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PROLOGUE


His first bullet hit a boy.


It happened a split second after Jefferson abruptly stopped telling the story about the bar on Alki Beach and the nastiest drink he had ever had; his words were cut short by the sniper’s bullet knocking the wind and the life out of him. That’s when McCullough saw the figure in the gray raincoat, hood shadowing his face, the black hollow of a shotgun barrel looking him not quite in the eye.


McCullough had been here before, many times. Sometimes he tried not to pull the trigger; sometimes he imagined the first round missing, so that the boy in the raincoat turned, and he got a good look at him—the wide, brown eyes, the smooth cheeks that had no use for a razor. But whatever he wished, his bullet always arrived, and the boy slumped against the concrete wall, his hood falling back to reveal a face full of surprise, amazement even. He couldn’t have been more than thirteen.


The rain was between drizzle and a mist, as it had been for months; the wooly, low clouds hid the highest of Seattle’s skyscrapers from sight, and overnight a core-chilling haze had crept down from the Cascades and flowed like dishwater through the streets. A hand-chalked sign advertising a daily special of soup and grilled cheese still stood in front of an empty café; once cheerful neon across the street, now dead and colorless. And just below a shop window advertising old-fashioned toys sat the boy, dying. At first he stared at the hole in his chest, but then he looked up and saw McCullough. McCullough felt his mouth open—had he been going to say something to the boy? What?


But then all hell broke loose, and McCullough heard himself instead yelling for his men to find cover as fire bombs that smelled like turpentine spattered nearby. He turned the barrel of his rifle to the man off to his two o’clock who had just missed him twice, an older guy with another shotgun and a gray stubble of beard and glasses that rendered him essentially faceless. He squeezed off two rounds and the man took two or three steps back before his legs gave out and he stumbled down into the clutter of paper and hemlock needles that covered the street.


Then another round from the unseen sniper clipped his ribs. It skipped off his body armor, but he still felt the shock go through him, like a breath he hadn’t taken. He ducked back behind the brick wall. Forest was there, young, wide-eyed, staring down at Jefferson, who looked almost as if he’d lain down to watch the low clouds slide slowly by. The hole in his head proved otherwise, and McCullough noticed that it was the work of a high-power rifle, not a shotgun. The boy hadn’t killed Jefferson, or the man in the spectacles.


“Forest,” he grunted. “He’s gone. Snap out of it. I need you to spot the shooter.”


She looked up at him, saw his face, and her gaze hardened.


“Yes, sir,” she said.


“He hit Jefferson the second we came around the corner,” he said. “That means he must be somewhere between eleven and three. When I cross the street, he’ll shoot, and you take a look.”


“Sir…”


Instead of waiting for her protest, he let out his breath and sprinted past Jefferson’s body, across the open ground to cover that seemed miles away, although it couldn’t really be more than twenty feet.


He didn’t hear the bullet hit anything, but his ears caught the now-familiar report of the high-caliber weapon. Someone else took a shot at him, too, but fortune stayed with him, and he rolled to cover behind a long-abandoned SUV. The sniper’s rifle sang again.


He looked over at Forest, who was just returning to cover.


“Got him,” she said. “Third-story window.”


“Can you get a grenade in there?”


She squinted her eyes a little, thinking, remembering the layout and then nodded. “Yes, sir.”


“Okay. I’ll give you some cover.”


He lifted himself up to peek through the passenger-side window, and a bullet smacked into the vehicle.


He counted three, then stood and began firing at the third floor of the apartment building. He saw a flicker of motion in one of the rooms, heard the sharp, pneumatic exhalation of Forest’s grenade launcher. Orange flame belched from the window, and for a moment he saw the silhouette of a man with arms spread wide—then only smoke.


That wasn’t the end of the fight, but after that it all grew hazy. There were a lot of them. If the so-called militia had been well trained, McCullough and his people wouldn’t have walked out of the ambush with only two casualties—in fact, they probably wouldn’t have come out of it at all. But what he was fighting was not another army, just a bunch of people with guns. It was the difference between disciplined Roman troops and sword-waving barbarians, and in under half an hour the area was secure.


The boy wasn’t dead yet, but he wasn’t a danger, either. His shotgun lay ignored and his hands were clasped over the hole his soul was leaking out of.


McCullough stood there for a moment, watching his death complete.


Again. And once more, he opened his mouth to say something, as if there was something to say, but he couldn’t find the words he was looking for. There were no words.


* * *


McCullough jerked awake, vaguely aware someone was talking, but the words were staticky, half formed, as if from a radio station far, far away.


“What?” he snapped.


“Sorry, Colonel.” The static vanished; the syllables sharpened into language, and a familiar voice.


“You said to wake you before morning,” she said.


It was Forest, in fatigues, her cap in her hand at her side, looking a little apologetic. She looked older than in his dream, her short, curly hair now had iron among the onyx, and wrinkles bunched at the corners of her lips and eyes. To look at her, the ten years since that day might just as easily have been twenty.


He knew the same could be said for him.


McCullough took a deep breath and smoothed his hand from his forehead back to the middle of his nearly hairless scalp. He was in his cabin on the Daedalus, lying on his bunk in his undershirt and fatigue pants. His dog tags jingled as he sat up.


“Anything to report?”


“Nothing important, sir. We left the Sound a few hours ago. The Captain is waiting on you for his briefing.”


“Good,” he said. “Tell him I’ll be there in five.”


“Yes, Colonel.”


He took the Beretta M9 from under his pillow and holstered it, then reached for his shirt.


He had stopped counting how many times he’d had the nightmare. A decade had passed since he fired that fatal shot. It hadn’t been the first time he’d killed someone—that had been years before, in a very different war, in a land so distant it now seemed like a dream itself. The circumstances had been similar—an ambush—and he had felt it, deep in his gut, the ending of that other life. But it had been necessary, and that was what soldiers did, had always done, since the first days of human civilization. What his father and his grandfather had done, and their fathers before them. Dying was part of the job description, but so was killing. That first man had had a mother and a father, probably a wife and children he loved. Yet McCullough had never lost sleep over him, never had a nightmare about him, much less one that visited him every few months like a spiteful ghost.


Not like the boy. Why? It hadn’t been his decision to put a gun in the hands of a thirteen-year-old and point him at trained, hardened federal troops. And in some times and places, a boy that age was already a man. He had met such young men, in the last decade, their eyes as dead and cold as diamonds, childish ways long forgotten or never experienced, stone killers in adolescent bodies.


But maybe that was why the boy beneath the toy sign left his mark in McCullough so deeply. That was in Seattle, way back in the beginning, when the plague first began its ghastly march, when the militias first started to form and fester like pus in a wound. That kid hadn’t been a soldier. McCullough had seen that in his eyes. He was just a boy. The only prior combat he had ever known had probably been on a gaming console.


No, his death was notable because it had marked the end of something, the loss of a country and a world that had the luxury to think of children as something to be protected from the worst life had to offer. But that had always been a sort of delusion, hadn’t it? A part of the weakness that had set them all up to fall so far. In that one thing, maybe the militias had been right. The human race could no longer afford childhood. Maybe one day, when it was all over, there could be such a thing as children again.


But not now. Now he was approaching the crucible where this world had been formed, ground zero for the virus that had wiped out—by some estimates—ninety percent of humanity. It had begun as an attempt to cure Alzheimer’s disease by means of virus therapy. He thought he understood the theory well enough; viruses weren’t living things in and of themselves, but packages of genetic information that hijacked living cells, altering them and producing more—duplicate—virus packages. By inserting their own genetic material into viruses—meant to replace or amend the faulty genes that created Alzheimer’s—scientists had believed the disease could be erased from its victims’ genetic code.


Apparently, it had worked on a single test subject—the inventor’s father—for a short period. Then the disease had come back, worse than ever, and killed him.


But it had a different effect on the apes who were its first test subjects; it made them smarter. And then, one day, in a lab accident, the human-engineered virus got loose. The drug company—Gen-Sys—was able to cover up the accident long enough for the fast-growing infection to spread beyond the possibility of containment, and within days, hundreds were dropping dead, then thousands, then millions. The disease was brutal. It spread quickly and it killed fast, and nothing anyone did seemed to have any effect on it. That wasn’t for want of trying. When medicine didn’t provide any solutions, people found their own, blaming the epidemic on everything and everyone imaginable. Lynch mobs formed, determined to isolate and burn alive anyone who had the disease or who was thought to have been exposed, and shortly some of those mobs became more systematized. Survivors broke basically into two sorts of organizations; people who banded together to survive and preserve some semblance of civilization, and those who defined the problem as “us” and “them,” in which “them”—whoever their chosen scapegoats happened to be—were fair game for “us” to exterminate.


There were a lot more of the latter than the former, and he’d spent a decade now fighting the more virulent of them. Some justified what they did through religion, others by means of other sorts of ideology, pseudo-science, racial or political beliefs.


Then, of course, there were those who were essentially thieves and murderers, opportunists for whom the world falling apart was just a chance to get theirs. He had met a lot of those. He realized something, as he reached for his jacket. In years past, he’d come awake from the dream with his heart pounding, his throat tight with remorse. Now and then, he’d even discovered his cheeks were damp.


But now he felt—free, somehow. Lighter. Because after all those years of fighting and killing and watching men and women die, something had finally changed. Like childhood, remorse was something the world no longer had any use for—and he, for one, was damn sure better off without it.


* * *


Blue Eyes found Ash where Koba had thrown him, on the hard, cold floor of the human building. His half-open eyes were misted and sunken in; dried blood was caked around his nostrils and congealed in a pool on the stone. Flies had settled on his lips and nose. Blue Eyes took his friend’s arm and pulled on it, but it felt slack, like a rope. Then he yanked harder as something he didn’t understand rushed up through him and suddenly exploded like a flash of light and heat inside of his head. He pushed Ash’s face, and then hit him, hit him harder, punched him again and again until he was shrieking and striking the dead chimp with all his might. Unfeeling, uncaring, Ash took the blows, which only made Blue Eyes angrier, and he kept hitting Ash until long, strong arms wrapped around him from behind, pulling him into a thick, hairy chest. Raging, he turned his fury on his abductor, beating at him until his arms tired and he finally fell to whimpering, holding his hand up to his forehead and wiggling his middle finger in the same sign, over and over.


Why?


Eventually, the anger faded, but he didn’t feel better. He felt as if something had been taken out of him, something he hadn’t known was there, and which could now never be put back.


He realized it was Maurice holding him, looking down at him with concern.


“Why?” he asked the big orangutan. “Why is he dead?”


“Koba threw him from up there,” Maurice said, indicating the balcony high above.


Blue Eyes stared at Maurice, wondering how such a wise old ape could be so stupid. The hair of Maurice’s head was also matted with blood, where a bullet from Koba’s gun had grazed him. Koba the killer, who shot Blue Eyes’ father Caesar and blamed it on the humans. Koba who started the war in which so many died. Koba who killed Ash with his own hands.


“Ape not kill ape,” Blue Eyes signed, angrily, snarling the word “kill” as best he could. “You taught me that.”


“Koba was twisted inside. Man twisted him. You might understand, if you went through what he did. Why do you hit Ash?”


“He won’t get up!”


“He’s dead,” Maurice signed.


“I know that! I knew when he hit the floor he was dead!”


But so much had been going on, and he had been so afraid himself. Of the guns, and the noise, the humans—and Koba. He was terrified he would share Ash’s fate. He had dared not go to Ash’s body then. And then after that, there hadn’t been any time to think, to reflect or understand. Too much was going on.


But now, now that the fighting was done, and there was a pause, and he found Ash’s body, so still, so small looking, so empty of everything that made Ash Ash…


“Why?” he asked again. “I know how he died. But why?”


“Koba wanted to make an example of him,” Maurice replied.


“No,” Blue Eyes persisted. “Why did he die? Why did any of them die? Why does it happen?”


Maurice loosened his hold a bit and leaned back, although he kept Blue Eyes cradled in his arms. Blue Eyes realized that a circle of apes was staring at him, but they soon shifted their gaze as Tinker—Ash’s mother—folded down upon the corpse of her boy, wrapping him in her arms. Rocket sat nearby, his eyes like dark pits, staring at his dead son with no real expression.


“I don’t know,” Maurice said. “Apes die. Humans die. Everything dies.”


Blue Eyes still felt Maurice didn’t understand. He knew that. Apes had died before. He remembered Sara, who was old, and one day stopped breathing. And one of the gorillas, Zara, had delivered a baby that had lived for less than a night. Keling, an orangutan, broke his arm and died a few days later of fever. In words—in signs—Blue Eyes knew what death was. He could say someone was dead. But until now, he had never truly wondered what it meant. What it meant was that Ash would never poke fun at him again, that they would never spear fish together, joke, wrestle, speculate about girls. Ash was gone.


“I’m mad at him,” he told Maurice. “Mad because he provoked Koba. Mad that he’s dead. Mad because he left me.”


“I know,” the orang said, then tapped his chest, where Blue Eyes had been pummeling him a few moments before.


“I’m sorry I hit you.”


The big ape shrugged and raised his hand to his head wound, then lightly touched Blue Eyes’ still-healing gashes, the claw marks the bear had given him what seemed like a lifetime ago.


“Pain is here, on the surface,” the orangutan signed. Then he touched his head. “Pain is here, too, much deeper.”


Blue Eyes looked down at Ash again, at his whimpering mother, lost in her grief, at Rocket’s forlorn expression.


“Where did Ash go?” he asked.


“Away. Far, far away.”


“What do we do with—that?” He nodded at Ash’s body.


“Does it matter?” Maurice asked.


Somehow, Blue Eyes thought that it did.


“What have we done in the past?”


Maurice cocked his head. “It’s always been up to the family. When Sara died, her children put her in a tree in the forest, with her favorite digging-stick. Pan too, with his good spear.” His eyes widened. “Never thought about it,” he said. “I guess a lot of the chimps do that, lay them up in trees where the wolves and dogs can’t get them. But that was after. Before, when we were human captives, the humans took the dead ones away. And those who were born wild—I don’t know what they did before we all awoke. I doubt any of them remember.”


“What do humans do?”


Maurice patted the side of his head. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Ask Malcolm. Or your father might know. He knew humans in a different way than most of us.”


Blue Eyes looked back at Ash. “I want to do something for him,” he said.


“I know.”


But he didn’t do anything. Rocket and Tinker took the body away, and Blue Eyes was left feeling emptier than ever. He climbed up into the ruins of the tower. His father had decided to move the troop away from it; explosives set by the humans had rendered it unstable. He watched from a leaning girder as both humans and apes filed away from the place, going in different directions.


He heard the soft padding of another ape approaching.


“Caesar should not have let the humans go.”


It was Fox, a chimp just slightly younger than Blue Eyes. Behind him were Flint and Shell, also chimpanzees.


Fox was larger than his name implied, big for a chimp his age. It was the way his eyes moved that gave him his name—furtive, quick, intelligent.


“The only thing they did wrong was to fight back against Koba,” Blue Eyes said. He felt a resurgence of his earlier anger. Fox, always quick to notice such things, backed down.


Shell, however, did not.


“We will have to fight them again,” he said.


“I don’t think so,” Blue Eyes replied.


“More humans are coming,” Shell said, scratching at his nearly white ear, from which he got his name. “We all know that.”


Blue Eyes raised up a little.


“Shell,” Fox said. “Stop. He’s upset about Ash.”


“Ash shouldn’t have—” Shell began, but Fox silenced him with a sharp bark. Shell retreated to the next beam down, although he looked a little confused.


“Do you want something, Fox?” Blue Eyes asked.


“I saw you with Ash. I miss him too.”


“Do you?” Blue Eyes asked. “You followed Koba.”


“You did, too,” Fox signed. “I never wanted anything to happen to Ash.” He shifted on his perch, and then made a little sign, his hands on his chest held like wings, flapping.


“Remember?” Fox said. “When we were all young?”


Blue Eyes did remember, although he hadn’t thought about it in a long time.


“The butterflies,” he said.


“I remember,” Shell signed, from his little exile. “Ash, he tried to catch one, and he fell backwards off a branch into the water.”


Flint hooted with laughter, and Blue Eyes felt his anger melting away. He remembered the years they had all spent together, the often-boring afternoons in Maurice’s school, the pranks they had played on Keling, the old orangutan, before he died.


Blue Eyes patted Fox on the shoulder.


“Back then,” Blue Eyes said, “all I wanted to do was grow up, be an adult. Now I miss those days.”


“Me too,” Fox said.


* * *


Winter watched Luca pick up the gun, check it, and then sling the strap over his shoulder.


“I want to go,” he signed to Luca.


“No,” Luca said. “You stay here.”


“But I want to fight the humans too.”


Luca came over on all fours and then raised up. Winter slumped slightly, submitting.


“Here,” Luca said.


“It’s because of my fur, isn’t it?” Winter said. “You’re afraid they’ll see me because I’m white.”


“No,” Luca said. “That’s not it. You have a purpose already, here, with the women. Your father was one of the first in the gorilla guard. I promised him you would take his place one day.”


Part of Winter wanted to keep arguing; he didn’t want anyone to think he was a coward. But he had seen what happened to those killed by the human weapons.


“I don’t remember my father.”


“I know,” Luca said. “But this is what he would want. It’s what I want.”


“I’m not afraid to fight,” Winter said.


Luca lowered himself a bit.


“I know you aren’t. If the women and children are threatened, I know you will protect them.”


He touched Winter with his calloused knuckles, and then went to join Caesar and the others.









1


Ray walked his fingers across the gun again, wishing he had his spear instead. He’d made the spear himself, from the straight-grained wood of an ash sapling. He and his father had spent days searching for just the right tree. Then his father had built a small fire as Ray sharpened the end of his weapon with a flake of broken glass. Afterwards, he’d learned how to harden the point by turning it slowly above the flames. It was a good memory; his father wasn’t around a lot, when he was little, but when he was it always seemed wonderful, ripe fruit in his hands, already peeled.


And yet he had complained.


“Why can’t I have a blade?” he’d asked. Many of the other apes in the colony lashed sharpened bone or stone to their shafts. A few even had pieces of human metal.


“Blades break,” his father had explained, patiently, in the hand language. “Bindings come undone. This is simple. When it dulls, you can reshape it in the fire again. This weapon will not fail you.”


“But their spears are sharper,” he had said.


“This will work,” his father insisted.


Ray had grumbled a little more, and when they returned to Ape Village, he’d felt small, inadequate with his simple weapon. Others had similar spears, but more had the fancier versions. Blue Eyes and Ash, for instance. For him, the spear his father helped him make only served to emphasize that his status was lower than theirs.


And yet his weapon survived his first hunt, as so many did not. And while the first wound he made might not have killed the elk, it certainly took most of the fight out of it.


He understood how the spear worked. How to make one. How to fix it. It was made from something alive, like him, and had always seemed warm to the touch, a part of him, of the forest and water and sky.


The gun was alien, cold, dead-feeling. He knew how to make it work, but not how it worked, and he was certain that if it broke he couldn’t fix it. That it was a fearsome weapon, there could be no doubt. He had watched both man and ape die in the thunder and flame guns made, although he wasn’t sure any bullet he had fired had hit anyone. It had all been too noisy and confusing.


What he did know was that his father had been killed by a weapon like this. A spear would have killed him, too, but somehow that would have been easier to understand. It would have made more sense.


He had offered Caesar his gun after the battle with the humans, after Koba was dead, but the leader had given it back to him.


“This is how we must fight now,” he’d said.


Then Ray had been sent here, on the cliff-side overlooking the sea, to watch. He wasn’t alone; apes were stretched out all along the line where land met the vast water, and on the great, creaking metal bridge that crossed the gap where water came into the land. Most, in fact, were on the bridge. Ray was glad he was not among them. Like the gun, the bridge was cold and lifeless, and he did not trust it. Better to be here, with the rocks and trees and sandy beach below.


But watching was boring, especially because there was nothing to see. The fog shrouded everything, and though he liked idle time, it seemed to him there was too much of it.


He put the gun down and sidled away from it, careful that the death-dealing hole in the end was pointed away from him. On impulse, he climbed up a nearby tree, but of course it didn’t do anything to improve visibility, at least not of the ocean. But there was a breeze there, a little chilly, but nice, and he swayed for a while with his eyes closed.


The dawn came gently, waking the fog into a glowing cloud. And in it, he saw—something.


He climbed a little higher to get a better look. Whatever it was floated out on the water, and it was pretty big, although its actual shape was still concealed. At first he thought it might be a killer whale, like the ones he had seen the year before off the shore by the forest. But it was bigger, and angular, like something a human would make. It was moving, slowly. Caesar had predicted the humans would come by sea. This had to be them, didn’t it? Come in human-made whales of some sort?


He was about to start down when he overheard voices. Human voices.


It had only been days since he had first heard human speech, and now he was sorry he ever had. Nothing good had come of it. Caesar seemed to trust some of them and now suddenly Blue Eyes seemed to agree with him. Maybe they were right, and some of the bare-skinned creatures were good.


But if so, Ray couldn’t tell the good from the bad.


There were a lot of them, and they were getting close. And their guns were in their hands, not lying on the cliff like his. Ray gauged the distance and knew he couldn’t make it back down in time if they were hostile.


Maybe they were friendly, and just going to help Caesar on the bridge.


But maybe they weren’t.


His father had named him Ray. He said it was because when he first saw him, just after he was born, it was like seeing a flash of the sun. Quick, bright, hidden again. But his friends said it was a good name because of the way he made up his mind.


Quickly, in a flash.


So he dropped from the tree toward the cliff-side, which here was really more of a very steep slope. He felt weight leave him, and a great rush of air.


“Shit!” someone shouted. “That’s one of them!”


As he crashed into the slanting earth, grasping for handholds in the scrubby trees, he heard the unmistakable, ear-splitting cadence of gunfire.


“Stop it!” he heard someone shout. “Don’t shoot, you idiot!”


“Too late,” another one said. “They sure as hell heard that. Come on, you bastards! Double time!”


Ray didn’t try to sort out what they were going on about. They had tried to kill him, and that was all he needed to know. He raced along the hillside, springing from one precarious hold to another, toward the bridge, trying desperately to reach it before they did.


* * *


John looked out over water as flat and dull as iron. Dawn was lurking out there somewhere in the east, but at the moment it was no more than a faint gray promise in the dense fog that rolled over the waters and cloaked the ship in its damp folds.


Behind him, he heard the hollow tap of boots on the deck. The rhythm of the stride was as familiar as his own heartbeat.


“Colonel,” he said, turning.


“Lieutenant,” the Colonel said. Then, with a little smile, “John.”


John glanced around, but no one else was within earshot. Of course they weren’t. It wasn’t that it was a secret—everyone was aware that the Colonel was his father—but it was rare the Colonel used his given name. It felt a little wrong. And it reminded him of times he would almost rather forget, back when home and war were two different things. When his mother was still alive.


And yet now there was something in his father’s expression, a light behind his eyes, like he had a secret he was bursting to tell.


But if that was so, he didn’t tell it. Instead he fixed his regard out through the fog.


“Did you sleep well?” the Colonel asked.


“No, sir,” John said. “I took the night watch. I wanted to be up when we arrived.”


The Colonel nodded approvingly, then gestured to where the vaguest outline of land was beginning to form.


“What do you see?” he asked.


“Not much, sir. I thought they had re-established electricity, but there’s not a single light burning. At least not so as one that gets through the fog. I thought they were going to set a beacon, or something.”


“They did restore power,” the Colonel replied. “But it’s not clear how large an area they restored it to. Our communications with them were spotty and—precipitously terminated. If they set a beacon, like they said—well, it’s either not strong enough for the fog, or someone turned it off.”


“You think the apes did it?” he asked. “Turned the power off?”


The Colonel shrugged, and for a moment was silent. Then he cleared his throat, the way he always did when he was about to quote something.


“Hither have fared to thee far-come men,” he murmured, “o’er the paths of the ocean.”


John struggled for a moment, trying to source the passage. Finally, he settled for an educated guess.


“Beowulf, sir?”


That got him another approving nod, this time with the slightest of grins.


“At least your education wasn’t completely useless,” the Colonel said. His tone was low, conversational, and John knew for certain that this was one of those infrequent moments when they were father and son, not colonel and lieutenant.


“It’s pretty obvious,” John said, following the bluff out. “Beowulf was way up in Geatland or wherever, and he heard about this monster, Grendel, that was giving some people a hard time—”


“Rippin’ people’s limbs off and drinkin’ their blood?” his father interjected. “You might call that a hard time.”


“Right,” John said. “So he sailed across the ocean to Heorot and ripped off Grendel’s arm.”


“Yep.”


John waited a moment, to see if his father had some further point to make, and decided he probably was waiting on him to speak instead.


“So,” John said. “These apes. You think they’re Grendel? Monsters?”


His father shrugged. “I don’t know what they are,” he admitted. “There was so little information about them before everything started falling apart. Stories about them breaking out of zoos and labs. About apes fighting their way across the Golden Gate Bridge. That happened—I’ve actually seen footage of that. They say they got smart, somehow, that the plague that killed so many of us made them better. But we had so much more to worry about—until the distress call came, most everyone had assumed they were all dead, and that most of the rumors weren’t true anyway. Hell, that could still be the case. It wouldn’t be the first time that some group of survivors lost touch with reality.”


“But you think they’re real.”


His father shrugged again. “Something happened. If we believe the transmissions from the locals, they had pulled things together here, created at least a little order from madness. They got a hydroelectric plant going—no small thing. They were on their way to a new start. But we got all of that as part of a distress call, and we haven’t heard a peep out of them since. They said the apes were attacking them. With guns.”


“Maybe it was one of the weirder militias,” John suggested. “Remember those guys who painted their faces? The nuts who believed the apes were the messengers of God, sent to cleanse the Earth? They had that gross shrine in that old library?”


“Yeah,” his father said. “Maybe. But this is where the apes were. If they exist, this is where they would be. We’ll see. That’s job number one—find out what the hell is going on down here. It might just be one of the usual situations, or it might have been some kind of hoax and we’ll find them all singing ‘Kumbaya’ in the dark. But somehow I doubt it.”


John understood something then.


“You want it to be true,” he said.


For a moment, his father didn’t say anything. But then he nodded, slowly.


“We’ve been fighting each other for too long, son,” he said. “What if, while we were distracted with killing each other—something else was quietly stepping up to take our place? Another species? What if—in our hubris—we created our own replacements?” He rubbed his head. “I’m so tired of killing men, son. A Grendel or two would be a nice change.”


John felt his throat tighten.


“If these people need a Beowulf, sir, I know you’re their man.”


His father grinned skeptically.


“You’re not suggesting the old man has delusions of grandeur, are you?”


“Not while he outranks me. Sir.” But he was smiling, too.


His father clapped him on the back. Then, in a moment, his face changed, subtly, and he was the Colonel again. Thinking about something, intensely. Processing.


“You hear that?” he asked, after a moment.


“No, sir. I don’t hear anything.”


“That’s right. No gunfire. No explosions. I’m willing to bet whatever was happening here is over, one way or the other—at least for the time being. So I think we can take our time. Ah, there’s the light.”


The gray sky had begun to bloom coral and now, rather abruptly, the east caught fire with orange radiance. The fog had transfigured into a deep saffron haze, and through it something immense began to emerge—an unmistakable work of man, sky-reaching beams and girders, suspended by what appeared to be spider web but must actually be cables of immense strength. John knew without asking that it was the Golden Gate Bridge. He had seen pictures of it when he was younger.


It was a moment for silence, but in a few seconds the stillness was interrupted by sharp, distant reports.


“There’s your gunfire, sir,” John said.


“Well, I’ve been wrong before,” the Colonel allowed. He raised his voice.


“Everyone in positions,” he said. “Lieutenant, you stay here and await my orders from the bridge.”
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Caesar barked, low in the back of his throat.


“What is it?” Rocket signed.


“I was starting to hope,” Caesar replied in kind. Then he stretched his right hand toward the shape in the fog.


“That’s a ship?” Rocket said. He got the “ship” sign a little wrong. It was new to him. But Caesar remembered learning it from a picture book, and then later, one time when Will, his human adoptive father, took him down to the docks, he had used it, over and over.


“Yes, ship,” Caesar said, forming the sign correctly. “Six days,” he said. “It was not enough.”


Maurice came hulking up beside him, leaning on his palms. His head had been bandaged, but the stained cloth was in disarray, because despite instruction to the contrary from the human healer Ellie, Maurice couldn’t stop fiddling with it.


The orangutan hadn’t come alone. A human—Malcolm—was with him. He looked tired, but his blue eyes shone with a fierce, determined light that Caesar was becoming accustomed to.


“There’s still a chance it doesn’t have to come to this.”


Caesar cut his eyes away. He thought back to when the man had come alone to the Ape Village, beaten, bullied, and humiliated the whole way. And yet he had still had the courage to stand his ground, place his life in the balance for what he believed his people needed. And later, he’d stood against his own kind for what he thought was right. He had been no less stubborn after the fight with Koba, when they learned that Dreyfus and his men had managed to contact other humans. Caesar had to admit, he had benefited from the man staying around. Malcolm was no warrior, but he knew more about warfare than Caesar did. They had spoken of tactics, and he had learned a little about explosives, such as those Dreyfus had used to try and destroy them.


“Will they go under the bridge?” he asked Malcolm.


“I don’t know,” the human admitted. “I told you it would depend upon what kind of ship they came in. What kind of draft… um, how deep in the water the bottom sits. If it has a deep bottom, they have to come into the harbor to dock. If it’s some kind of amphibious assault ship, they could land on the beach—or almost anywhere.”


“They came to the bridge,” Caesar said.


“Right,” Malcolm said. “That argues for a deep draft. Or maybe they’re just checking things out. Look, this could be a good thing. You have decent command of the entrance to the harbor. They’ll think those barrels you have floating down there are bombs. So with any luck, they’ll stop to talk, rather than just rushing in. It would be nice if some of the radio equipment had survived so we could have talked with them already, but as it is I can still help with that.”


Caesar felt suddenly a little dizzy. Rocket noticed and stepped closer, supporting him, but not too obviously. Where he had summoned the energy to fight Koba, Caesar did not know, but in the days following he had felt—weak. The bullet wound that had nearly killed him was far from healed, not to mention the fall and blows he’d taken on the tower. He needed rest, but there was no respite to be had. He had considered retreating back into the wilderness, hiding again, as they had once before. But he had come to believe that if he did not stop the humans from entering the city, he would not be able to stop them anywhere. And everyone was here now, the women, the children, the aged—including his own wife and infant son.


Above all, Caesar believed that the apes had to show strength—and retreating into the trees would only reveal the opposite.


They had weapons. They were looking down on their enemies from above. This was the place to be. From here they could win, he was sure of it. But what if more ships came, more humans? His army was already tired and had lost more lives in a handful of days than in the whole count of winters since fleeing the city. He had beaten Koba, and the rest of the troop would follow him; he knew that. And because they would follow him, he could not lead them to their doom. He had to be worthy of their trust. In the nearly ten years of peace, he had felt that burden lessen. But now it had returned, weighing on his neck more than ever.


“How could we talk to them?” he asked Malcolm.


“Caesar,” Rocket grunted, a gentle remonstration. Caesar straightened, took all of his weight back on his own feet and glared at his second-in-command. Rocket’s head dropped slightly in submission.


“Flags,” Malcolm said. “We could hang a white sheet or something from the bridge. That would get their attention. Or I could go down to the shore and hail them—”


He was interrupted by reports in the distance.


“What’s that?” Rocket asked.


“Guns,” Caesar said. “Over toward the beach. Who is watching there?”


“Ray,” Rocket said. “Hector’s son.”


Caesar thought about that. Ray was two years younger than his own eldest son, Blue Eyes. He was on the impulsive side, and had recently lost his father. Had he fired at the ship? Or was he just signaling that he had seen it?


Or was something else entirely going on?


“Rocket,” he said. “Take six. Go see.”


“Yes, Caesar,” Rocket said.


“The ship is moving again,” Malcolm said, suddenly.


Caesar looked back out to sea. Indeed, the ship seemed to be drawing closer. He could make out more detail now. It was longer than it was wide, sharp in the nose. It bent up in the middle, where he could make out windows. It was like an odd-shaped, floating building.


“I don’t know much about Navy ships,” Malcolm said. “But by the look of her she needs a dock.” He hesitated. “And she has some big guns. There—and there. Maybe more that I don’t see.”


Caesar stared at the stubby projections Malcolm indicated. The human wasn’t exaggerating—if those were really guns, they were the biggest Caesar had ever seen, bigger by far than those he remembered from the helicopters that had come after him years ago. What would guns that size do?


“How many humans could it carry?”


Malcolm took a moment.


“A hundred, maybe. Maybe half again that. It’s just a guess.”


Caesar nodded. Better. If Malcolm was right, apes outnumbered humans. Maybe there could be a peace. He began to think Malcolm’s idea of a flag was a good one.


* * *


Blue Eyes was watching the ship when the first bullet whizzed by and hit the guard rail a few inches from his hand. At first he didn’t know what it was; he heard something striking the metal, and looked to see if someone had cast a pebble at him, as a joke.


Then he recognized the clatter of guns.


He had been stationed near the south end of the bridge; the Golden Gate was long, very long, and in general the plan had been to cover the whole length of it, and then they could all move to wherever the ship tried to pass beneath. No one knew quite what to expect, and in typical fashion, Caesar’s plans were flexible, designed to quickly cope with the unexpected.


And this was unexpected. The ship was just arriving from out at sea—but the shooting was from the end of the bridge. How had they managed that? Was there more than one ship? Maybe there were twenty, pouring humans forth all up and down the shore.


He remembered Ash’s dead body, and all of the dead, both humans and apes, he’d seen. Death had come for them and now, he knew, it had come for him.


“Blue Eyes!” Shell snapped. “I told you. I told you we would have to fight them again!”


Fox was crouched just past Shell.


“Blue Eyes,” Fox said. “You shoot, so the humans have to duck down. We’ll move up.”


Blue Eyes nodded, although he was only vaguely aware of what Fox was saying. But when the two chimps suddenly sprinted forward, it registered. He straightened up, propped his gun on the car, and aimed at the oncoming humans.


But terror gripped his every bone and muscle; a tiny part of his mind was screaming for him to move, but he couldn’t. Down toward the end of the bridge he saw the hairless faces staring at him, the deadly muzzles of their weapons, and knew it was all over. He saw Fox and Shell jump back as bullets spattered right next to them. Fox shot him a glance full of anger and contempt, but for Blue Eyes, it didn’t matter. Nothing did.


Then something hit him, hard, something furry and familiar, knocking him to the surface of the bridge as rounds tore through the air like angry hornets.


He found himself staring into the dark eyes of another ape.


“Ray?”


Ray was small for an orangutan, wiry, with an odd and distinctive spray of yellowish hair on the side of his head. He panted like he was out of breath.


“Keep your head down,” Ray said. Then Ray raised up, screeching the predator alarm, ducking quickly as another swarm of death smacked into the car he’d dragged Blue Eyes behind.


Ray blinked at Blue Eyes.


“Your gun!” he signed. “Shoot back at them! Fox and Shell are in trouble!”


Blue Eyes nodded, trying to get his brain to work, to pull the breath in and out of his body, but all he could think about was the darkness awaiting him, the nothingness a bullet would bring with it. He tried willing himself to sit up, but nothing happened.


When Ray took his gun from him, he didn’t object, but lay there, wishing for it to all go away as the weapon began its deafening roar.


* * *


Caesar heard a commotion down the bridge in the direction he’d sent Rocket. A moment later, one of the chimps Rocket had taken with him reappeared.


“Humans,” he signed. “Many, with guns.”


“Oh, no, no, no,” Malcolm said. “Goddamn it, no!”


Caesar regarded the human. He knew who the attackers must be, just as Malcolm did.


“I spared them, as you asked me to,” Caesar said. “They were supposed to leave.”


“They were,” Malcolm said. “Let me talk to them—” He started forward.


Gunfire suddenly erupted at the other end of the bridge, much closer than before, and many guns rather than one.


“No,” Caesar barked. “You go now. Malcolm, you go.”


Malcolm shook his head. “I can still—”


“Take him,” Caesar signed to Luca, the big gorilla regarding all of this from a few feet away.


Luca grunted and grabbed Malcolm by the arm.


“Wait—” Malcolm protested.


Caesar ignored him. He picked up his rifle and started toward the gunfire.


He remembered the last battle on this bridge far too well—unarmed apes pitted against the guns of the humans. They had won, but at great cost. He had hoped to never fight such a battle again, much less in the same place. It was as if he could not escape the past; no matter how far he tried to push it away, it kept coming back to him. Would Koba somehow return as well? Or another like him?


Halfway to the south end, he found many of his apes crouched behind a partial barricade of wrecked cars. Blue Eyes was one of them, his eyes wild. Ray had Blue Eyes’ gun, and was shooting at the humans advancing toward them, who were also using the old vehicles for cover. He couldn’t be sure how many their attackers numbered.


Where had the humans gotten the guns? He had disarmed all of Dreyfus’ surviving followers and had them escorted from the city. Were there further weapon storehouses to the south that he did not know about?


He dodged ahead to where Rocket took cover behind an overturned truck.


“How many?” he asked.


Rocket held up both hands three times, then shrugged.


Caesar risked a glance.


He nodded at several orangs crouched nearby.


“Swing below the bridge and get behind them,” he told the orangutans. “Let’s make this short.”


* * *


Once on the bridge of the Daedalus, McCullough scanned the scene with field glasses, trying to work out what he was seeing. Part of him still had trouble believing it, although he had been mentally preparing himself for this for nearly a week.


The single unquestionable fact was that there was a firefight going on between two groups, the first of which mostly occupied—and seemed to have control of – the Golden Gate. The others—a much smaller group, from what he could see—were trying to push onto the bridge from the south.


His first impression was that the bridge defenders were soldiers in uniform and the attackers were some sort of rag-tag militia. But like one of those pictorial illusions that looked alternately like an old or a young woman, or a hare or a duck, this perception was a visual sleight-of-hand. The defenders were relatively uniform but were not in uniform. In fact, a moment of clear observation revealed that they were naked except for the fur that naturally grew on their bodies. Everything about them was wrong to his practiced eye—the way they stood, moved, crouched, waved their too-long arms, carried their guns. Guns! Not to mention that some of them were now swinging arm-over-arm beneath the bridge, probably to try and get behind the humans attacking them.


So this was the real thing. They really were apes. With military weapons.
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