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Neema cowered in the corner of the pen, her back turned to the mass of people gathering behind her. She clutched eight-month-old Kanoni to her chest.

Dr. Grace McKenna totally sympathized with her gorilla. She didn’t want to face the crowd, either. This was the fourth tour in as many hours. With Neema’s pregnancy and Kanoni’s birth, Grace had managed to put off the event for almost eighteen months, but finally the governing board at the local college had laid down an ultimatum. Her grant was still at risk, but if she refused to hold a public display, there would definitely be no more funding for her gorilla language project.

To make matters worse, Grace’s associate Josh LaDyne had rushed off to Philadelphia after his father had a heart attack. She was stuck with managing the entire day. Neither she nor her apes were used to the din of calypso music blaring from the popcorn seller’s cart and the shouts of excited children. Her head throbbed, Neema was headed toward a temper tantrum, and there were still a couple of hours to go.

She slipped in between the gorillas and the fence. Neema, her gaze full of reproach, hunched protectively over Kanoni, who nursed at her mother’s breast with round worried eyes.

Grace placed her hands gently on the sides of Neema’s massive head and pressed her forehead to the gorilla’s. A low mournful sound rumbled from Neema’s chest.

“I know.” She kept her tone soft and low. “I know you don’t want to be here. You’re safe. Kanoni is safe. Just a little bit longer, and it will be over. Please stay calm. Please behave.”

She leaned back and peered into Neema’s cocoa-colored eyes. “Okay?” Grace made the hand signs as she spoke. “You promise to be a good gorilla, yes?”

Abruptly swinging her head upward, Neema planted a rubbery kiss on Grace’s cheek. Grace smiled and quickly brushed her hand over Kanoni’s head. She patted Neema on the shoulder, and then stepped away from them. As she neared the door, her gaze was stabbed with a piercing glint of sunlight from the lens of a television camera. Several student reporters and camera operators were attending her open house this afternoon, hoping their work would be chosen to air on the college’s local public access station, which broadcast student-produced programs twenty-four hours a day.

Grace let herself out of the cage and turned to face the crowd pressing against the wire mesh.

“I can’t see the gorillas!”

“Make him turn around!”

Grace scanned the gathering, looking for anyone who was acting strangely or was obviously sick. Her biggest worry was that a visitor would feed a gorilla a poisoned treat. Next, that an infected human would transmit a fatal disease to her apes. And third, that this event would be a disaster and the college board would cancel her funding. Their budget vote was only a week away.

“Are those monkeys real?”

“Mommyyy! Make the ‘rillas talk!”

Forcing her face into a smile, she held up her hands. “Quiet, please! The gorillas aren’t used to so many people.”

“Hey, gorilla!” A little boy laced his fingers through the temporary fencing and shook it, clanking the steel mesh against the support poles. “Hey!”

Grace leaned toward him. “Shhh! No shouting! And no yanking on the fence.”

His mother glared. Grace tried for a less strident tone as she asked the child, “What’s your name?”

The boy frowned and stuck his thumb in his mouth.

“Landon,” the mother said.

“Well, Landon, it’s like this. Neema and Kanoni want to be your friends, but when you yell at them, they think you are mean and scary.”

The boy’s expression slipped into a mischievous grin. Uh-oh. The kid liked the idea of being mean and scary.

“Landon.” Detective Matthew Finn materialized from the crowd’s midst. He squatted down and thrust his badge toward the child. “I’m a policeman. Do you know what policemen do?”

Landon’s mouth hung open as he silently regarded the dark-haired man with the shiny gold badge. He slowly shook his head.

“When people make trouble, it’s my job to take them to jail. Have you seen anyone here making trouble?” Matt looked around as if trying to spot a criminal in the crowd.

Landon quickly shook his head.

“Well, help me keep an eye out, okay?” Matt held up a hand for a high-five. After the little boy smacked his hand against his, Matt stood up.

Grace gestured a quick thank you sign to him, and he nodded back before vanishing back into the crowd. She said to the audience, “Let’s be very quiet and see if Neema wants to visit with us.”

Looking down the fence line, she spotted the camera operator again, as well as two familiar heads of strawberry blond hair. Eighteen-year-old Brittany Morgan knelt on one knee, her arms around her toddler daughter Ivy, who stared raptly through the fence at the gorillas. Grace smiled at the friendly faces.

“Neema,” Grace said softly, “Some friends came to visit you. Look! It’s Brittany. And Ivy.”

Tiny black fingers appeared on top of Neema’s broad shoulder. Then Kanoni’s head emerged, her soft black baby hair standing up in wild disarray as usual. The infant gorilla’s eyes were liquid mahogany brown, huge and curious.

The crowd murmured a collective “Awww.”

“’Noni!” Ivy chirped. The toddler’s fingers were clutched tightly to the chain links. Her red curls bobbed as she bounced on her toes. “’Noni!”

Brittany stood up. Focusing on the gorillas, she gestured in sign language as she spoke. “Neema, Kanoni, come see us.”

Neema glanced over her shoulder, suspicion darkening her eyes. Kanoni wriggled out of her arms and scampered across the grass to see Ivy. As they watched the interaction of baby human and baby gorilla, the crowd cooed and murmured. But when Neema turned and swung forward on her knuckles to follow Kanoni, several visitors gasped. Those closest to the fence took a step back.

Strangers were never quite prepared for the size of an adult gorilla, even a relatively small female like Neema. When the mother gorilla sat down a few feet behind Kanoni, the crowd visibly relaxed.

“Come here!” Landon yelled.

Unfortunately, Matt was no longer present to chastise the boy. His mother laid a warning hand on his shoulder.

“When are they gonna talk?” A freckled girl slumped against the fence.

Neema jerked her head sideways to glare at the noisy children. Then she slapped at one ear and shook both hands in the air, touched her mouth and slammed her hand down through the air.

Grace again held her hands up. “Please keep your voices soft,” she said. “Neema is talking. She uses a version of American Sign Language. She just signed loud, bad.” Grace signed the two words for the group. Inside the enclosure, Neema repeated the signs, indicating her agreement.

“Did you see that?” A young woman in the front row elbowed a friend. “Sweet!”

“Neema uses about five hundred signs, and she understands many more spoken words,” Grace explained. “She recognizes Brittany as a friend, because Brittany works here as a volunteer.”

Neema made a quick cradling motion interspersed with other gestures.

“Neema says baby Ivy here; baby Kanoni here. Ivy is the only other baby that Kanoni has ever seen.”

“Here’s another one.” A man held a squirming infant out toward the wire mesh.

Grace signed and pointed to the infant. “Neema, Kanoni, come see this baby.”

Neema glanced at Kanoni, who now clung to the fence, her long black-haired arms stretched above Ivy’s, her finger-like toes thrust through the mesh on either side of the toddler. The baby gorilla’s eyes were locked onto her friend’s blue-eyed gaze as if girl and gorilla were communicating telepathically.

Deciding that Kanoni was safe for the moment, Neema scooted toward Grace. The throng of visitors shifted backward another step. Even the infant’s father withdrew the baby a few inches. Neema sat in front of the squirming bundle. Then she rose onto her knuckles and pressed her enormous face to the fence in the baby’s direction, flaring her nostrils. Murmurs ran through the crowd. Finally, Neema rocked back onto her rump and began to sign.

“Small baby there,” Grace interpreted.

Neema pinched the fingers of her right hand briefly against her flat black nose.

The infant’s father asked, “Does that mean what I think it does?”

“Stink,” Grace confirmed.

The father pulled the infant close to his face, sniffed at the diaper, and then held the baby out to the woman beside him. “Your turn.”

The crowd chuckled. The mother gave her husband a disparaging look, then took the baby and walked away toward the parking lot.

Grace let her gaze stray to the camera for a few seconds. She hoped that exchange would make the local newscast this evening. It was a wonderful example of Neema’s communication skills.

One woman waved a hand in the air. When Grace nodded at her, she asked, “How does Neema refer to Brittany and Ivy? Does she spell out names in sign language?”

Grace smiled. “Neema can’t spell. Gorilla fingers are not as dexterous as ours, and I’m not sure letters would make sense to her. Neema uses signs to refer to everyone. She signs ‘cheek’”—Grace demonstrated the sign for them—“to refer to Ivy.”

“How peculiar,” a man remarked. “Why ‘cheek’?”

Grace called the red-haired toddler. “Ivy, where’s your smile?”

Ivy grinned, displaying deep dimples in both plump cheeks. The adults laughed. Ivy squealed, pleased with the attention.

“Neema is signing smile-cheek.” Grace pointed as the gorilla gestured toward her own thick black lips and hairy jaw line. “She calls Brittany red tail, for obvious reasons.”

Brittany obligingly shook her head, swishing her ponytail.

Kanoni, excited now, raced to Neema, briefly swung on her mother’s arm, and then scampered back to Ivy.

“What sign does Neema use for Kanoni?” a man asked.

“Neema calls her daughter Little Bird.” Grace demonstrated the gestures. “We believe she named her that because of the chirping noises a newborn gorilla makes. For our own benefit, we humans translated ‘bird’ into Swahili—Kanoni. Neema’s name is Swahili for ‘divine grace.’”

“Don’t you have three gorillas?” Landon’s mother asked.

Grace pointed to a distant pen built around what had previously been an old horse barn. The enclosure was more than two stories tall, fenced on sides and top like an aviary. An extensive net of ropes stretched from hooks in the fencing, forming play platforms at various levels. In the highest corner was a snarl of blankets.

“That lump you see at the top of the netting there is Gumu, Kanoni’s father. Gumu is twice as big as Neema, but he’s more afraid of strangers. That’s because when Gumu was a baby, he saw poachers in Africa shoot his whole gorilla family.”

“How awful.”

“That’s horrible.”

Multiple heads shook. Parents glanced at their children with concern. She’d probably hear next week from the college board about how inappropriate this depressing topic was for a public event. She was willing to take the flack. People needed to know about bad things happening in the world. How could anyone hope to change anything for the better otherwise?

“I want to play with Gumu,” Landon said.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Grace told the little boy. “Gumu could hurt you.”

“But I would be his friend,” Landon argued. “He wouldn’t hurt me.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to be friends with Gumu,” Grace told him. “He gets upset when he’s scared. And he’s super strong. He might not mean to, but Gumu could kill you.”

The mother laid a protective hand on Landon’s shoulder, and Grace instantly regretted using the word “kill.” Damn, the camera was still recording. She hastily explained to the crowd, “Gorillas are several times stronger than people. And sometimes they bite, especially if they’re scared.”

“Neema, can you show us your teeth?” She signed the question as she spoke.

When the gorilla’s gaze connected with hers, Grace felt a flash of anxiety. Neema’s expression was distinctly annoyed. Grace had removed everything from the temporary pen, but under duress, Neema was capable of manufacturing her own ammunition and lobbying feces at the target of her anger.

Praying that Neema would not act out, Grace turned back to the visitors. “Showing teeth is not a natural thing for a gorilla to do,” she told them. “What we humans would call a smile indicates fear or aggression to gorillas. But I’ve had Neema since she was a baby, and I trained her to show her teeth so I could brush them.”

She asked the gorilla once more, “Where are your teeth?”

Neema flashed a quick grin, displaying sharp, fang-like canine teeth.

“Good Lord,” Landon’s mother exclaimed.

“Most gorilla teeth are a lot like ours, but gorillas have bigger, longer canines,” Grace said. “Male gorilla canines are particularly impressive—Gumu’s are several inches long.”

Neema knuckle-walked to Kanoni, scooped her up, and retreated to the far corner of the pen, turning her back on the crowd. The gorilla was at her limit of tolerance for the day.

On the other side of the fence, Ivy fussed at the loss of her simian playmate. Brittany swung her daughter into her arms. “Dr. McKenna, could you show us the gorillas’ paintings?”

Bless you. “Of course. Please come this way.” She led the group toward the small gallery of bright acrylic abstracts.

Walking backward to address the following crowd, she told them, “Neema and Gumu have many fans in the art community. Sales of their paintings help fund our work here.”

She wondered now if those sales could completely fund the project if the college voted not to renew her grant. Neema and Gumu enjoyed painting. Could she have them paint more? Was Kanoni old enough to participate, or would the baby gorilla drink the paint?

Near the barn, against the background of calypso music, she heard the plastic clack of a portable toilet door. That annoying sound had been repeated dozens of times this afternoon. She couldn’t wait to get rid of the noisy odiferous boxes tomorrow.

In the temporary plywood gallery they’d constructed for this event, the questions continued, seemingly endless. Did the gorillas have favorite colors? Yes. Gumu’s was fuschia and Neema’s was purple. Did they finger-paint or use brushes? They used various brushes and sometimes sticks—gorillas loved tools of all sorts. Did they have favorite subjects? They painted a lot of flowers, and the gorillas often ate the bouquets afterward. The last comment provoked a ripple of laughter from the gathering. 

The volunteer at the cash drawer sold several posters of gorilla art and two framed prints. Although the noise and crush of bodies were intense, the visitors all seemed friendly, and she was grateful to Matt for weeding out potential troublemakers at the gate. Their relationship was still in the developmental stage, so she’d been surprised and pleased when he volunteered to handle security for her open house event.

Either Matt had done a stellar job, or maybe the community of Evansburg had finally accepted the idea of signing gorillas living in their midst. Still, five hours of open house seemed like an eternity. Grace envied Gumu, resting in solitude high above the throng of humans.

* * * * *
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“The last visitor just drove out,” Matt reported on Grace’s cell phone an hour later.

“Hallelujah! I’m putting Neema and Kanoni to bed. C’mon up and have a beer.”

With the music and the crowd gone, the compound now seemed wonderfully serene. Neema knuckle-walked across the grass between Grace and Jonathan Zyrnek, her most trusted employee. Kanoni rode her mother’s back like a jockey, clutching Neema’s coarse shoulder fur.

“Tired?” Grace slid her hands against her own chest to make the sign.

Neema ignored her, paying abnormal attention to where she placed her hands and feet on the ground.

Ah, the cold shoulder treatment. Definitely preferable to gorilla revenge. Grace tried again, sliding a curled hand down the front of her shirt. “Hungry?”

Neema shot a quick glance at the tub of food that Grace carried, and then faced straight ahead toward the barn enclosure, pretending disinterest.

“I have cauliflower. Cabbage. Peaches.”

Neema paused to sit back on her haunches. Kanoni peeked over her mother’s shoulder. Strawberries, Neema signed, then yogurt. Two of her favorite foods.

Grace smiled. “I might have some of those in here.”

They stopped in front of the padlocked gate. As Jonathan fished a key from his pocket, Kanoni grabbed the rim of Grace’s food tub and pulled, trying to see the contents. Grace pried it back from her baby fingers.

Candy, Neema signed. Tree candy Neema good.

“Don’t push your luck,” Grace told her. The gate swung open and they all stepped inside. “Maybe you can have a lollipop tomorrow, if you’re good again.” She laid out the items on the food shelf, pulling the lids off cartons. “Yogurt! Strawberries!”

Neema swung Kanoni to the ground and grabbed a handful of strawberries, shoving them into her mouth.

Gumu’s nest of blankets remained curiously still.

Grace shielded her eyes with a hand against the low sun. “Gumu! You’re missing strawberries.”

“He’s still pouting,” Jonathan remarked. “He’s been up there all day. You know what a wimp he is with strangers. He’ll come down and eat as soon as we all clear out.”

Jonathan was probably right. When he spotted strangers, the silverback’s first tendency was to hide. Gumu’s agitation turned to violence only when they came too close.

The corner of a blanket shifted slightly. Then there was another ripple along the fabric bundle. Gumu was a hulking 340 pounds of muscle, but he could be a scaredy-cat when it came to people. According to the rescue organization he’d come from, he had not only seen hunters kill his mother and other family members, but he’d also been present when they hacked them into pieces for bush meat. Any creature with an ounce of intelligence would find it hard to recover from that. He was probably peering out from under those blankets, biding his time until he was absolutely sure all the strangers were gone and it was safe to climb down.

Matt Finn approached the fence with a weary expression. Dust from the gravel road streaked his dark pants and shirt, and he carried several small picket signs in his right hand. Beside him was a young rent-a-cop with pimples on his brow and a sand-colored buzz cut. Grace didn’t know the younger man’s first name; Finn referred him to only as Scoletti or “the rookie.” Together, Finn and Scoletti had spent the last five hours strolling through the compound, keeping an eye on visitors and volunteers alike.

Finn peered through the wire mesh. “Everything in order?”

“Just finishing up.” Grace picked up the empty food tub, checked the gorillas’ water bucket—nearly full—and then let herself out the gate. Jonathan followed and clicked the padlock shut.

“Zyrnek.” Finn nodded at the volunteer.

Jonathan was equally curt. “Detective Finn. Most people call me Jon now. Or Z.”

“Z?” Scoletti asked.

Finn raised an eyebrow. “Since when?”

“That’s what Neema calls me. I have a T-shirt like that.” He made a quick motion, carving a letter Z into the air. “It gets weird, having a Josh and a Jon working around here. And since my dad got out and is living with me, it’s confusing to have two Zyrneks around, too.”

“Got out?” Finn asked pointedly. His gaze shifted from Jon Zyrnek to Grace’s face, checking to see if she got his drift.

Jon crossed his arms and stared Finn down. “Dad was released from Monroe twelve weeks ago. He works at the auto salvage yard. He’s staying at my place until he gets a few paychecks in the bank.”

“What was he in for?”

Jon squirmed for a second, but finally muttered, “Robbery. Fraud.”

Scoletti looked from Finn to Jon and back again, no doubt wondering what to make of this conversation.

Grace sighed. Jonathan Zyrnek had been with her over a year now, but Finn still didn’t trust him. The kid started working at her compound as a community service sentence after his conviction for an eco-terrorism stunt. He was still a member of the Animal Rights Union.

While Finn knew only Jon’s record, Grace knew Jon. With a father in prison and a mother in and out of rehab, Jonathan Zyrnek had spent most of his teen years in foster care. The young man had a big heart and a quick mind. A natural leader, he organized her staff and volunteers and doled out work assignments. Best of all, Gumu trusted Jon almost as much as he trusted Josh LaDyne, and her big male gorilla tolerated very few humans.

LaDyne was in the throes of finishing his Ph.D. dissertation and would leave the project within months. Although Jon was not an academic who could design tests and document her research like LaDyne, she hoped Jon would take LaDyne’s place as backup gorilla keeper.

Jon turned his back on Finn to tell her, “Sierra and I are on duty tonight.”

“Thanks, Z.” She gave his arm an affectionate squeeze.

Jon’s companions in ARU crime, Caryn Brown and Sierra Sakson, worked for her, too. She depended heavily on the ARU trio. All three were fluent in American Sign Language. They helped with training as well as basic care of the gorillas. They also claimed to have some sort of commando training. Grace didn’t ask for details; she was just happy they considered it their duty to guard her compound.

All three had stayed with the gorilla language project after their court-mandated sentences were up. Now, thanks to the financial support of the local college and sales of the gorillas’ artwork, Grace was able to pay the three an hourly pittance, far less than they deserved.

Finn held out the signs to Scoletti.

“What are those?” Grace asked.

“Only two troublemakers.” Matt turned the small hand-painted signs so she could read them as he handed them off to the rookie.

Apes Cant Think or Talk. Only humans have souls.

I am NOT a monkey’s uncle.

So maybe the atmosphere at the gate had not been as peaceful as it had been inside.

Matt dismissed Scoletti. “Good job. See you at the station.”

The rookie bumped knuckles with him before walking back toward the front lot where his car was parked.

Sierra and Caryn and a small cluster of volunteers were slumped against the picnic table across the yard, waiting for a final word from her. Grace strolled toward them. “Thank you for a great job today, everyone. I hope you can all stay to celebrate.”

Their expressions perked up. She looked over Jon’s shoulder to focus on Finn and invite him, too. He jerked a thumb toward his chest and mouthed My place. Steak. He mimicked drinking a glass of wine. Hot tub. His intense gaze suggested even more.

From the enclosure, Neema grunted softly, calling Gumu. Kanoni chirped in response.

Grace focused on her staff again. “Crew, there’s a keg of beer in the staff trailer. Pizzas, too. Have a party. You earned it. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She had planned to stay with her volunteers, but Matt’s invitation sounded like heaven. Adult talk, or even better, no talk at all. And no gorillas.
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Happy quiet. Neema listened to the birds. She liked to watch the little ones that flew in and hopped around. She liked to hear them sing. She hated big black birds. Grace had a name sound for them: crows. They stole her food. Their noises were loud and ugly. Crow shouts.

She put another strawberry in her mouth. Good sweet cold. Her favorite red food. She picked up another. Kanoni grabbed for it. Neema grunted and flashed her teeth. Kanoni let go. Crouching over the pile of fruit, the baby picked up a strawberry with her lips, and then moved it around inside her mouth with a question on her face.

Good, Neema signed.

Snow walked over to the strawberries and sniffed, moving his whiskers. No cat food, Neema signed. Gorilla food Neema. Kanoni stretched her hand out to grab the long white tail. Snow ran into the barn.

Neema grunted for Gumu. Come tickle Neema. Chase. Laughs came from the trailer where Z and the others stayed. Then music started again. She hooted louder for Gumu. No Gumu sound came back. She sniffed. Only dirty smells from toilet boxes.

Neema pushed a chunk of cauliflower into her mouth, then swept Kanoni into her arms. Clutching the baby to her chest with one arm, she pulled herself into the webbing and climbed to Gumu’s nest. She poked his blankets with a finger. Kanoni sucked a corner of a blanket into her mouth.

The blankets fell apart.

No Gumu there. Only his nest.

From this high place, Neema saw a tiny piece of red-orange sun, almost gone. White dust over the road. Grace gone in gun man’s car. Almost dark.

Z laughed from the trailer across the yard. Then Caryn did, too. Funny jokes? She wanted Grace to come back, tickle her, make her laugh. Tickle Neema, she signed to Kanoni. The baby stared, her eyes big. Neema pushed out her lips and dug her fingers into the baby’s stomach. Kanoni hooted and rolled over backwards, then scampered down the netting, wanting a game of chase.

Was Gumu hiding in the barn? Was he sleeping in her nest, using her blankets? Did he have strawberries? Did he have candy? She climbed down the rope webbing, landed on the ground with a thud. She hurried into the dimness of the barn. Kanoni followed.

Dark inside. She knuckled her way over toys and blankets. The tire swings were empty. No Gumu in her blankets. Snow and Nest cats curled up there, washing each other’s faces with pink tongues. Grunting, she signed gorilla nest mine, but they were not watching.

No Gumu in the corners. No Gumu on the tree trunks. On the floor was a big wet spot. Neema caught Kanoni as she scampered by. Creeping closer to the big dark wet, holding Kanoni tight, she looked at the spot out of the corner of her eye. Red wet. She leaned close. Meat smell. She touched her fingers to the red and tasted the wet. Meat wet. Red meat smell. Bad, hurt, she signed.

Where was Gumu? Kanoni slipped from her arms into the wet red. Raising her baby arms, she slapped them on the red dirt and rolled across the wet.

The red smelled like meat. Gumu was gone. Bad, Neema signed. Bad. Bad. Bad.

When Spencer was meat, he was gone. Was Gumu meat? Was Gumu gone for always?

She backed away from the meat smell and turned toward the back of the barn. Light. The wall was open, just a crack. It never was open before. She walked to the crack, looked through the open. Cars were there. She put a hand on the wall and pushed. It slid away. She could get out, away from the meat smell.

Was Gumu out? She hooted for Gumu. Kanoni’s hand brushed her leg as she tried to slip past. Neema caught her by a foot. The baby screeched.

Neema squeezed through the opening. Out. She sat in the dust between the cars and pulled Kanoni into her lap. More bad meat smell. More car smells.

Gumu? She hooted. Kanoni copied her cry. A crow shouted back.

Meat. Bad black bird noise. No Gumu. This was bad. Bad. This was danger.
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Early morning sunlight poured through Finn’s bedroom window, illuminating the intriguing sight of Grace McKenna sleeping beside him. He’d like to paint her just as she looked now. Her eyelids were pale lavender fringed by black lashes, the delicate skin there fading to rose and then to ivory under ebony eyebrows. Her face was tranquil, her lips parted slightly. Her dark hair fanned out over the pillow like a halo radiating from the moon on a frosty night. Spoiling this vision, however, was an orange cat that had snuggled into that luscious hair. Kee, one of the tabbies he’d inherited from his traitorous ex-wife Wendy. Finn briefly considered poking the cat, but Kee was unpredictable. He might unsheathe his claws and use Grace’s head as a launch pad.

Cargo, the black behemoth of a dog also left behind by Wendy, sauntered into the room, toenails clicking against the hardwood floor. The Newfie-Chow mix rested his heavy skull on Finn’s hip, fixing his eyes—one brown and one blue—on Finn’s face. The dog sighed melodramatically to show he was waiting for Finn to fill his food bowl. The muggy wave of dog breath wafted across the bed. Kee opened one sea green eye. Half a second later, Grace opened her eyes, too. When she jabbed a finger into the warm fur above her head, Kee merely stretched to show his disdain, and then jumped off the bed. Grace had a magic touch with all his animals.

She slid toward him, finger-combing her hair away from her face.

He murmured, “Hello, beautiful.”

Her brow abruptly furrowed. “Shit!”

“That wasn’t quite the response I was hoping for.”

She gestured at the bedside clock behind him as she climbed out of bed. “Sorry, Matt, it’s just that I should already be back at the compound. Where—?”

Then, spying her clothes heaped on the chair against the wall, she began to pull them on. Cargo trotted over to help and they engaged in a brief tug of war with her brassiere until Grace told the dog to stop.

Finn groaned. “It’s not even seven-thirty. My shift doesn’t start until three this afternoon.”

“Josh is out of town. I have to do the morning feedings and lesson setups.”

Sighing, Finn climbed out of bed and pulled on his own clothes. Cargo bounced to his side of the bed, grabbed the leg of his trousers and pulled, growling fiercely.

Grace extracted her long hair from the neck of her T-shirt. “You don’t have to get up, too.”

He flicked Cargo on the nose. The dog spat out his pants, sat back on his haunches and barked. Grace laughed.

His home life was a circus. How the hell was he supposed to romance a woman? He pulled his slobber-stained khakis over his jockey shorts and reminded Grace, “We drove here in my car.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. And thank you.” Snapping her jeans, she gave him a chagrined smile. “Forgive me for eating and running?”

“What? No mention of dessert?” He raised an eyebrow. This was only the third time she’d stayed over. He was delighted to wake up with her. But did she feel the same?

Grace stepped toward him, gave him a hug and a quick kiss. “Dessert was wonderful, too, Matt. But I really have to get back to the gorillas.”

Why was his life ruled by animals? Two cats and a dog at home were bad enough. How had he fallen for a woman who kept gorillas? “Coffee before apes?”

“One cup.”

They padded barefoot toward the kitchen, passing his home office, which he used mostly as a painting studio. The eastern light from the windows illuminated the back side of the watercolor he was working on, giving the field of red poppies a luminous glow.

Grace paused in the doorway to view the painting. “Oh, Matt. That’s lovely.”

He was ridiculously pleased. He had the brilliant reds and oranges down, but he needed to add the blue shadows. And the flesh tones to fill out the figure of the woman wandering through the meadow. “It needs a few more layers.”

She leaned against him, teasing. “Is the woman me?”

He’d roughed in the figure with only a suggestion of blue jeans and yellow peasant blouse and long black hair streaming in the breeze. “I like to think so.”

“Me, too.” She splayed her fingers against his chest as she gazed at him, smiling. “Maybe tonight I can get Jon to gorilla-sit again.”

He’d planned on painting the woman from the back, moving away, but maybe he’d change it so she was walking toward the viewer. “I’m on duty until midnight, but I’d love to meet you afterwards. We could share dessert again.” He leaned forward to press his lips to Grace’s.

Then Cargo nearly knocked them down in his rush to pass down the narrow hallway, eager to beat them to the kibble cupboard.

* * * * *
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Clouds scudded across the sky from the west as they drove, obliterating the bright dawn, and a rising breeze gusted through the tall evergreens bordering Grace’s compound as they drove in. From the courtyard, she could see neither gorillas nor humans.

“Looks like the gorillas are sleeping late,” Grace said.

Finn’s stomach chose that moment to growl.

Grace grinned and looked at his belt buckle. “After I feed them, how about I cook you an omelet?”

He rubbed his belly, embarrassed. “Sounds wonderful.”

He trailed behind her as she hurried toward the mobile home she called the study trailer, where she worked with the gorillas and recorded their lessons. Finn leaned against the counter as she unlocked the chain on the refrigerator door and pulled out items. She quickly tossed together an array of whole fruit and vegetables and then used a giant knife to hack a loaf of heavy mixed-grain bread into chunks.

From what he’d witnessed so far, gorillas ate everything short of cheeseburgers. He was glad it wasn’t his job to feed an ape. She loaded the hodge-podge into a plastic dish tub, which he carried as they walked toward the enclosure. Grace’s two cats—a white one and a calico—materialized from wherever cats hid out. Just like his, these two did their feline utmost to trip him, twining around his feet, mewing hopefully.

“You’re next,” Grace told them. “Gorillas first.”

“I thought Snow and Nest were the gorillas’ pets.” Finn still couldn’t wrap his brain around the concept of one animal having another as a pet.

“They are.”

“Then why aren’t they the gorillas’ responsibilities? Why don’t you make the gorillas feed them?”

She laughed. “Because I don’t trust gorillas with can openers? Because they’d eat the cat food themselves?”

Good points.

A door banged on the staff trailer across the yard. Jonathan Zyrnek stumbled out, raking his long dishwater-blond hair with his fingers. Looked like the kid had slept in his rumpled jeans and T-shirt. He wore tennis shoes without socks. He caught the door and carefully fastened it shut against the wind, then trotted down the steps toward them.

“Busted,” he groaned, reaching to take the food tub from Finn. “Here, let me do that.”

The cats promptly transferred their affections from Finn to him. “Sorry I’m late getting up,” he apologized, ending with a yawn.

Grace shot the kid a dismayed look. “I’m surprised the gorillas aren’t raising the roof.”

“Me, too.” He yawned again. “The barn was quiet all night long. Neema only hooted for a little while after she saw you leave.”

Grace stiffened, and Finn wanted to smack the kid for laying a guilt trip on her. “Are you sure the barn was quiet? Maybe you couldn’t hear the gorillas over your music,” he suggested.

Zyrnek scowled at him. “Our music wasn’t loud.”

The kid turned to Grace. A long strand of hair blew across his face. He shoved it back behind his ear. “Gumu must have been stressed out. He left his nest blankets up in the net. He and Neema are probably huddled together inside. Maybe they don’t want to come out because of the portable johns.”

“Maybe,” Grace agreed. When Finn raised a skeptical eyebrow, she explained, “Apes tend to get upset when unfamiliar objects suddenly appear in their environment. And they have sensitive noses.”

Finn thought about how his cat Kee peed on his jockey shorts if he left them on the floor. And Cargo—the mutt ecstatically immersed himself in dirty laundry whenever he got the chance; the filthier the better. He didn’t want to imagine what gorillas would do with portable toilets if they had access to them.

Pulling out a key on a retractable tether from her belt, Grace unlocked the padlock securing the gate. “Wait here.”

Taking the tub of food from Zyrnek, she walked into the enclosure. The cats scampered in on her heels, and she pulled the gate closed behind them. “Breakfast, Neema! Gumu!”

Finn was surprised that three gorillas didn’t race out of the barn. Even the cats seemed perplexed. They strolled to the entrance and stared in, switching their tails. Grace disappeared inside the building. “Neema? Gumu?”

Then he heard her shriek.

His heart lurched. Zyrnek beat him to the handle, jerking open the gate with his left hand as he grabbed a capture stick from its holder outside with his right. Finn unsnapped the safety strap on his holster and curled his fingers around the grip of his pistol as he jogged in behind the kid.

It took a second for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. He hadn’t been inside the building since Grace and LaDyne had transformed it from a horse barn into a gorilla house. The interior was now a cross between a jungle and a playground. The diagonal trunks of several large trees were wedged at various angles between the walls. Swings and nets hung from the ceiling. Large square shelves jutted from the walls like bracket fungus. Dust motes danced in the weak sunlight filtering in from high windows, skating from side to side as puffs of wind blew in. At floor level, the interior was shadowy. Finn stumbled over broken branches and stuffed toys. Masses of greenery seemed to be scattered randomly around the floor.

“What the hell?” Zyrnek slammed to a stop in the middle of the space, throwing out an arm and accidentally setting in motion a tire swing that almost clobbered Finn in the forehead. Finn ducked and trotted to the rear of the building, where Grace was silhouetted against the sun.

She stood spread-eagled, one hand clutching the door frame, the other the sliding barn door, as she stared out into a dusty lot that held only her van. Her knuckles were as white as her face.

Finn touched her arm. “Grace?”

Letting go of the door frame, she turned toward him. “They’re gone, Matt. Neema. Gumu. Kanoni. Gone!”

“They escaped?” That was bad news. The two cats joined them in the doorway. “I didn’t know there was a door back here.”

“We keep it padlocked from the outside. They couldn’t have escaped on their own.”

That was even worse news.

The calico cat scampered through the opening into the sunlight. Grace edged a foot through the door.

Finn pulled her back. “Evidence,” he explained.

He leaned out through the opening as far as he could without touching anything, saw a sliding bolt and a hasp for a padlock. “No lock,” he reported.

He stepped back to examine the inside of the wall. Scuff marks marred the rough wood surface along the lower portion. Significant? He glanced around. Probably not. Scrapes and stains adorned the siding everywhere, from the floor to almost six feet off the ground. Looked like the gorillas took turns tossing each other against the walls. “Could they get out on their own?”

“You should probably come see this.” Jon Zyrnek’s voice was gravelly. He stood in the middle of the cluttered floor, staring at the sawdust floor in front of his shoes. The white cat sauntered over to rub against his blue-jeaned leg, then jerked a paw up from the ground and frantically washed it.

They joined Zyrnek. A large dark stain spread darkly across the ground in front of their feet. Finn put his arm around Grace’s rigid shoulders, but she slipped out from under his embrace to unlock a cover on the wall, then flipped a switch. An overhead light flashed on.

The wet patch on the sawdust floor was a dark rust color on the edges, a bright red in the center. The stain was roughly oval and at least three feet across.

Finn had never seen a bigger puddle of blood.
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Chapter 4
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Grace couldn’t stop staring at the blood stain. Superimposed over the blood, her brain conjured up a gorilla corpse stiffened in rigor mortis.

She groaned. “No! Not again.”

Matt’s hand brushed her shoulder, but she shrugged it off, staggered stiff-legged to the low shelf that bordered the wall, and collapsed onto it with a thud that radiated up her backbone. Leaning forward, she lowered her aching head between her knees. Wake up, wake up, wake up! Please God, let this be a nightmare.

She felt his weight settle beside her. He pulled one hand away from her head and caressed it gently between his. “It’ll be okay, Grace,” he said softly.

She jerked her head up. “How could this ever be okay, Matt? You know about Spencer.”

He nodded. “Your gorilla that died.”

His words made it sound like a natural death. “Who was murdered!” she corrected, her voice shrill in the muffled stillness of the barn.

“We don’t know yet that any gorilla was murdered here,” he told her. “Someone broke in, and then—”

“Gumu confronted them,” she ended the sentence for him. “He’s afraid of people, but he would rush to defend his territory and his family. And then—blam!” She waved her hand angrily in the direction of the blood pool.

Jon’s gaze was fixed on the stain at his feet. He pulled the long hair around his shoulders as if he intended to yank out huge tufts. “It’s my fault. I should have walked all the way around the barn last night.”

Grace looked up. “Do you usually do that?”

“No,” he admitted sadly.

“Neither do I. So don’t go blaming yourself.” She put her face in her hands. “I didn’t even look in the barn last night when I put Neema and Kanoni back. I didn’t even make sure Gumu was actually sleeping in his nest.” How could she have been so careless? She should have known better, with all those strangers milling around.

“I don’t think this is enough blood for three gorillas,” Jon murmured. “Maybe the gorillas escaped, at least some of them.”

She could feel Matt studying him, and she knew what he was thinking. Jon Zyrnek had “liberated” animals before. He had easy access to the gorillas, and he spent his days in the company of his ARU comrades Caryn and Sierra.

Sure enough, Matt stood up and strode over to Jon. “What do you know about this?”

Jon blinked a couple of times. Then anger replaced his worried look. “I know exactly as much as you do.”

“Maybe you and Caryn and Sierra only intended to set them free,” Matt accused. “You probably weren’t expecting a fight. You didn’t mean to hurt any of the gorillas.”

“Matt!” She jumped up to intercede.

Jon stiffened, fisting both hands. “I’d never hurt a gorilla. These gorillas are my life.” The overhead light glinted off tears pooling in his eyes as he turned to her. “You know that, right?”

“I do, Z.” She nodded. She put one hand on Jon’s forearm and the other on Matt’s. “He’s not involved, Matt.”

“I love these gorillas,” Jon insisted.

Matt pointed to the open front door. “Wait outside. I’ll be out to talk to you in a while.”

Jon faced her. “I’ll go search the woods. They could be out there.”

She let go of his arm. “Good idea.”

“Don’t go far, and don’t talk to anyone,” Matt warned.

His eyebrows knit into a frown, Jon picked up Snow and hoisted the cat to his shoulder, then retreated through the shadows toward the yard.

Matt’s attitude was maddening. He always had to believe he was smarter; couldn’t stop being the jaded detective. Why couldn’t he accept her judgment about the ARU kids? She worked with them daily. He didn’t.

“Stop it,” she told him. “Jon would not do this.” Biting her lower lip and twisting her hands together, she looked around the barn, unsure of what to do next. She wanted to believe all the gorillas had escaped, but she couldn’t erase the vision of Spencer’s body from her brain.

“Is it possible there was a gorilla fight and they somehow pried open the door?” Matt asked.

“How could they open the door? The padlock was on the outside,” she reminded him. “There’s not even a handle on this side. And they’d never hurt each other enough to—” Her gaze shifted back to the blood.

“And this couldn’t be like last time? Nobody forgot to lock that door?” he asked.

Her gaze met his. Why did he have to remind her of that mistake? She knew nobody had been negligent this time. “We don’t use that door, so there’s no reason to unlock it. It hasn’t been unlocked since we remodeled in here.”

“So there’s no doubt that someone broke in. I’ll get an evidence tech here ASAP.” He pulled out his cell phone and scrolled through his contact list.

A new source of panic suddenly flared in her mind. She yanked his wrist. “Don’t!”

He dropped the phone.

“Grace, what the heck?” He fished the phone out of the sawdust and wiped it against his pant leg. “The sooner we get a team on this, the sooner we’ll find the gorillas.”

She twisted a strand of her hair around her fingers as she explained, “The council.”

* * * * *
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Her words landed with a thud in the still air, and Finn instantly knew what Grace meant. After Neema and Gumu escaped from her compound last year, the county had passed a resolution against exotic pets. Only one vote had forced the county council to grandfather in her right to keep her gorillas in a “secure research facility.” If word of this second incident got out, the county could yank her permit within days.

“And the college,” Grace added. “They’re voting next week about whether to continue my funding.”

“Shit.” Finn rubbed one hand against the back of his neck. He spat curses at the ground as he paced along the wall, scuffing sawdust into his shoes. “Shit, shit, shit!”

As soon as his report hit the police call log, this story would be all over the local news. It would migrate outward like a toxic waste spill. Finn could hear it now. A pool of blood! Missing gorillas! This was exactly the sort of news TV stations nationwide clamored for, an attention grabbing story they could twist in a dozen different ways.

“The whole county will freak,” Grace murmured. Tears were pooling in her eyes. “They’ll break out the guns again. If they’re out in the woods, Gumu and Neema will be in even more danger then.”

She was right. But three unpredictable apes were missing. The blood indicated major violence of some kind. A wounded gorilla could be a threat to public safety, especially if that gorilla was Gumu.

She read his mind. “They wouldn’t hurt anyone, Matt. Not unless it was self-defense.”

Finn gently touched Grace’s shoulder. “I’m a cop,” he reminded her. “I have responsibilities. The break-in is a crime. And the blood . . .” He couldn’t figure out any good way to end that sentence.

She didn’t respond.

“Grace, sweetheart. We need to think this through.” The words sounded condescending, even to him. He tried again. “Don’t you want the gorillas back? The faster we start—”

A tear streaked down her face as she interrupted, “Of course I want my gorillas back!” She swiped angrily at her face. “That’s the whole point. If word gets out, I’ll never get them back.”

“This is a crime scene, Grace. Whoever did this”—he waved his hand vaguely to include the open door and the blood stain—“whatever this is, might be getting farther away each minute we stand here debating.”

Grace locked both hands around his upper arm. “Just hold off on reporting this, just until we can get a handle on what happened? Just until we can tell a cohesive story? Just until I can tell the story? You don’t even have to be involved.”

“I’m already involved.”

Another tear trickled down her face.

Tears. He never knew how to react when a woman cried. Wendy had turned on the waterworks every time they’d argued. Tears were a weapon in her arsenal. But Grace hated drama. She hated to break down. He’d only seen her cry a few times last year when her gorillas were in danger. He patted himself down, found a handkerchief in his front pocket and held it out.

Taking it, she mopped at her face. She didn’t look as if she’d welcome a hug right now.

He had a duty to report crimes. Three missing gorillas were not in the same category as a wandering dog or cat, or even a stolen horse or cow. And with Jon Zyrnek involved, there was no way this was going to stay quiet, especially if ARU was behind it. The kid could be calling the local news right now.

He took a deep breath. Start at the beginning; the break-in. “What are the reasons someone would break in here?” He held out a finger. “One, someone wanted to set the gorillas free.”

“It’s not ARU.” Grace bunched the handkerchief in her fist. “Jon and Caryn and Sierra would never let them.”

“Or that’s what they want you to believe.” Those kids were a secretive bunch, and their records proved they had no qualms about breaking laws.

She locked eyes with him. “The ARU kids are not involved, Matt.”

“I worry about them working here.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“They’re reckless, Grace.”

She bristled, crossing her arms. “I’d call them dedicated. Fearless. Loyal.”

He decided to let that go. For now. He thrust out a second finger. “Reason two. Someone wanted to kill the gorillas.”

For an instant Grace looked as if he’d slapped her. Then her eyes narrowed. “Frank Keyes! He could have been at the open house. It’s been years. Maybe I wouldn’t recognize him now.”

Finn knew that Keyes was the zealot who had killed Spencer with a cup of cyanide-laced Kool-aid.

“Last time we checked, Keyes was still in Tacoma.” He pulled out his cell phone.

She put a hand on his arm. “Please don’t say anything about this.” She tilted her head in the direction of the blood stain.

“Okay.” He called the station.

“Why are you looking for Frank Keyes?” Miki was a nineteen-year-old technician, a glorified go-fer, but she liked to think of herself as an up-and-coming detective.

“Dr. McKenna says she may have seen him yesterday, and a no-contact order is a condition of his parole. Get Tacoma PD to check on him.” After pressing END, he stared at the phone, wondering what he should do next.

“Reason number three,” Grace held up three fingers. “Someone wanted to kidnap the gorillas.”

All animals were classified as property, so the crime would be theft, not kidnapping. “Why would someone want to steal a gorilla?”

“Gorillas are endangered. It’s almost impossible to get one legally,” she said bitterly. “Zoos want them. Collectors want them for pets.”

“Pets?” he echoed lamely. That was hard for Finn to imagine. Then again, he’d read stories about wackos keeping tigers and cobras in their apartments.

“Gorillas are worth tens of thousands of dollars. I had to pay twelve thousand for Neema and eight for Gumu last year, and those prices were cheap because of the media pressure.”

Money was always a good motive. “Who knows how much they’re worth?”

She twisted his handkerchief in her hands. “Everyone who works with exotic animals.”

Which turned his thoughts back to her staff. Especially to the ARU triplets. And most particularly to the one young man living with a criminal. The timing was too convenient. The more he thought about it, the more likely it seemed. The Zyrneks were in on this.

“Grace, what about Jon Zyrnek’s father? He got out of prison a few weeks ago, and he knows all about the gorillas. This might have been his idea.”

Her brow furrowed. “I met Tony Zyrnek yesterday. He’s really interested in our project, and he’s so proud of Jon. He seemed nice.”

Finn kept his expression neutral. Most felons seemed nice when they were after something. That something was usually money or booze or drugs, but in this case, it might have been gorillas.

“No.” She shook her head. “This is the work of Keyes or a stranger who wanted to capture or kill—” Her voice broke on the last word and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob.

He wrapped his arm around her. “What do you want to do, Grace?”

She rubbed her eyes and took a few shaky breaths, composing herself. “You could start the investigation on your own, couldn’t you?”

All detectives took crime scene classes; even patrolmen were educated in the basics these days. And like most officers, he carried rudimentary supplies to gather evidence that might disappear before the techs arrived. “It’s been a long time since I processed a scene by myself. Any evidence I collect could
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