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Silas Vale knew the ridge was wrong before he reached the gate.

The rain had come sideways for twenty minutes, hard enough to erase the ruts in Danner's private road and turn the ditchwater white. Branches slapped the windshield of the county truck he had borrowed without asking. The headlights found only strips of wet laurel, a mailbox with no number, and the black iron gate at the top of the climb. Beyond it, behind ten feet of privacy fence and razor wire that Clyde Danner called livestock security, something screamed with a voice too close to human.

Silas braked. The truck slid another yard in the mud.

"Nope," he said, though nobody was there to hear him. "I am not doing this."

His phone buzzed in the cup holder. Danner again.

Silas let it ring. He was seventeen, not stupid, and not paid enough to drive into a derecho because a rich man did not want his illegal menagerie noticed by the power company. The storm had already taken half the trees off Blackout Ridge. It had snapped the first gate camera from its bracket, left it dangling by a cable, and turned the electric fence warning light from steady green to a sick pulse.

The scream came again.

This time another answered it. Then another, deeper and chopped into hoots that made Silas's shoulders rise. The animals were in the primate barn. Danner called them rescues when he drank in town and specimens when he thought nobody heard him. Silas had seen enough during three months of cash work to know the truth was uglier. Four adult chimpanzees, two juveniles, all of them kept in welded cages behind a fake falconry permit and an old coal heir's money.

His phone stopped, then started again.

Silas took the call. "The road's washing out."

"Get the generator restarted." Danner sounded breathless. "North lock circuit is dead."

"Then call Rafe."

"Rafe isn't answering."

Lightning opened the sky. For one clean second Silas saw the compound beyond the bars: the low barn, the equipment shed, the service yard drowned in mud, and a tulip poplar lying across the inner fence as if a giant hand had placed a bridge there. Something moved along the trunk. A dark figure. Long arms. A pale face turned toward the truck.

Silas whispered, "Mr. Danner."

"What?"

"They're out."

Silence filled the phone.

The gate motor clicked. It tried to roll the iron panel aside and failed after six inches. The gap was not wide enough for the truck. It was wide enough for a body that knew how to turn its shoulders.

Silas grabbed the tire iron from the passenger floor, shoved open his door, and ran for the keypad. Rain needled his eyes. He punched the code Danner had given him for deliveries. The box sparked under his hand. The iron gate shuddered another foot open, then died.

From inside the compound came a crash of metal and a man's short, shocked cry.

"Rafe?" Silas shouted.

The answer was a wet thump.

He should have gotten back in the truck. He would remember that later with a clarity that felt like punishment. Instead he squeezed through the gate because Rafe had once slipped him a twenty and said, Don't end up like the rest of us boys who owe this mountain money.

The service yard stank of wet hay, diesel, feces, and hot electrical insulation. Emergency lights flickered inside the primate barn. Silas saw the first cage door standing open. A chain hung from it, twisted until one link had split. On the concrete lay a red plastic feed bucket. Bananas and raw chicken were mashed into the water.

He found Rafe by the freezer room.

The handler was face down, one arm bent where no arm should bend. His cap had been torn off. Blood moved away from him in rainwater threads. Silas staggered back, lifted the tire iron, and heard a low cough from the rafters.

King crouched above him on a crossbeam.

The big male chimp had not looked big inside a cage. He had looked contained. Out here, black hair slick with rain and shoulders bunched under scarred skin, he seemed made of ropes, knuckles, and old rage. One ear was split. A steel collar still circled his neck, trailing a length of chain he had broken from the wall.

Silas did not swing. Some buried animal part of him knew a swing would be an invitation.

"Easy," he said.

King opened his mouth. His teeth were yellow and square. Behind him, smaller shapes moved along the beam. June with the torn eyelid. Teeth with the broken incisors that had given him his name. Mottle, pale patches on his cheeks. The juveniles skittered over the cages, shrieking with the wild joy of a locked thing finding height.

Silas backed toward Danner's office.

King dropped from the beam.

The impact shook the floor. Silas ran.

He slammed through the office door, fell against the desk, and kicked it shut as something hit the other side. The wood bowed. A framed photo of Danner shaking hands with a senator slid off the wall and shattered.

Silas saw the open safe.

Danner had left it in a hurry, or Rafe had opened it for him. Inside were envelopes, cash bricks, vials, and an empty slot where a ledger had been kept often enough to leave a clean rectangle in the dust. On the desk sat a ring of coded keys and a tranquilizer pistol. Beside them, Danner's tablet showed a frozen camera feed of the cages, labels clear under each one: Pan troglodytes. Adult male. Adult female. Juvenile.

Evidence. The word arrived in Nora's voice, cool and practical, the voice his sister used when she was explaining why you did not touch a downed line even if it looked dead.

Silas snatched the key ring, then the tablet, then ended the call with a thumb that barely worked. He filmed the room with shaking hands. The cash. The animal records. The dead handler visible through the cracked office window. The chimpanzee at the door, dark fingers sliding under the gap.

The phone buzzed again in his hand, Danner's name filling the screen.

Silas answered. "Rafe's dead."

"Listen carefully. Take the south service tunnel. Bring me the tablet and the keys."

"You knew the locks were failing."

"Bring me what I paid you to protect."

The office door split down the middle.

Silas dropped the tablet, grabbed the phone and keys, and dove through the side window into the storm. Glass cut his cheek. He landed in mud beneath the office eave and crawled under the deck as the door gave way behind him.

King entered the office like a thought made physical.

Silas held his breath. Mud filled his mouth. Above him, heavy knuckles crossed the floorboards. The chimp found the tablet. Plastic cracked. Then a sound started, low and rhythmic, not laughter, not speech, but close enough to both that Silas pressed his fist against his teeth.

The south service tunnel began behind the kennel shed, an old coal drainage line Danner had covered with stacked feed sacks. Silas crawled to it on his belly while the troop tore through the office. Once, a juvenile landed on the deck overhead and peered through the slats. Its fingers came down, curious, almost gentle, and touched Silas's hair.

He did not move.

Thunder broke over the ridge. The juvenile screamed and vanished.

Silas ran for the tunnel. He slid down wet concrete into darkness, shoulder striking stone, keys clutched against his chest. Behind him, the troop poured into the service yard. King climbed the fallen poplar to the outer fence, looked down the mountain toward Mercy Gap, and lifted his face to the town's failing lights.

Then every light below the ridge went out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


Nora Vale reached Mercy Gap with a coil of wet cable in the bed of her truck, her father's house key in her pocket, and no intention of spending the night.

That had been the plan when she left Charleston before dawn. Drive in, sign the estate papers, meet the realtor, collect the last two boxes from the house on Tallow Street, and be gone before the mountains remembered her. But the storm had outrun every forecast. By six in the evening, the sky over Mercy Gap was the color of old bruises, and the poplars along the river bent until their leaves showed pale undersides like warning flags.

The first transformer blew as she passed the post office.

White light popped behind the brick building. The concussion slapped her windshield. A second later the whole west side of Main Street went dark, one window after another losing its warm square of life. Traffic signals sagged on their wires. Somewhere up the hollow, a dog began barking with the frantic commitment of a thing that had seen the world tilt.

Nora eased the utility truck to the curb outside Harlowe's Diner and watched the feeder line buck in the wind.

"Of course," she said.

Her phone showed one bar, then none. She tried the operations number anyway. The call failed before it could ring. The power company would already be drowning in outage reports from three counties, and nobody would care that a former Mercy Gap girl with a borrowed trouble truck had wandered into the middle of it.

Inside the diner, the backup lights had come on over the counter. They painted everyone the same tired yellow. Glenna Harlowe stood behind the register with a towel over one shoulder and a face set for bad news. Three coal retirees occupied the corner booth. A mother with two small boys held them against her knees. Deputy Marta Quinn was at the counter, radio in hand, her dark braid soaked through from the rain.

And in the last booth, hunched over a plate he had not touched, sat Silas.

Nora stopped with her hand on the door.

He looked older than seventeen in the half light. Thin from skipping meals, jaw sharpened into their father's shape, black hair plastered across a cut on his cheek. His hoodie was muddy to the elbows. When he saw her, he slipped one hand into the front pocket as if hiding cigarettes.

"You answer texts now?" Nora asked.

"Didn't get any."

"Convenient."

Glenna lifted the coffee pot. "Nora Vale. Lord, you picked a pretty evening to come home."

"I was leaving."

"Everybody says that." Glenna filled a mug without asking. "Then the mountain gets a vote."

Marta's radio spat static. She turned the knob, listened, and shook her head. "Repeater's down or buried under traffic. Sheriff says the bridge by Ash Fork is blocked. Route 9 is trees from the school to the county line."

"Any lines down on Main?" Nora asked.

Marta looked at her shirt, at the company badge clipped to her belt. "You working?"

"I'm breathing. Same thing tonight."

Silas slid out of the booth. "Can we go?"

Nora studied him. He smelled of rain, mud, and something sour underneath. Animal musk, maybe. Fear, certainly. "Go where?"

"Anywhere not here."

The emergency lights flickered.

Everybody looked up. In the brief dimming, the windows became black mirrors. Nora saw the diner interior reflected there: Glenna with the pot, Marta with the dead radio, the boys clutching their mother, and Silas staring past all of them toward the alley.

"What did you do?" Nora asked quietly.

He flinched, and that told her more than a confession.

Before he could answer, a scream came from the feed store across the street.

Not a startled shout. Not a storm injury cry. This was a high, tearing sound that broke into a gurgle and stopped. Chairs scraped. One of the retirees stood too fast and knocked his cane to the floor.

Marta moved first, pistol drawn but pointed low. "Stay inside."

Nora followed her to the window. Rain blurred the street. The feed store's front door hung open, banging against a rack of seed packets. A pickup sat half on the curb with its driver's door open and the interior light glowing. Something dark moved inside the cab.

"Bear?" Glenna whispered.

Nora had seen black bears in dumpsters. She had watched one peel the lid off a campsite cooler like paper. The shape in the pickup was not a bear. It was too narrow through the hips, too quick in the shoulders. One long arm reached out, fingers hooked around the driver's seat belt, and pulled.

A man came out of the cab backward.

The mother at the counter gasped and covered both boys' eyes. The man kicked once. His boot struck the truck step. The thing on him rose into the rain, and the diner's backup light caught a wet black face, a flat nose, and teeth bared in a grimace that looked almost human until it opened wider.

Silas made a sound like he had been punched.

Nora turned on him. "Silas."

"Don't yell."

"What is that?"

He shook his head.

Across the street, the chimpanzee dragged the man under the pickup. Another shape bounded from the feed store roof to the awning, landed hard enough to buckle metal, then vanished into the alley beside the diner.

Marta backed from the window. "Everybody away from the glass."

One of the retirees said, "That's one of Danner's."

The diner went silent except for rain on the roof.

Glenna's face closed. "Clyde Danner doesn't have animals."

"Clyde Danner has whatever Clyde Danner wants," the old man said. "My nephew poured concrete up there. Said he heard apes."

"Chimpanzees," Silas said.

Nora stared at him.

He swallowed. "They're chimpanzees."

The back door handle rattled.

It was a small sound, nearly polite. Metal turned, stopped against the lock, turned again. Glenna reached beneath the counter for the shotgun she had
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