelene had been almost eight months pregnant when the overcrowded boat had landed on the coast of the United States. Sebastian, one of their many guides, had told her the ground under their feet was called Louisiana.

After that, there’d been blistering days in the backs of trucks, their jolting journeys making her belly and her head ache. Never enough water, never enough to eat, pissing and soiling themselves like pigs in a barnyard. More than once, she’d wondered if this United States might be worse than home.

She had a cousin here, Mirlande Delva, somewhere in Washington State, and so with the last of her money, she’d arranged for transport in another truck to a place called Spokane, where Sebastian said a man named Johan would meet her and give her a place to stay and a job until she met up with her cousin. The truck had crossed so many different states, it was farther than she could ever have imagined from her island nation.

Her few remaining relatives in Haiti had told her that Mirlande was doing well. Family would help her find her way here in a new country. Here, at least, she had hope for a better future for herself and for Rosaline. Hope was something that no longer existed in Haiti.

She questioned whether the other migrants on her journey felt the same way. Most of the others in the truck spoke Spanish, and one looked and sounded as if he was Chinese. Or maybe Korean, or Vietnamese. On a particularly scorching day, one fellow passenger, a boy of seven, died. His aunt passed soon afterward. Their bodies had been taken away in the middle of the night. The rest of them had said prayers for the souls of the departed.

Today, Widelene needed someone to pray for her soul. “You have to get a doctor for me, Johan,” she begged him.

He sat on the bed beside her and leaned close. “You know I can’t do that. They will put me in prison. You can’t survive without me. They’ll take Rosaline away. Haven’t I been good to you?”

She groaned. The pain was agonizing, so bad that it was hard to absorb his words.

“I know it hurts now, Lene, but it will get better.” He bathed her face with cold water. “You’re strong. You gave birth without help. I cannot believe that monkey shot you. I will kill it.”

“No killing, please.” She’d seen more than enough of that. Johan had brought the gun to kill the gorillas simply because they made too much noise during the day when he tried to sleep. Too much whiskey always made him want to kill something. A rabbit in the yard, a squirrel, a gorilla. Sometimes she thought he killed things to show her how easily he could kill her whenever he wanted.

She touched his arm now. “You must find my cousin. Mirlande will take care of me.”

Johan scowled, annoyed. “I told you, and I keep telling you, I’m trying. She moved, left no forwarding address, some say to California, others say to Montana. And it seems that maybe she got married and changed her name. But know that every day I am checking out leads on your cousin, sweetheart.”

Widelene’s heart sank. The United States was an unbelievably big country. Such vast spaces in which to get lost. Even this one state of Washington was nearly seven times bigger than her home country.

She suspected Johan was lying. Widelene understood that women often had to pay their way with sex, men with physical labor. But Johan required her to do both. He wanted her to keep on cleaning rooms and doing laundry in that decrepit hotel, making money for him in a place where nobody spoke her language. Thank goodness that sometimes kind tourists left small amounts of cash in the rooms. When she had enough to get away, she would take Rosaline and strike out on her own.

What would the hotel manager think when she failed to show up today? All the man could do was call Johan. Only his cell phone worked here, and nobody knew they were living in this old house. Camping, really, not living, with no running water or electricity.

Johan shifted his weight to stand up. Widelene clutched at his arm. “Promise me you’ll take care of Rosaline.” Her little girl was not quite three. “There’s hardly any food left.”

He nodded. “Of course I’ll take care of her. Right now, I’m going out to buy medicine.”

In Haiti, she’d worked as a nursing assistant. Pills were not going to fix her wound. “I need a doctor! Take me to a hospital!”

He pretended that he hadn’t heard her, rubbing her shoulder as he said, “I’ll get plenty of food, too.”

“It’s so cold.” She felt like she might never be warm again.

“I’ll make a fire before I leave. I’ll be back soon.”

She remembered now that he’d told her that he might need to go away overnight. “Do you have a job somewhere distant?”

“Get some sleep. Things will look better tomorrow.” She heard him rummaging through the suitcases of their possessions, and then his footsteps creaked across the worn plank floor and down the stairs.
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The next day, the gorillas seemed lost, wandering in circles, toying with their food, searching for their missing family member until well after dark.

Blake could do nothing to help the situation. Claude called twice, and Blake thought about designating his former lover’s number as spam, but he wasn’t ready to do that yet, although he didn’t really understand why he hesitated.

Detective Dawes sent a text saying that a Detective Matthew Finn was coming back from Hawaii to take charge of the case and would be contacting Blake tonight or tomorrow.

Dr. McKenna too? Blake texted back.

No. Don’t contact her. Finn’s order.

Understood, Blake replied, relieved that he wasn’t expected to explain the situation to the woman who had hired him.

He hadn’t had lunch. Or breakfast, now that he thought about it. White wine would go well with the spaghetti and clam sauce he had planned for dinner. The grocery store in Evansburg offered only canned clams, but he’d make do.

As he was pouring himself a glass, his cell buzzed with another incoming text. Claude had no doubt intended it to read I love you, but he had used a heart symbol to substitute for “love.”

“I heart you,” Blake read aloud as he took a sip of the sauvignon blanc. “Yes, you certainly did heart me, Claude. Now leave me alone. I’m busy dealing with gorillas and gunshots here.”

He laughed out loud at the absurdity of the situation, and then thought briefly of calling his former lover and telling him about the drama in Evansburg. See what you’ve forced me to do, Claude.

Then his lover could tell him the latest news involving his wife and kids in British Columbia. The wife and kids Blake had known nothing about six weeks ago.

After a quick glance out the window to assure himself that all was quiet, he finished the glass of wine and poured another, then set a pan of water on to boil and pulled a saucepan and the ingredients for his dinner from the cupboard.

He missed his own cookware from home. The best description of Grace McKenna’s trailer was “utilitarian.” The kitchen consisted of only steel counters, a double sink, and basic stainless-steel appliances. The room looked more like a laboratory than a place to create meals, and Dr. McKenna had only rudimentary utensils to work with. It was clear that, like his housemate Sam, Grace McKenna was not much interested in what she ate. She lived to cater to the gorillas. Sam lived to seek out adventures in the wilderness.

The rest of the trailer was also austere. The main bedroom held a queen-size bed, a chest of drawers, and an old rocker. The only concession to comfort and style was a bright tropical flower cover on the bed and four pillows of excellent quality. The other tiny bedroom was used as an office, with a large scarred wooden desk, an equally beat-up file cabinet and set of bookshelves, and a desktop computer and printer. A laptop was folded away on a shelf, sandwiched between various notebooks and reference books.

Blake missed the homey log cabin he shared with Sam. The cabin wasn’t fancy or fashionable, but it was comfortable and colorful, with woven rag rugs and quilts on the beds. The walls held photos of various beautiful places his housemate had explored, as well as a few of his best flower pictures.

This whole place was dedicated to gorilla study and care. The barn had been converted from livestock use and equipment storage to gorilla habitat, and the outdoor pen stretched up two stories from the ground, totally enclosed in wire, like an aviary. A third of the space was taken up by a loose rope net that stretched from a few feet off the ground all the way to the chain link ceiling.

The apes had more space than the humans who lived here. The staff trailer was similar to Grace’s single wide, except its bedrooms held bunk beds instead of a queen and the volunteers and lone paid employee, Z, had added their own touches in the form of posters and a blackboard on the walls. Currently the top of the blackboard read “What’s Up Today” in neon green. The space below was blank.

If Blake lived here full time, he’d be desperate for a lengthy vacation, too. The yard enclosed by the three buildings had some sparse grass but was mainly bare dirt under the trees with only a large picnic table between the most-trodden paths. The only attempt to make the place homey was a wooden planter at the end of the driveway, filled with red carnations and marigolds. Blake was watering nearly every day to keep the flowers alive until Grace got back.

At midnight, Blake observed that the gorillas had not gone to their sleeping nests as they had on recent evenings. The animals were still understandably upset by all the activities that had happened during the previous hours of darkness.

Neema continually asked where her baby was, signing to anyone who was watching.

“Baby hurt,” Blake had learned to sign, copying the signs that Z had shown him. “Back soon.”

“Back soon. Back soon.” He’d repeated the signs over a dozen times, but Neema just kept asking. Apparently, signing apes had little concept of time. He hoped he wasn’t lying to the mother gorilla. Doctor Farin told him Kanoni was in serious condition. Touch-and-go. No way was he signing that to a giant mama ape.

Neema hadn’t been interested in anything else since she’d woken up from the anesthetic and discovered Kanoni was gone. Over and over again, the mother gorilla returned to the bloodstain in the outdoor enclosure, dragging her fingers through the damp dirt and then holding them to her nose, even tasting them, all the while whimpering mournfully. Z told him that Neema’s gesture of pulling a finger down her cheek meant, “Sad, cry.”

Gumu had settled down considerably but continued making frequent rounds of the entire gorilla habitat, outside in the fenced area and probably inside the barn as well, searching for the missing member of his clan. Whenever Blake or Z or Maya approached the fence, the silverback would rush toward them, teeth bared. Blake couldn’t blame him. He tried to imagine what he’d feel like if this had happened to his daughter, Hannah. But at least he could understand what doctors and police would tell him. He had no idea whether apes could imagine anything that transpired out of their sight.
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Rosaline shook Mama’s arm again and again. Mama made a tiny little noise, but she didn’t even open her eyes. Rosaline touched her fingers to Mama’s cheek. So cold. Everything in the house was cold. And dark. The fire had gone out long ago, and there was nobody to light the lamp, either. She wasn’t supposed to touch the matches. Dangerous.

She’d curled up on the bed next to her mama under the covers for a few hours, but now she needed food.

“Mama,” she pleaded again. “Mama, me so hungry! Mama!”

She’d already searched the kitchen and eaten the potato chips she found in the cabinet. She’d drunk the milk left in the cooler, although it was starting to smell bad.

Where was food? When would Johan come back? She was so hungry that her stomach was talking. Mama had stayed in bed all day long.

Last night, when they went to see the big black animals, those animals had food in a box next to the fence. And those animals had been sleeping in a net, not even eating that food. Until Johan fired his gun. Then they got very mad, and very loud. And then Mama got hurt.

Go-rillas, Mama called them. The go-rillas had food.

Her mama always said, Don’t let people see you. Rosaline parted the dusty curtains and peered out the dirty window. Dark now. She was allowed to go outside when it was dark. Nobody could see her when it was dark. It was a long way to the go-rillas, but she could go there. For food.

“Mama,” she murmured softly to her mother on the bed. “I bring food.”

She poked a finger into her mother’s arm. Mama groaned but didn’t open her eyes.

Rosaline left the outside door a little bit open, because she wasn’t sure she could open it again if it shut tight. The woods were very dark, but she could see some light between the trees. Nothing to be scared of in the woods, her mama had told her. But don’t let people see you. Stay in the dark.

She tried to stay in the shadows, hopping over the splashes of bright that filtered through from the moon. It was a long way through the trees. Past the old rotting tree, where her mama had shown her there might be mushrooms. Mushrooms were food, but when she checked, she saw none, and she was never to eat mushrooms unless her mama said they were okay. Then over the little creek, jumping from rock to rock. The last rock tilted and she fell, hurting her knee. Her feet got wet, and she was glad she wasn’t wearing shoes. Her mama didn’t like her to get her shoes wet.

She kept her eyes on the light she could see in the distance. That was where the go-rillas lived.

At the edge of the clearing, she stopped to look. The big black animals were inside their cage, but they weren’t sleeping now. Maybe not their bedtime. Did they have a mama who put them to bed?

Rosaline approached the cage as quietly as she could, walking carefully on the black stripes of shadows from the woods and buildings.

The go-rillas were scary animals to look at, not soft and small like bunnies or squirrels. She saw only two of them now, one big-big and one small-big. Had Johan’s gun scared the littlest one away?

The go-rillas had food. In a box below an opening was a big heap of food. Bread. Green things. Orange things. The small-big go-rilla had a chunk of bread in one hand and a green thing in another. Rosaline watched, saliva filling her mouth, as the black animal bit off a piece of the green thing. She thrust her fingers through the fence, clutching the wire, watching.

She moved to the big hole in the fence. The food was below, and she tried to slide her hand through the fence to grab the food, but her arm wouldn’t go in far enough. She couldn’t reach. Something brushed against her bare calves, and she leaped away, jerking her hand out of the fence hole. A white cat stood on the ground beside her, looking at her with big eyes, waving its tail in the air. It rubbed against her legs again. That felt good. She liked cats. There was an orange-and-white-stripey one where her mama worked. Sometimes it visited her in the storeroom where she had to stay quiet while Mama cleaned rooms. Don’t let anyone see you. But the cat was okay, Mama said, because he wouldn’t tell any person.

This cat went to the fence and jumped up, catching itself on the opening there. It pulled itself up, then jumped down on the other side, over the food bin.

The cat walked to the go-rillas. It wasn’t afraid. The big-big go-rilla picked up the cat and hugged it. The cat wasn’t afraid. It looked happy. So maybe the big black animals were nice. To cats, anyway.

The small-big go-rilla turned its head and stared at her. It had reddish-brown eyes and a big flat, black nose. Scary. They watched each other for a minute. Then Rosaline put her fingers to her mouth the way her mother had taught her when she was a baby. That meant food. That meant hungry. That meant eat.

Both black animals came toward her, using their hands and their feet to walk. Too big. Rosaline backed away from the fence. The small-big go-rilla put its big black fingers to its big black lips. Was it asking if she wanted food? Rosaline touched her fingers to her own mouth again.

The go-rilla poked the green thing through the opening in the fence. Biting her lip for courage, Rosaline stepped forward and grabbed it quickly. A few steps back, she examined it carefully. She’d seen it before. Sometimes Johan and Mama ate it. She didn’t think she liked it. But it was food. She took a bite. It didn’t taste very good, but she chewed it anyway. That’s what we have to eat, Rosaline.

The go-rilla pushed a big chunk of bread halfway through the hole. It hung here, dangling. Rosaline caught it just before it fell to the ground. The bread tasted much better than the green thing, and she sat down on the ground to finish it, watching the go-rillas as they walked on hands and feet to their food box. In a minute, the small-big go-rilla came back and pushed a piece of apple through the opening, and then another piece of bread.

Rosaline snatched up both offerings. “Merci,” she whispered.

A noise sounded from the trailer across the yard, and then a curtain moved and spilled light from the window. Rosaline raced for the woods.
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When Blake checked out the window in the middle of the night, both adult gorillas were at the side of the enclosure, at the fence under the canopy of the net, staring across the clearing toward the forest. Looking toward the woods, again. Normally at nightfall, they retreated to make their bedtime “nests” in the net. Their routine had been totally shaken up. Had the shooter come out of those woods last night, as the police officer had suggested?

The gorillas continued to gaze toward the woods. When Neema noticed Blake watching from the window, she signed. “Baby,” he could recognize as a rocking motion, but then Neema scooped the air with both hands and then tapped her fingertips on her chest. “Baby, me?”

Gumu turned in Blake’s direction and thumped one fist against his chest, which could have meant anything. Or nothing. Since the movement was not accompanied by a vocalization, the gesture didn’t seem threatening.

Neema repeated her signs. No, not me. She was signing something else. “Come? Baby come?”

Now that was heartbreaking. And confusing. Kanoni had been shot by someone standing outside the gorilla enclosure. So why would Neema think her baby was lost in the woods? Maybe the gorillas were confused because they’d seen the intruder vanish into the forest after shooting Kanoni, and then Neema and Gumu had been unconscious when Kanoni was taken away by Dr. Farin.

Or had Neema seen something close to the woods that she thought might have taken her baby? A cougar? A wolf? A bear? Blake held his breath and squinted, focusing on the line of trees, but saw no sign of movement. He’d never be able to sleep if he didn’t investigate. Picking up the flashlight and a cannister of pepper spray, just in case, he walked across the yard to knock on the door of the staff trailer. No way was he heading out into the dark woods by himself.

Z and Maya came with him, each armed with a flashlight.

“Neema and Gumu weren’t acting scared?” Z asked.

“You saw them there at the side of the cage. Seemed like they were just curious. Or like they were trying to figure something out.”

“They’d recognize the shooter.” Maya seemed certain about that.

“Yeah, they would,” Z agreed. “And both Neema and Gumu would raise holy hell if they saw him again. But he could have had an accomplice observing from the edge of the woods. Returning to the scene of the crime to watch what’s happening, and all that. He might even belong to a group.” The bearded young man shot Maya a significant look.

Dr. McKenna had told Blake about Z’s animal liberation escapades in the past. Another reason she wanted a “responsible adult” in charge. Shit. Now he had to be on guard for multiple attackers? But animal liberation groups wanted to free animals, not kill them. What possible motivation could a group of armed ape killers share? Frustrated big game hunters? Some kind of wackadoodle act inspired by TikTok?

The footprints in the dirt of the yard most likely belonged to the cops who’d been here this morning. There were no visible indentations in soil through the woods. No path that led anywhere. Just trees and more trees.

“I see nothing.” Z crossed his arms. “Because we can never see much of anything after dark out here.”

“This is getting creepy.” Maya moved her flashlight beam over the trunks of trees. “Let’s go back.”

When they emerged from the woods, both Neema and Gumu were still at the fence, watching. Blake couldn’t be sure, but a swift crossed-arm gesture from the silverback looked close to the baby sign. Amazing.

“At least we know the shooter didn’t come back. Gumu would be destroying the place if he had,” Z observed.

“Baby come,” Neema signed. “Baby, baby.”

Blake’s heart went out to the sad mother gorilla. “Clearly she wants to know about Kanoni.”

“Again.” Maya’s tone was annoyed. “How long will she keep this up?”

“She’s a gorilla, Maya, not a human,” Blake told her. “Time is not the same for her. Neema doesn’t know where her baby is.” Facing the gorillas, Blake signed, “Back soon. Baby back soon.”

Neema moved her hand next to her mouth and quickly opened and closed her fingers.

“That’s the sign for Kanoni,” Z explained. “Swahili for bird.”

Blake imitated
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