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WE FINALLY REALLY DID IT
AN INTRODUCTION



by
RICH HANDLEY


Let me tell you a story about apes.


First, though, let me tell you a story or two about a story about apes.


Twenty years ago and change, I found a copy of French author Pierre Boulle’s 1963 novel La Planète des Singes while perusing the shelves of a dusty bookstore in Canada. My wife Jill and I had driven to Toronto to celebrate our anniversary, and when I saw what I recognized as the novel upon which one of my all-time favorite films, Planet of the Apes, had been based, I had to read it. Thankfully, this copy was printed in English, as I don’t speak French… or ape, for that matter.1


The title had been translated as Monkey Planet, which struck me as an amusing misnomer—not only because no monkeys appeared in the novel, but because in the films, apes found the term “monkeys” highly offensive. (I have to wonder, though, who would ever call them that, since they had no contact with other species capable of speech. But I digress.)


I was fascinated by the similarities, and the stark differences, between novel and film. Like the movie, the book featured a human space traveler stranded on a world populated by highly intelligent apes, and offered thoughtful social commentary about religious dogmatism, bigotry, the misuse of science and technology, and how the weaknesses of the human species could bring about man’s own undoing. Unlike the film, however, it took place in a far more advanced simian society, and was set on (spoiler alert!) another planet, not Earth. It’s a brilliant read, and if you’ve never picked it up before, then you owe it to yourself, as a self-respecting Apes fan, to do so… after you’ve finished reading this book, naturally.


I first discovered Planet of the Apes and its four sequels as a child, thanks to The 4:30 Movie, a daily film showcase that aired on our local New York ABC affiliate in the late 1970s. The 4:30 Movie introduced me to Charlton Heston’s non-Apes films, along with Godzilla, the Pink Panther movies, Fantastic Voyage, Westworld (and its sequel, Future World), and many other classics, some of which now inhabit my home-video library. But none of it compared to the Apes. When “Planet of the Apes Week” arrived each year, nothing else mattered.


Having been born in 1968, the same year in which the first Apes film hit theaters, I had never seen any of the movies before Channel 7 propelled me to that upside-down world through the 13-inch, black-and-white Hasslein curve that was our family television. I was hooked, and have been ever since. That final image of Taylor kneeling on the shore, damning mankind to Hell after finding the Statue of Liberty’s upper half buried in the sand, shocked ten-year-old me, as it did countless viewers—and a lot of future filmmakers as well, it would seem. The Empire Strikes Back, The Crying Game, The Usual Suspects, The Sixth Sense, Fight Club, Memento… so many films made since then owe a lot to that now-iconic twist ending, which itself owed much to Apes co-writer Rod Serling’s prior work on The Twilight Zone.


Of course, as a fan of the Apes, you already know that. You also know that the 1968 classic spawned not only those four sequels, but four additional films to date, starting in 2001. And you probably know that there were two television series as well—a live-action version set a thousand years before the original film, about three friends on the run from gorilla soldiers (basically, Apes meets The Fugitive), and an animated series, Return to the Planet of the Apes, that bizarrely featured alternate versions of characters from both the films and the prior TV show, in a technologically advanced Ape City similar to the setting of Boulle’s novel.


What you might not know is that the story didn’t end there, with what happened on the big and small screens. An expanded universe of licensed fiction, set before, between, during, and after the apes’ filmed and televised exploits, has helped to flesh out the mythos. All of it proudly lines my shelves, alongside my now-dusted copy of Boulle’s novel.


These ancillary tales have mostly been told in comic books—nearly 200 issues to date and counting. Yet, when it comes to prose, Apes fans have been limited to only Boulle’s book, a dozen or so novelizations, and six original novels in the past five decades. As for short fiction? Well, other than a few brief tales published decades ago in a trio of largely forgotten British children’s books, licensed Apes short stories have been entirely nonexistent.


Until now, that is.


In 2015, Jim Beard and I proposed a project to Titan Books editor Steve Saffel that would be a first (though hopefully not the last) for Planet of the Apes: an anthology of prose stories covering the classic era of the franchise, written by popular and respected authors from multiple genres. With a landscape spanning thousands of years, we reasoned, the possibilities for new adventures were infinite. Our intent was to draw upon each writer’s unique individual strengths, background, and enthusiasm to craft entertaining tales of the sort that readers might not normally experience.


Titan expressed strong interest in the anthology—which we called Visions from the Planet of the Apes—provisionally accepting our proposal provided that the author lineup satisfied both the publisher and Fox. We already had several writers in mind when pitching the book, but we needed to add more if we were to tip the scales in our (and fans’) favor.


Jim and I began reaching out to numerous high-profile authors, with the goal of featuring a wide range of stories told with different voices and styles, set throughout the Planet of the Apes timeline and spotlighting characters both existing and new. Especially exciting was that we’d be allowed to include characters and settings from both the live-action and animated TV series, branches of the Apes family tree that are often overlooked but have loyal fans nonetheless.


After a great deal of footwork, exchanged e-mails, and outreaches to novelists, screenwriters, and comic book professionals, we finalized our lineup. The enthusiastic responses we received to our invitations made it clear that we’d chosen a team of Planet of the Apes aficionados—a few of whom had written Apes novels or comics in the past, so we were excited to bring them back into the fold. We compiled a list of the pitches we received, then waited with fingers, toes, and eyes crossed as Titan and Fox considered the full proposal. Amazingly, every single pitch was approved… except for one.


Mine.


Somehow, I’d come up with a story that Fox felt was too close to the concept of the latest film, this year’s War for the Planet of the Apes, which was then still in production. How did I manage to do that, you ask, despite having had no knowledge of what the film would be about? Perhaps my years of living amid the radioactive ruins of a once-thriving civilization had awakened a latent talent for telepathy, enabling me to subconsciously read the filmmakers’ minds. Maybe I was stuck in a causality time loop, in which future events shaped those of the past and back again, causing me to watch the entire movie before any filming had even begun.


Or, more likely, it was just an unbelievable coincidence. Thankfully, my precognitive powers proved temporary, as my alternate story idea received a thumbs-up. With the project approved, the authors all happily got to work.


Other large franchises have spawned countless novels and short stories, but not Planet of the Apes. This meant that the authors, when conceiving their stories, pretty much had carte blanche. We encouraged them to think outside the box, and not to limit themselves to proposing only tales about the most popular characters and settings from the films. After all, while an entire anthology about Zira and Cornelius alternatively bickering and then rubbing their noses together in Ape City could be fun for fans of the chimp couple (titled Zira Loves Cornelius, perhaps), it would provide a rather limited and redundant scope for everyone else.


This all paid off, as we ended up with stories from all over the timeline, exploring not only the chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans, mutants, and mute humans you’d expect to see in Planet of the Apes, but also gibbons, baboons, and other surprises along the way. It also meant that in addition to new adventures for Taylor, Nova, Caesar, Milo, Virdon, Burke, Galen, Urko (both versions), Zaius (all three versions), and other fan favorites (Zira and Cornelius among them, don’t worry), we’d also be able to introduce more than a hundred new characters to the Apes pantheon—not only from Ape City, Central City, and the Forbidden Zone, but from areas across and even outside North America.


Plus, we got to answer a few nagging questions along the way that fans have been asking for decades. Which ones? Ah, but that would spoil the fun.


A few authors proposed stories that could only be written unconstrained by existing onscreen or published continuity, and to shake things up a bit, we let them have at it. While most of the tales fit snugly into established Apes lore, two authors contributed stories set years after the first film, ignoring Earth’s destruction in Beneath the Planet of the Apes, while a third crafted a tale about a certain group of hairy-faced space travelers that differed from other licensed accounts—but is no less exciting. Another writer, meanwhile, turned in a story combining elements of not only the films and the live-action TV show, but the cartoon as well, creating a sort of “Crisis on Infinite Planets,” so to speak.


In Escape from the Planet of the Apes, scientist Otto Hasslein described time as a highway with infinite lanes leading from the past to the future. Orangutan philosopher Virgil, in Battle for the Planet of the Apes, called time “an endless motorway,” noting, “It’s a blind choice, but you can change lanes.” In essence, the Apes films support the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics, allowing for multiple timelines and realities. Viewed from that perspective, the “what if?”-style entries in this anthology follow the rules of physics as laid down by both Virgil and Doctor Hasslein.


As I sat down to write my own contribution—an historic meeting between Ape City’s leadership and those living in the Forbidden City, twenty years after the events of Battle for the Planet of the Apes (the extended edition, of course)—I had much to consider:


How might both societies have logically evolved during the decades since the war with Governor Kolp’s forces? Which characters from Battle would need to be incorporated, and what roles would they play? What aspects of mutant society established in Beneath should be present at this early point in history? Was there any other licensed lore from this era to take into account—and were there any contradictions, plot holes, or unanswered questions that I could address? Ultimately, how could I make sure it felt like a sequel to the fifth movie, while setting the stage for the world Taylor would find 2,000 years from now?


Each author, in approaching his or her own unique vision of the planet of the apes, had similar questions to consider. As anyone who has written licensed books or comics could attest to, the greatest challenge, when playing in someone else’s sandbox, is to find the right voice for every character and for the story as a whole. It’s all well and good to have a great idea involving Doctor Zaius, but if you give him uncharacteristic dialogue (“Howdy, Ursus!”) or have him take actions ill-fitting to his onscreen persona (playing Texas hold’em with Taylor and Brent, for instance2), it won’t ring true and readers will notice.


Given how adeptly each story in Tales from the Forbidden Zone captures the tones of the movies and TV shows, this was clearly on the mind of every author. The end result is a collection of sixteen stories that I think do the apes proud. I hope you’ll agree. I feel honored and privileged that Jim and I are able to present fans with original Planet of the Apes short fiction by an immensely talented group of writers, expanding a mythos that began when Pierre Boulle welcomed us to his planet long ago. If the Lawgiver allows, we hope to do so again in the near future.


So let me… let each of us… tell you a story about apes. Unlike Taylor, I’m certain you’ll like what you find.


RICH HANDLEY
March 2016


1 Yes, the apes speak English in the films, but in Boulle’s novel, they speak their own language.


2 I would absolutely read a story about Zaius playing Texas hold’em with Brent and Taylor.







Dan Abnett’s “Unfired,” set several decades before the events of the original Planet of the Apes film, delves deep into the radioactive ruins left behind by the great cataclysm of the 1990s to bring those who dwell among them up and into a new light…





 


UNFIRED



by
DAN ABNETT


No one from the west went to see God anymore.


The journey had always been hard. A long track, fraught with hazards, wearying to mind and body, without certainty of deliverance. But that was how a track ought to be. A pilgrim should not get to see God easily.


The track was a test. Its trials and tribulations were a process of suffering that proved a pilgrim worthy. The journey prepared them for the presence of the divine. The elders of the west said the act of walking the ancient track was itself a part of meeting with God. If you endured it and prevailed, then God had looked upon you favorably. It was not the last step of the way that brought you to God. It was every step of the way, alpha step to omega.


But times had changed. Though the track still existed, its demanding route recorded and passed down from one generation to the next, it had fallen out of use. It had become too dangerous to attempt the journey since the Third Race had arisen.


It had become too dangerous since the apes had claimed the territory as their domain.


* * *


There had been seven of them at the start: Taul and the six pilgrims.


Silat had turned back after the first month, hobbled by feet that had worn bloody and sore. She was slowing them down, and Taul knew she would never make it the whole of the way.


Silat knew she had become a burden. In other ages, the pilgrims would have borne her up and carried her with them, taking on her trial as part of their own. Children helped each other and, by united effort, uprose in the sight of God.


But when Silat went lame, all of them knew their journey would be compromised if they slowed to her rate or carried her. This journey was special. They weren’t walking the track for personal deliverance. It wasn’t about them. It was about the relic Calio carried in his satchel.


They had stopped to confer, face to face. Silat had nodded to them, the truth unspoken, and had turned to limp back the way they had come. The last Taul had seen of her was a distant figure, receding into the west as evening fell violet across the desert.


The next day, Garig had disappeared from the fireside. They knew that he had gone back to find Silat and guide her home to the west.


Taul doubted they would be seen alive again. Two of them, one crippled, alone, without him to protect them. The desert would eat them.


Pardel died about a month later.


They had been crossing a canyon that split the wasteland, its sides as sheer as cathedral walls. They had made it down one cliff, an arduous descent that had taken a whole day, rested for the night, then picked their way across the cool shadows of the canyon floor. The next day, and the day after that, they had trekked along, looking for a way back up. Taul had been able to taste their anxiety. There seemed to be no way out, no way up. It had been a long time since pilgrims had followed the track. Wind, the heave of the earth, and the scorch-rains of winter had crumbled the route markers away.


Taul had been resolved. He had found a way eventually.


It was precarious. The ascent was slow. They were flushed with fear at every step, every scrabbled-for handhold. They had been forced to rest halfway up the cliff when night fell, perched like roosting birds on ledges no wider than their hips, waiting for daybreak when they could safely climb again.


Taul made it to the top well ahead of the others. He knelt down, saying a little prayer to thank God for his success, even though he knew that he was unfired, and that God was no longer listening. He raised the rifle, its worn wooden stock couched in his armpit, and surveyed the landscape to see what other trials might be waiting for them.


But there was nothing. The land beyond was empty waste. Taul slung his rifle across his shoulder and turned to help the others up the last of the way.


Calio made it first, sweating and exhausted, but fired by the spirit that made him special. Then they pulled Arnia up onto the cliff head. She laughed and sang to the God that had brought her through.


Kotte was next. Quiet, grim—stubborn, in Taul’s opinion—Kotte shook off their outstretched hands and refused their assistance. He was going to make it to the top without help.


And he did. Then he lay on his back on the ground in the sun, panting.


Pardel was the oldest of the travelers. He was a long way behind, clawing his way inch by inch.


“You can do it, old soul!” Taul yelled down.


The others were calling, too, shouting encouragement, but not with their voices, so Taul couldn’t hear them.


Ten meters from the top, Pardel stopped for breath and looked up at them. He grinned, as if to say, “See? Not so old after all!”


Then his hand fumbled, and a rock tore loose. Pardel tried to grip, but it was too late. They watched him fall, a bundle of rags and spindly limbs in a cascade of dust and clattering stones.


Pardel did not fall all the way to the bottom of the canyon. He lodged, halfway down, caught on an outcrop of rock. They heard him weeping, and moaning in pain.


The others started to talk. Taul saw them look at each other, eyes wide.


“Aloud,” he reminded them. “With voices.”


“Sorry, Taul,” Calio said. “I forget.”


“What do we do?” Arnia asked, sadness wobbling her voice.


“We leave him,” Kotte said. “We can’t help him. He will be broken—”


“We can’t leave him!” Arnia exclaimed.


“We left Silat,” Kotte said. “A weak link—”


“She turned back,” Arnia said. “She turned back. We didn’t leave her.”


“Same thing,” Kotte said. He shrugged, then smoothed his mask where the sweat was making it lift loose.


Calio looked at Taul, who sighed.


“Okay,” he said, reluctant. He took the rifle off his shoulder and held it out to Kotte. Kotte looked at the weapon with some alarm, but didn’t take it.


“Just hold it for me,” Taul said. “I can climb faster without it.”


Kotte took the rifle and held it gingerly, as if the violence of its purpose might somehow infect him.


Taul climbed down to Pardel. It took a while. It was much harder going down than up. End-time heat, the blink of God, had transmuted the rock, and the face of the cliff was weak like powder.


Taul heard the old man calling to him. Felt it, too. Unfired for his purpose by the scalpels of the elders, his mind was dull and his inmost self was mute. But a vestige of his inmost remained, and the old man’s distress was so great, Taul could feel the pressure of it in his head—a throb, a surge, a heat like fire behind a closed door.


Pardel’s legs were broken. An arm, too, from the unnatural twist of it. Blood stained his filthy robes and trickled down the rock face, drying in the hard sunlight. His mask had torn away during the fall, shredding to reveal his inmost self. Taul saw the pale, puckered beauty of Pardel’s true face.


That was an indignity. A transgression. To die, so intimately and cruelly exposed. A man chose to show his true face to God. To have his mask stripped away, and to be left in death with his inmost self open to the sky and the carrion-eaters—that was wrong.


“I’ll get a rope,” Taul said. “I’ll hoist you up.”


“No,” Pardel replied. It was just a sigh. Injury had robbed him of the strength to speak in more than a whisper, though the throb of Pardel’s inner fire in Taul’s head let Taul know the old man was actually screaming.


“Then what?” Taul asked.


“Peace,” Pardel whispered. “And when you come to the place, remember my name to God.”


Taul nodded. Gently, he sloughed Pardel’s torn mask off the old man’s head, averting his eyes. The carefully molded latex of the mask was beyond repair.


He took his own mask off. Taul wasn’t sure why he had continued to wear it after the elders rendered him unfired. It meant nothing, because Taul had no inmost self anymore, and his true face thus had no significance.


He fitted his mask onto the old man. Dignity in death.


“How will you do it?” Pardel asked.


Taul was strong. His build and physical power were among the reasons the elders had chosen him. He got his hands under Pardel, and moved him until the old man was sitting up on the ledge. Pardel shuddered as his broken bones ground against each other.


Taul took out his knife and laid it on the ledge. The old man had looked at it, considering the instrument of his death, knowing Taul would make it swift.


When the old man’s eyes lingered on the knife, Taul reached out quickly with his right hand and snapped Pardel’s neck. It broke like a twig, and he was gone in a moment.


Taul tidied the old man up, tucking his robes around the body to stop them flapping in the canyon wind. Then he said goodbye and climbed back up the cliff to rejoin the others.


Calio, Arnia, and Kotte looked at him cautiously when he reached the top and stood up beside them. Kotte handed back the rifle.


“Pardel went quiet,” Calio said.


“He’s gone,” Taul said. “His track has ended. Omega.”


“Alpha and omega,” they all chanted.


“Where is your face?” Kotte asked.


“I didn’t need it anymore,” Taul said. “But Pardel did.”


Arnia stared at him.


“I had forgotten how beautiful you are,” she said.


* * *


They spent two weeks following the track through the craterland. By night, wild dogs barked in the distance, and Taul kept his rifle close. They skirted the rims of wide craters in the heat. The sun made the air buzz and click. Chemical lakes had formed in the basins of the craters, some vivid turquoise or blood-red. The wind stank of sulfur. Occasionally, they could see shapes down in the lakes: rusted, twisted, blackened masses half submerged, buckled metal leering at the sky, vague in the mists that lay across the toxic pools.


They first saw the valley about three days later. The track had taken them down from the craterland across blast-heath where the air was parched dry, and into a place of blind tombs. The tombs were so old, so compressed by heat and pressure, they almost looked like natural rock formations, but Taul could see the spaces where windows had been, the holes of doorways, the gaps of skylights. There were fragile pipes of green metal that had once been gutters and downpipes. Corroded by time and acid, they flaked into papery ash at the merest touch. Between the tombs, the ground gleamed. Sand, transmuted by God into iridescent glass.


Or, Taul considered, the glass that had once filled the window-gaps of the tombs, blown out in one immense instant of wrath, turning to rain, to fall and flow and fuse.


“We’ll shelter here,” he told the others.


“We’re low on water,” Kotte said.


Food, too, Taul thought, though he didn’t say it.


“That’s why we’ll shelter here,” Taul said. “Night soon. We’ll shelter here, then rise early, moving before dawn while it’s still cool.”


They entered the ground floor of one of the tombs, and made camp in a blackened room. The light was dim enough for them to remove their tinted goggles.


Everything was dust, except for a distorted metal bowl that Taul thought might once have been a cooking pan. Calio led prayers, then they ate, trying not to notice how little remained in the ration bags. Then Kotte slept, while Calio sat in a corner. He took the relic from his satchel and turned through the holy pages, puzzling over passages in which the leaves were incomplete, or age had faded the laminated paper white.


Abandoning his mask had been a mistake, Taul realized less than a day after they had left Pardel at the cliff. The bare skin of his scalp, his nose, his cheeks, and the tops of his ears had burned raw in the sun. They carried salves and oils to treat skin outbreaks, and they all shared them with him willingly when they saw him start to crack and blister, but the supply was limited.


They were all used to living beneath, in the caves and tunnels of the sect’s home underground. Daylight and open air were strangers to them. The elders had warned that surface exposure was one of the foremost struggles of a pilgrim’s track.


Arnia, sifting through the dust, found a doll’s head. It was bald and eyeless, and the plastic, which Taul assumed had once been flesh-colored, had bleached bone-white. The plastic was cruder than the stuff their masks were made of, hard and brittle, not supple at all. Even so, Taul saw Arnia look inside it, through the neck hole, to see if it had an inmost self.


Taul took his rifle and went up onto the roof of the tomb. There were stairwells, and the fragile remains of stairs. He trod carefully, testing the safety of each step. Where the steps failed, they fell away in showers of dust and debris.


When he reached the roof, the sun was setting, whirring like an angry beetle as it slipped below the horizon. Its bloated red disk seemed to melt into a bar of light where it met the limit of the landscape.


He looked out across the tombs. The walls still facing the sun were washed with peach light, and those at an angle a darker mauve. The shadows were blue, then purple, then soot-black.


Taul looked east, trying to spot the markers of the track. In the very last of the daylight, he saw an outcrop of dark green foliage where the valley began.


* * *


They set out before dawn. Taul had told them about the green to lift their spirits. From the tombs, they crossed a mile or two of barrens, and then reached coarse grasses that hissed and swished as they waded through them.


The air had changed. The dryness had gone. There was a scent of something wet and organic.


“Trees,” Arnia said, delighted.


Taul nodded.


There were trees. As the valley opened below them, they saw more than trees. There was a forest, deep and thick, tangled, a place of emerald canopies and dense shadow.


There was so much life, more than any of them had ever seen. There was so much life it felt obscene.


Taul led them in, rifle ready. They entered dappled shade and thickets where the sunlight speared in through the leaves. The ground was moist and dark. The fresh air smelled ripe with resin and sap. Small insects chirred and buzzed, and the sight of each small bug droning past made them marvel and laugh, even Kotte.


Taul felt his tension rising. The forest was noisy. Leaves hissed and whispered, stirred by the breeze. Branches creaked. There was the occasional odd crack, or stranger sounds of knocking or tapping. Taul presumed these were the sounds of insects, burrowing and building, or even birds, which he had heard about but never seen.


The noises made it hard for him to maintain alertness. He jumped at sounds. He wished the forest would fall silent so that he could hear the sounds that really mattered.


The sounds of threat approaching.


For the forest would be dangerous. The elders had told him this. A forest was a place of life, and thus resources. Food, wood, soil, water. All three races would frequent the forest to draw on its bounty. The chance of encounter here was higher than anywhere else.


“Go slowly,” he told his pilgrims. “Go slowly and watch my lead.”


He checked the action and clip of his rifle. He’d done it every day since they had left the west, but now he did it knowing it was likely to be more than just a routine precaution.


They walked in silence for an hour. Then Arnia said, “I hear talking.”


They stopped and listened. They all heard a distant babble, but could discern no clear words.


“Wait here,” Taul said.


Rifle raised to his shoulder, he advanced, using the trees as cover. He followed the sound of the talking. A voice, or voices—it was hard to tell.


Then he realized it wasn’t voices. It was the ripple of running water.


The stream was broad and fast-flowing. It coursed down the hillside under the trees and emptied into a wide pool. The pool was calm. Large, flat rocks stood in the water like islands, sunlit. The trees surrounded the pool, but their bowing canopy did not extend entirely across its width, and the sunlight was bright. Taul saw insects flitting through the light, darting across the surface of the water. He heard splashes and saw slowly expanding circles of ripples on the green mirror of the water.


He knelt at the edge of the pool, pulled off one leather glove, and cupped his hand.


The water was cold and bitter. He tasted minerals and weeds. But it was clean and fresh.


He made his way back to get the others.


* * *


They filled their water flasks, washing out the dregs of stale residue. Arnia hummed a hymn as she stooped, praising God for his kindness, alpha and omega. Calio took off his gloves and bathed his sore hands, then turned his back on them so he could remove his mask and baptize his true face. Kotte found berries and some nuts that looked edible, and began to fill his knapsack.


Taul kept watch.


“Someone’s coming,” Arnia said.


She was suddenly standing beside him. Taul frowned at her.


She touched her forehead. “Felt them,” she said.


“Warn the others,” he said. She used her inmost fire to alert Calio and Kotte without words. All four of them hurried back into the cover of the trees and huddled down. Fear had returned.


Calio was breathing hard, anxiously. He had been in the middle of his ablutions, and had withdrawn in haste. He was still trying to fit his mask back on to preserve his dignity. His hands were wet, and the cuffs of his robe were dripping.


Figures appeared through the trees on the far side of the pool. Wild humans, dirty and ragged in animal pelts. None of them had seen humans much during their lives in the west. Here, humans were said to be more numerous. They were creatures of the First Race, the first makers who had lost their way. From their lineage had sprung the Second Race, to which Taul and his brethren all belonged—those who had come after, who knew and remembered, who had retained thought, and had gained the gift of fire and, through that, inmost selves that were beautiful to God.


The humans came to the pool. Three males and a female. They carried spears, just poles with sharpened ends. They did not speak, neither inmost nor outmost, for they could not. They were mute. The stream had more voice than they did.


They came out along the bank furtively, and then two of the males hopped and leapt out onto the flat rocks in the water, where they stood, staring down into the pool.


“What are they doing?” Arnia whispered.


Taul shrugged.


“Should I drive them off?” Kotte asked. Taul knew what he meant. Those of the First Race were highly susceptible to raptures. With a focus of his fire, Kotte could make them see a pillar of flame or a flash of lightning, or worse. Taul knew Kotte had quite an imagination. He could conjure a vision with his inmost fire that would terrify the primitives and set them to flight.


“Wait,” Taul said.


One of the humans lunged with his pole into the water, and brought it out with something silver flapping on the end. He had speared a fish. His companions showed their approval with squeals and clapping hands.


“They’re hunting,” Calio said.


“Can you eat fish?” Arnia asked, disgusted.


“I think so,” Taul said. “They can.”


Patiently, the humans scanned the pool, silent and still. Another sudden thrust brought out a second fish. The third male and the female, who had remained on the bank, were moving around the edge of the pool, gathering berries and fruit. The female cried out. She had found something. The male went over to her. The two spearmen on the rock dropped into the water and waded to her side of the pool, inquisitive.


“Oh, no,” Calio murmured. “Oh, God, forgive me.”


Taul saw what the female had found. In his hurry to withdraw, busy with his mask, Calio had left his satchel on the rocks beside the pool. His satchel. The relic.


“Oh, Calio!” Arnia whispered.


“Now we scare them,” Kotte said.


“And make them flee?” Taul said. “With the book?”


Taul rose. He took aim. He felt sick, but a clean shot would drop the female and the book, and the sound of it would send the others running. He was a good shot. The elders in the west had given him four whole clips of ammunition with which to practice before the party had set out. Taul had used them to train, to become proficient with the rifle, so that he could fulfill his duty as one unfired, his hands and eyes trained to kill, his mind surgically neutered to free him from the prohibitions against killing. That was the sacrifice he had made in order to serve God: to be made unholy and invisible to God, to have his fire put out so that he could serve God more selflessly than any before him.


He took aim. He had the female’s head lined up in his iron sights, and adjusted slightly for the drop as he had learned to do. His nausea grew worse. He had killed before. He had killed Pardel. But that had been a mercy. This was murder.


And the humans… unfired as he was, with no inmost self, wasn’t he more like the First Race than the Second now? These were his own, more kin to him than Calio, Kotte, and Arnia.


Taul steadied. He reminded himself that murder was the defining trait of the First Race. Killing was their mortal flaw. Their capacity to murder had made the world the way it was now. Their gleeful relish in killing had shaped the planet, and had caused the Second Race to be. It had made God, and God was beautiful because God was the First Race’s capacity for murder on an absolute scale, yet held in check. Ultimate potential, yet gloriously and eternally restrained as a demonstration of strength and love.


The relic was the greatest proof of that doctrine. It was holy scripture.


The sickness subsided. Taul felt righteous anger. The First Race had loosed murder on the world. They deserved to have murder visited upon them for that sacrilege.


His finger tightened on the trigger.


A shot rang out, incredibly loud in the wooded basin of the pool. One of the human males jerked like a cracked whipcord. The side of his head vanished in a red drizzle. He crashed over into the water.


Eyes wide, Taul lowered his rifle. He had not fired.


Three riders burst into the clearing. Their horses were at full gallop as they rode into the pool, sheeting up water from their hooves.


They were soldiers of the Third Race.


They were apes.


The soldiers were massive, dark brutes, their hair as black as the polished leather hauberks they wore. They were draped in heavy bandoliers, and one carried a rifle, the butt resting on his thigh. He howled orders through a snarling mouth that revealed fangs like daggers. His outriders brandished long riot sticks.


The humans broke and ran. One of the males tried to flee across the pool, but an outrider ran him down and felled him with a vicious smash of his baton. His head split open, the male cartwheeled in a spray of water.


The female had fled with the satchel.


“Stay here!” Taul told the others.


“You can’t—” Arnia began.


“Stay the hell here!” Taul snapped. He turned to move, but froze. The ape with the rifle had turned his horse, and was walking it back along the shallows in their direction. Its hooves sloshed the water. The ape was staring at the thickets where they were hiding, as if he had heard their voices. The ape’s eyes narrowed, and his brow creased.


He was huge. The power in him, the bulk of his arms and shoulders. The blunt aggression of his brow. Taul had never seen an ape before, not in the flesh. The Third Race was very rare in the bleak wastes of the west. Their kind were the last-comers, those that had arisen last of all, the least of the three races and the closest to animals, yet the most powerful.


Peering through the leaves, Taul found himself fascinated by the threat of the rider. The purple uniform. The well-made leather war gear. The gauntlets and the munition webbing. The bridle and the saddle. The beads of water glittering like sequins in the horse’s mane and the ape’s hair.


The rifle in the ape’s fist. The rifle most of all.


It was almost identical to the one Taul carried. When they gave Taul his rifle, the elders told him they had recovered the weapon and the ammunition from a corpse found in the wasteland. How else? How else could you take a rifle from a monster that powerful unless it was already dead?


Apparently satisfied, the ape thrashed his mount’s neck with his reins, back and forth, and swung the animal around. He galloped off across the pool after the others, kicking up a wake of spray.


Taul got up and began to move through the trees, keeping low, running. He could hear the whoop and crash of the hunt close by, the thunder of hooves, the barking call-and-response of the riders. He heard a shot crack out. The Third Race hunted the First. The elders had told him that. They hunted the wild humans to keep them as slaves or kill them as vermin. Vermin most of all.


The Third Race hunted everything.


Taul realized Kotte was with him. “Go back!” he snapped.


“No,” Kotte said. “You’ll never find the female without me.”


“I—”


“In this?” Kotte asked, gesturing to the dense woodland.


Taul knew he was right. Without the gift of fire, he could hardly locate the bright, feral mind of the human female.


“This way!” Kotte cried.


Taul grabbed him and pulled him down into cover. An ape galloped past in full chase. Kotte was forgetting himself. The Third Race had no fire. Their minds were dark, all but invisible to the inmost selves of the Second Race. Kotte could not spot them or warn of them as easily. They had to listen for movement, the thrashing of hooves.


They ran on again. Kotte led the way, focusing his mind.


“She went in this direction!”


They heard hooves, and apes shouting nearby. There were more than three hunters. A whole pack of them. Taul and Kotte reached another clearing, and huddled down again. Two soldier apes rode past, one trailing a heavy rope net. They heard screams. Animal screams. Kotte winced, sharing a wave of pain and terror.


“She’s too far away,” he gasped. “She’s on the far side of—”


He pointed ahead.


“Does she still have it? The satchel?”


Kotte shrugged. He was struggling.


“I’ll bring her to us,” he said.


“What?”


“It’s the only way.”


Kotte tensed. Taul felt pressure in his temples. Kotte had let out his fire. He had projected it. God alone knew what rapture he had cast.


Taul heard a wail. It rang through the woodland. The female was coming back in their direction, running in abject terror, driven by whatever image Kotte had painted in her simple mind.


She ran into view, screaming. The satchel was still wrapped to her, the strap twisted and tangled. Kotte stopped her dead with another spearing thought, and she fell down in a stupor. The desperate force of his fire had probably made her weak brain stroke out. Kotte ran to her and began to untangle the satchel.


“Help me!” he yelled.


Taul hurried to join him. An ape with a rifle ploughed out of the thickets, horse at full leap, showering twigs and torn leaves behind him. He roared at the sight of them.


Taul did not flinch. He stood his ground and raised the rifle to his shoulder. According to scripture, apes were not animals, so the prohibition against killing extended to them, too.


Taul was unfired. He was no longer bound by scripture.


The charging ape reined up hard, his horse rearing. A human? A human in clothes with a gun? Taul, with the beauty of his true face unmasked, wasn’t sure what kind of human the ape thought he was, but the shock of him had checked the brute’s charge.


The shock was fleeting. With another savage growl, the ape raised his rifle.


Taul fired.


Center-mass, as he had been taught. The shot punched through the ape’s torso and snapped him back in the saddle, but didn’t unhorse him. Swaying drunkenly, the ape gazed down at the blood squirting out of the hole in his chest.


Taul fired again.


Head-shot. The ape rocked sideways off his horse, the sudden swing of balance bringing the beast down with him. The horse rolled, squealing, kicking at the air, then got up and fled. It dragged the slack, heavy mass of the ape’s corpse for a few meters until the stirrup snapped.


Taul ran to the ape and looked down at his kill. The ape lay on his back, staring at the sky, eyes dull but expressing surprise, one pupil blown.


Taul bent down and began to wrench off the ape’s bandolier. The ape was so damn heavy.


“Taul!”


He turned. Kotte had risen from the mind-burned female, satchel in hand, but two more riders had entered the clearing. Kotte was out in the open between them and Taul. The apes were charging, batons raised.


Afterward, Taul suspected that Kotte had tried to use his fire against them. Even animals responded to rapture. Taul wasn’t sure what kind of deterrent Kotte had employed because his unfired mind was blind to it. Sonic or visual, one or the other, used in haste. Traumatic deterrent was futile, for the minds of the Third Race were impervious to such techniques.


But the charging horses baulked hard and reared in terror. Both apes howled, and one was thrown.


Taul ran forward, shooting from the chest. The thrown ape was getting up, and a bullet knocked him flat again. The other ape was regaining control of his spooked horse, and yanking it around to attack. Taul fired again, and the shot tore through the horse’s neck. It fell hard, its legs just giving out, and the ape spilled violently out of the saddle.


Taul felt sorry for the horse. He had been aiming at the rider. But an animal was just an animal. As scripture taught, “IN THE EVENT OF AN EMERGENCY, DO NOT STOP TO SAVE ANIMALS OR PETS.”


The ape got up. Furiously, he wrenched his rifle from the saddle-scabbard of his shuddering, dying mount. Taul didn’t wait for the soldier to pull the weapon free. He put two rounds through the ape’s broad body, and a third through his face as he toppled backward.


Something hit Taul hard and knocked him down. Pain lanced through his ribcage and right arm. He lost his grip on the rifle. He had only winged the first of the two apes. The soldier had got up, baton in hand, and struck him down. The ape struck again, savage, trying to mash Taul’s head into the ground. Blood from the bullet wound in the ape’s shoulder soaked his sleeve and gauntlet, flecking off his fist with every blow. Taul rolled to evade, but the baton smashed across his warding forearms and he cried in pain.


“Leave him!”


The ape turned sharply and found Kotte facing him. Kotte was clutching the satchel against his chest with both arms.


“Leave him be, beast!” Kotte cried.


“You… speak…?” the ape growled.


“I speak with the voice of God,” Kotte replied, “and you are—”


The ape brought the baton down on Kotte’s head, double-handed, like a woodsman splitting logs.


Taul watched Kotte collapse. He hurled himself at the ape. Winded, the ape staggered. They grappled. Taul was strong. His strength and fury surprised the ape. His fist cracked the ape’s jaw sideways and tore his lower lip.


But the strength of the Third Race was of another order entirely. The sheer mass and density of the ape’s muscle and bone was terrifying. He was so solid, so powerful. He smacked Taul away from him with the heel of one palm and Taul fell on his back.


The ape took a step forward, hefting his baton.


Then the ape paused and looked down at the handle of Taul’s dagger. It was jutting out of his chest. Taul had been obliged to get in tight to ram it home.


The ape dropped the baton. He thumped to his knees. He groped at the dagger’s handle, but he could not pull it free. His hands came away bloody. He glared at Taul and exposed his fangs in a grimace. Taul saw murder in the ape’s expression. The primal urge to kill.


The ape lunged. Taul rolled aside hard. The ape lay still on the forest floor, face down, one massive arm draped across Taul’s back. Taul heard the ape’s last breaths rasp out of him. A gurgle. Silence.


Taul hauled himself out from under the weight of the dead ape’s arm. He rose.


He could hear the hunt, moving away. The clearing was quiet and littered with dead. Three apes, the horse. The other two mounts had run off, riderless.


Taul was wheezing. The sound of his own breathing seemed to fill the air. His arms and ribs throbbed with pain.


The human female was alive, but her mind was gone. She lay shivering on the ground, sprawled just as she had fallen. Taul doubted she would ever get up again.


Kotte was dead. The ape’s baton had crushed the top of his skull. Blood was leaking out of the eyes and mouth of his misaligned mask.


In pain, Taul bent down and picked up the satchel.


He made his way back to the pool. It took a while. Obedient, Arnia and Calio were exactly where he had left them. They emerged from the thickets to help him as he limped up.


“You’re hurt!” Arnia cried.


Taul nodded.


“Where’s Kotte?” Calio asked as he took the satchel.


Taul didn’t answer.


* * *


Avoiding patrols, they hid in the fringe of the forest for another week until Taul was well enough to move again. Even then, the progress was slow. Taul had broken ribs, and his breathing was impaired. Regular rest stops were needed.


Calio said very little. He knew that Kotte’s fate and Taul’s wounds were ultimately his fault. Arnia, always optimistic, tried to cheer up Taul by reminding him that the trials and hardships of the track were all part of the progress a pilgrim made as he drew closer to God.


Taul reminded her that he wasn’t a pilgrim. He was unfired, so deliverance to the grace of God was not a reward reserved for him. God was not waiting for him at the end of the track.


After that, Arnia said little either.


* * *


Another week, and the woods of the valley gave way to open grassland, where they dared travel only at dawn and dusk for fear of being seen. From time to time, they saw packs of riders crossing the flats in the distance.


After another week, the grasslands petered out, and the landscape became arid again. This jumbled, rocky waste, they knew, was the last stage—a zone shunned by all but the Second Race.


In a place of ravines and deep crags, where the wasteland winds whined and moaned, they found the entrance and went beneath. The place, and its approach, was marked by stacks of stones that only the initiated might distinguish from natural rubble. They had been taught these coded signs by the elders in the west.


To be beneath again felt like a blessing. The tunnels and galleries, old places dug by the First Race, were dank and gloomy. Ground water dripped from the cavernous ceilings. Echoes mocked their footsteps. It reminded all three of them of home, of the sect fastness they had left behind. They took off their tinted goggles, and their eyes, accustomed since birth to the poor light of subground life, quickly and comfortably adjusted. They would not have to suffer the fierce light of the surface again.


They passed through vaults where the ruins and detritus of the Old Life lay scattered, pale ghosts of the world as it had once been. There were inscriptions on the walls that spoke of times and destinations that had passed into God. The words meant little to them, except that they reminded them of the grace which had brought their race from the fire, and bestowed on them their beauty, and taught them to survive.


When at last they passed through the gates and entered the buried city of God, the elders of the Children living there came out to meet them in the silent streets.


The elders were robed and silent. Their masks were impassive. They looked on Taul with what seemed disdain and turned their attention to Calio and Arnia. Taul felt his head swim and pulse.


“Speak aloud,” he said. “I have come a long way. I have brought these pilgrims here. I would at least hear what is said now.”


“You are pilgrims?” one of the elders asked, turning to look at Taul.


“Yes,” Taul said.


“From the west,” Calio added.


“Pilgrims have not come for many generations,” another of the elders said. “Once many came, but not in our lifetimes.”


“The way has become too treacherous,” Calio said. “Even for the devoted and the determined.”


“Yet you have come,” the first elder said.


Calio held out the satchel. “Because of this,” he said. “It is scripture. The word of God. And it belongs here.”


* * *


They were taken into a hall and allowed to sit at a long table of polished wood. Crystal chandeliers hung from the painted ceiling above. The air smelled of candle smoke and incense. Elders gathered to sit with them, perhaps fifteen of them in all, and robed servants brought food and water. The servants washed the hands and feet of Arnia and Calio and, with veils raised for dignity, took off their masks and anointed their hands and true faces with balm and holy oils.


No one went near Taul. He sat at the end of the table, caked with the dust and blood of his track. His rifle lay on the tabletop beside a pitcher of water and a dish of food.


Arnia and Calio replaced their masks, and the servants lowered the veils and stepped away. Calio took out the relic and passed it to the leader of the Children. The leader opened the cover with reverence and started to turn the pages.


Calio nodded.


“You’re talking again,” Taul said. “Do it out loud.”


The leader looked down the table at him.


“Taul is our friend,” Arnia said. “Our guardian. He sacrificed the greatest of all things so that he could fulfill that duty. We would not be here alive except for him. So please, Mendez. Let him share in this.”


The leader stared at Taul. He nodded.


“I am Mendez XXI,” he said.


“Taul,” Taul said.


“You come to us unmasked, Taul,” Mendez said, “your true face revealed.”


“The beauty of your inmost self is very great, Taul,” another of the elders said.


“I have no inmost self,” Taul said. “I have no true face. This is just… my face.”


Mendez frowned slightly.


“You have no inmost fire, Taul,” he said. “I reach, but I do not find. My mind touches nothing. And you hear only words when they are spoken.”


“This is so,” Taul said.


“Were you born this way?” another of the elders asked. It was a woman.


“No,” Taul said.


The elders glanced at each other. Taul saw wrinkles of dismay.


“Explain,” Mendez said.


“The old track from the west has become too dangerous for pilgrims to pass along it without protection,” Taul said. “Far more dangerous than it was in past years.”


“The rise of the Third Race has made it so,” the woman said.


“It has,” Taul agreed. “The apes are very strong.”


“Your sect, though?” Mendez asked. “It yet endures?”


“Yes, Mendez,” Calio said. “It survives, as do many others, dotted throughout the western wastes, and into the mountains, too. We live beneath, as you do, in the safety of the earth.”


“It was of the highest importance that we made this track,” Arnia said. “Our elders decided it to be so.”


“This was discovered,” Calio said, gesturing to the relic, “in a ruin beneath the ground out in the west. This was a year or two ago. Our elders studied it, and saw it to be scripture. It was decided unanimously that it must be brought here.”


“Despite the danger of the track?” Mendez asked.


“Despite that,” Calio said, “even despite that. The track long abandoned had to be followed again. It was too important to communicate the word of God. Thus, it was decided we needed protection. And Taul stepped forward.”


Mendez turned his gaze back to Taul.


“Why you?”


Taul shrugged. He was easily the biggest and most robust figure in the room. The shrug let them see the breadth of his shoulders and the size of his arms.


“I volunteered. Scripture prohibits killing.”


“It does,” Mendez agreed.


“But survival requires an ability to kill. To defend. To fight. To fight with more than inmost fire, which is weak against the Third Race. I had to be able to fight with these—”


He raised his hands.


“And this—”


He set his left hand on the rifle at his side.


“And with blades, and other means.”


“You have killed, Taul?” the woman asked.


“I have. It was necessary, so that we could make the track. And in order to be able to kill, I consented to a procedure. I said goodbye to God, and turned my true face away from him, so that he would not be offended when I broke scripture. I gave up my inmost self.”


“In what way?” Mendez asked.


Taul turned his head, and showed them the surgical scars that ran parallel down the base of his bald scalp. “The elders of the west operated. They made me unfired so I could do what God would not permit.”


There was a long silence.


“You are a blasphemy,” Mendez said. He sounded impressed.


“I take that as a compliment, Mendez,” Taul said.


Mendez looked down at the relic. He turned a few more of the laminated pages that the folder contained.


“All for this?” he asked.


“Yes,” Calio began.


“It is scripture,” Taul said. “The holiest scripture. God is here, in this place. The essence of God is absolute murder, the murder from which we all were born. We have the power of death over life, but only in our resolute determination never to unleash that power do we define ourselves and witness God’s love. We celebrate God’s wrath, for it brought us into being, and the summit of that celebration is that we possess that wrath, yet choose steadfast never to unleash it again.”


The elders nodded.


“Except,” Taul said, “that is only faith. Faith alone. We firmly foreswear the unleashing of God’s wrath. We are proud of that forbearance. In truth, however, we could not, even if we wanted to.”


He paused.


“Until now.”


Mendez peered at the pages of the relic, tracing words with his fingertips.


“This is…” he began. “This says… ‘arming codes’…”


“It is the Book of All Books,” Calio said. “The holiest of scripture.”


“It is named ‘Activation and Ignition Codes and Arming Sequence, US Defense Department Administration,’” Taul said.


“‘Us’?” Mendez echoed.


“The language is archaic,” Calio said. “I think that means ‘our.’”


“That book,” Taul said. “It strengthens our belief and binds us to God. Our faith rests on our conviction not to fire God. Now that choice has meaning, because we can.”


“Proof denies faith,” Mendez began.


Calio shook his head.


“Proof fortifies faith,” he said, “for without arming codes, we are nothing.”


Mendez closed the book.


“You have done a great thing,” he said. The elders nodded.


“You have brought us closer to God,” the woman said.


Taul rose to his feet.


“Taul?” Mendez asked.


“I will go now,” he said.


“Go?”


“I have no place here,” Taul said. “I am not of your kind. I knew that when I made my choice and set out to come here. I am an aberration, unfit to live amongst the fires of God’s house with God’s Children. I see that I make you uncomfortable, the way you look at me.” He smiled sadly, and picked up the rifle. “The way you look at this.”


“Taul? Where will you go?” Arnia asked. She was genuinely upset.


“I don’t know,” Taul said. “I don’t know of a place where the unfired might live. I will… go and look. I will make a new track.”


“You will not be forgotten,” Mendez XXI said. He had risen to his feet.


“I should be,” Taul said. “I am unfired and unfit.”


He turned to leave, then paused. “Bold of me, but may I ask one favor before I go?”


“Ask it,” Mendez said.


“I would like to look upon the face of God.”


Mendez paused. He glanced at the other elders, then nodded. He raised his hand and gestured for Taul to follow him.


“You may,” he said. He placed a hand on Taul’s shoulder and led him through into the cathedral.


“I want little,” Taul said. “I only want to remember a man’s name to him. Pardel. That’s the name.”


“Very well,” Mendez said, “but God will not be able to see you.”


“Of course not,” Taul said.







In Nancy Collins’ “More Than Human, Less Than Ape,” we travel alongside a younger Cornelius on one of his first expeditions into the unknown, a quest for truth that will reveal much more to the studious, bright-eyed chimpanzee than he ever bargained for…
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“I’m going to miss you.”


She shyly dropped her gaze as he spoke, then flashed him a glance. It was the same look she’d given him from across the lecture room on the first day of Doctor Orson’s comparative zoology class. The one that told him she was the only female who would ever matter to him.


“Not as much as I’m going to miss you,” Zira replied with an impish smile. “Do you really have to go?”


“It’s a great honor to be invited on one of Professor Tarquin’s expeditions. And if he’s right about the Southern Valley being the original Garden described in the Sacred Scrolls—the very cradle of ape civilization—it will look very good on my résumé when the time comes.”


“That’s what you said when he claimed to have found the burial vault of Caesar—but that turned out to be a lot of nothing.”


“Archeology may be a science, my dear—but it is far from a ‘sure bet.’ You should know that by now.


“There’s no need to worry,” he said, placing a reassuring hand atop her own.


“What are you waiting for? Kiss your sweetheart goodbye and saddle up! The others are waiting for us at the city gate.”


Cornelius puffed out his cheeks in consternation, glancing toward Professor Tarquin. The elder chimpanzee was on the other side of the low adobe fence that marked the boundary of Zira’s family home, seated upon a roan stallion outfitted with heavy saddlebags and a bedroll. Beside the professor stood Cornelius’ own mount, a chestnut mare identically outfitted, waiting patiently for its rider.


“You heard the professor,” Zira said, taking her lover’s chin in her hands and pressing her muzzle against his. They stood there for a long moment, brows touching, eyes closed, inhaling one another’s scent a final time.


“Don’t worry, Zira,” Cornelius whispered as he broke their embrace. “I’ll stay safe—I promise.”


“I hope you realize you’re a lucky young chimp,” Professor Tarquin remarked. “Zira’s a fine female—beautiful, smart, and from an excellent family, if I do say so myself.”


“Oh, yes, sir,” Cornelius replied as he swung himself into the saddle. “There is no ape happier than I am when I’m with her.”


As the duo proceeded to head down the cobbled streets toward the gates of Ape City, Zira ran to the end of the walk and shouted: “You better bring him back in one piece. You hear me, Uncle Tarquin?”


The elder chimpanzee barked a laugh that swelled his throat sac, and then raised a hand in farewell without turning about in his saddle.


* * *


Twelve days’ ride later…


“Hurry, Cornelius!” Fausto yelled. “It’s gaining on us!”


Cornelius did not have to look over his shoulder to know that his fellow student was telling the truth. He could hear the creature’s angry squeals and the sound of its massive body crashing through the underbrush behind him.


Barely twenty-four hours earlier, the expedition had crested the final foothill to find a fertile, heavily forested valley spread before them, bisected by a gleaming ribbon of river fed by the waterfalls that poured down from the surrounding mountains. At the time, Cornelius had thought it was the most beautiful place in the world. However, although the Southern Valley, with its deep glens and natural groves, did not suffer the blight of the Forbidden Zone, that did not mean it was without danger, as he and his fellow student Fausto quickly learned during their trip to the river to bring fresh water to the camp.


Spurred on by sheer terror, Cornelius instinctively dropped his shoulders and began to knuckle-run, doubling his speed. There was a large palm tree ahead of him, its wide bole rising from the jungle floor at a sloping angle. Without thinking twice, he scampered up the trunk, praying that it was sturdy enough to take not only his weight, but that of Fausto as well.


“Up here!” he shouted. However, as Cornelius turned to see if his friend was following, he saw him trip and fall to the ground. Without thinking, Cornelius slid back down the tree trunk to try to help the young chimpanzee to safety, only to have the creature pursuing them charge out of the surrounding foliage, screaming at the top of its lungs.


Cornelius had seen pigs before on the farms that ringed Ape City, but they were a different breed from the feral beast before him. Covered in coarse, matted fur, it was more than eight feet long and weighed nearly a thousand pounds, making it a match for even the strongest gorilla. Its small, beady eyes glittering with blood-lust, the monster slashed at Fausto’s prone body with the seven-inch tusks jutting from its slavering jaws. The terrified student’s screams launched a covey of brightly colored birds into the jungle sky.


He lunged forward, grabbing at Fausto in a desperate attempt to drag him free, but it was no use. Then, with a brutal lashing of its huge head, the wild boar turned the chimpanzee’s panicked screams into a wet gurgle. Cornelius stared in mute shock at the blood gushing from his friend’s throat, momentarily paralyzed. He had never seen a fellow ape die before. As he met the creature’s murderous gaze, the only thing he could think of was Zira, and how he would never hold her in his arms again.


Suddenly, a silvery blur leapt from the surrounding overgrowth, putting itself between Cornelius and the wild boar. There was an angry scream of pain as a wooden spear punctured the beast’s throat and then pierced its chest. The feral hog staggered backward, gore spurting from its wounds, and then dropped onto its knees. The spear struck a third and final time, driving deep into the beast’s left eye socket.


Within seconds of its final, high-pitched squeal, a strange figure unlike any ape Cornelius had ever seen before leapt onto the vanquished boar’s back, lifting his bloody weapon above his head and shaking it at the sky, as if to stab the sun, while issuing a series of sharp, guttural calls and displaying a pair of large, curving fangs that made Cornelius’ heart lurch.


Although powerfully built, the stranger was short and covered in silvery gray hair, which was thickest about his shoulders and back, framing the long, squarish muzzle that jutted from the middle of his face like a loaf of bread. On either side of this prodigious snout, as well as across an equally prominent brow ridge, were smears of paint, the colors of which mimicked the bright flowers of the surrounding foliage. His only other adornments were a necklace fashioned from bones and teeth and a leather loincloth cinched about his narrow waist. However, it wasn’t until Cornelius spied the two-foot-long tail dangling between his strange savior’s bowed legs that he realized his true nature.

OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
s FoM e - W
FORBIDDEN ZONE

DAN ABNETT - KEVIN J. ANDERSON - NANCY COLLINS
GREG KEYES - JONATHAN MABERRY
JOHN JACKSON MILLER...AND MANY MORE...

EDITED BY RICH HANDLEY AND JIM BEARD






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ANET

TALES FROM THE

FORBIDDEN ZONE

EDITED BY RICH HANDLEY AND JIM BEARD

TITAN BOOKS





