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PROLOGUE


ORBITAL DECAY


In one of the countless galaxies in the universe lies a medium-sized star. One of its satellites—a blue and insignificant planet —has satellites of its own.


Artificial satellites.


Man-made.


Far above that blue and green marble, one of those orbiters was losing a two-thousand-year-long battle with gravity. A dirty panel on its ventral side displayed her name, USA-33. It wasn’t a fancy name, but it was the name by which man had known her. No record remained of what “USA” had stood for. Hefted into space perched on top of a massive Titan IV rocket, “Oosa” was what used to be called a “keyhole satellite.” Her mission was referred to as reconnaissance, but in fact she was a spy, designed to keep watch over a totalitarian government distrustful of its own citizens.


Her solar panels malformed from the many collisions she had suffered, the errant satellite careened around the planet at fantastic speeds, clattering through the haze of an immature ring, all the time drifting closer and closer to the atmosphere.


Closer to fiery death.


While her computer still functioned, her booster fuel had depleted long ago. She had no way of stopping her spindly descent.


Oosa had put up the good fight for two millennia. Some fifteen hundred years earlier she had received her last modification—a finite AI package. The upgrade was designed to allow her to make limited decisions of her own while remaining subservient to her human masters’ whims.


She had been masterless for a long time. Her primary camera eye still functioned, and Oosa had continued broadcasting everything she witnessed on a signal that had long since ceased being received. She had seen the brilliant cherry blossoms of nuclear exchange that had blanketed the planet, the lights from a thousand cities flickering, and then finally blinking out. She had even survived the destruction of the planet’s moon some nine centuries past.


Even the moon had been a victim of mankind’s foolish wars.


Oosa-33 danced at the edge of the upper atmosphere, feeling its heat as she drew toward its inevitable embrace. The friction wouldn’t claim her quickly, though. She would linger. She would burn. In all likelihood, the bulk of her would survive the agony long enough to smash into the Earth’s surface.


As she hurtled over the continents, the planet edged into the sunrise. Oosa-33 focused on a region of the east coast of what used to be her homeland. There, the first light of morning began to lick the planet’s ruddy surface.


* * *


Dawn was approaching. An army gathered at the ragged cliffs on the edge of a barren wasteland—an organized military force preparing to raid the enemy encampment. Gorilla Lieutenant Dangral gazed at the stars disappearing in the growing light. One was brighter than the rest, moving across the sky at speed while the rest crawled lazily. It held his attention for a moment.


Trepidation seized him. For generations his family had passed along the tale of the destruction that came from the sky and laid waste to most of the world. As a child, he had feared it would come again. As he watched the arcing light, irrational distress gave way to uncertainty, and finally a conclusion.


A meteor, he assured himself. Nothing more. Dangral composed himself, wiping the sweat from his pronounced brow. His childhood preacher would consider it an omen of some kind, but things like that were for the superstitious.


Dangral was considered a handsome gorilla—well-groomed, tall, and distinguished. His snout was nicely shaped, his skin oiled, and his mane always kempt. A soldier, he wore a smart dark leather vest and gloves, mauve pants and shirt, a bandolier across his left shoulder with a brown suede field pack.


For many years ape culture had been divided into a caste system, largely along racial lines—political and academician orangutans, medical and scientific chimpanzees, and soldier and service-minded gorillas. The system had been flawed, of course. If a gorilla was so inclined, why shouldn’t he be allowed the opportunity to become a politician? A doctor?


Indeed, after centuries of restrictions that was finally possible. Yet stereotypes still ran rampant. While the orangutans were philosophical and the chimpanzees intellectual, the gorillas were considered dimwitted. Dangral, however, was far from stupid, and he wasn’t alone. They were quick to anger, and the stigma of ignorance still clung to their necks, thanks to the allegedly superior orangutans.


He gritted his teeth, angry at all of it.


Whether they liked it or not, gorillas were on the rise.




That’s where General Ursus came in. A gifted speaker, Ursus could convince you to walk naked into the Forbidden Zone without a wineskin or a gun. He was the epitome of what all gorillas could accomplish. He led the army, and his mission was the protection of all apes. Even the sniveling, cowardly chimpanzees.


Such deep thoughts. Dangral smiled grimly. You’d think I was an orangutan in a gorilla’s suit. Shaking his head, the lieutenant returned his attention to the here and now.


For the past few weeks the general had led his gorillas on a sweep through the provinces. Their goal was nothing short of extermination. Those who weren’t slaughtered had been rounded up in cages, to be used for scientific research. Nearly every enclave had been wiped off the face of Simia, leaving only the bluff he and the army now stood upon. The cliff face was riddled with holes—a fire ant colony gone awry—and like such a colony, these caves and tunnels were rife with pests.


Vermin.


Humans.


This was their last stronghold.


These bluffs lay in the outer territories of Simia, on the eastern border of the Forbidden Zone. High atop those same cliffs stood an array of massive crosses covered with animal pelts designed to simulate massive apes of lore, like the indomitable Kigor. Apparently, scarecrows weren’t enough to frighten the creatures away anymore, however, for directly beneath them the humans had taken lair. What perplexed Dangral most was that the mouths of the caves were built into a sheer cliff face, with the ones closest to the ground still a good 200 feet above it. There seemed no way for the humans to reach them, much less leave them to raid the apes’ crops.




Yet Ursus’s forces had found a solution. While the army positioned cannons on the canyon floor, ready to collapse the openings, a platoon of crack gorilla commandos approached the cliffs from the Simia side, using rope and tackle to set themselves up for the assault. They would drop down on their unsuspecting quarry.


The searing sun poked its head over the crescent mountain range. Orange fingers of light reached past the eastern peaks to caress them. From his mount between two of the massive scarecrows, the imposing General Ursus adjusted his bulbous helm. He nodded and gave the order.


“Bugler, sound the attack.”


Dawn had arrived, and with it came war.


The horn blared three times. Nearly fifty gorillas leapt backward off the edge of the cliff, rifles slung over their shoulders. The platoon’s field leader, Dangral, descended with them. As he plummeted, invigoration embraced him.


This is what it means to be alive!


Action, honor, and combat!


A gorilla’s code by which to live. The cord attached to his harness snapped tight as he reached the end of the rope. The lieutenant deftly unslung his automatic rifle and laid down suppressing fire into the mouth of the cave. His fellow troops did the same. As machine-gun rounds lit up the still-dark openings, Dangral saw that he had hit a target. A single elderly human male had slept near the entrance—likely an inept watch guard—and was immediately riddled with as many holes as the cliff face itself.


“I don’t know how they got this high,” he said, and he sneered, “but they thought they were safe here.”


They are not.




Swiftly the gorillas swung themselves to the lip of the cave. As soon as their boots found purchase, they pulled the knotted cords and let their harnesses slip. Dropping to the ledge, they let their rappelling cables loose and sent them swaying in the early morning breeze. Then they charged forward, a cacophony of machine-gun fire echoing throughout the caves and across the canyon.


* * *


It was over quickly. The all-clear signal given, Ursus himself rappelled to the caves below.


Lieutenant Dangral saluted him.


“Sir. Inside, I…” He trailed off. Ursus wasn’t listening. Something about the cave’s walls had distracted the ape general. Removing his glove, he inspected them, touching the smoothed entrance. It felt wrong to him. Something about it was… artificial.


Dangral’s confusion was palpable. He swallowed, appearing eager to give his report as soon as possible.


“Sir?”


Ursus turned. “Go on, Lieutenant. Show me what you’ve got.”


The junior officer nodded, leading Ursus deep into the tunnel. As they passed one branch in particular, the general felt a rush of air caress his fur. Ursus immediately deciphered one of the secrets.


“There is a way out on the Simia side,” he growled. His scouts had looked hard for such an entrance. It must have been hidden well.


“Yes, sir,” Dangral replied. “The few humans that escaped fled into our territory. We are tracking them now.”


“Good work, soldier.”


The lieutenant half smiled, but hesitated.


There was something else, and Ursus knew what it was. Army intel had been collecting reports of strange manifestations, out in the Forbidden Zone. Twelve of his best had ventured into that territory. Only one, Private Cormac, had returned, driven insane by whatever horror he had witnessed there.


Ursus imagined an enemy force of some kind that was responsible, lurking in the zone and preparing to invade the ape nation. Army cartographers had triangulated the last known positions of his scouts, and determined that the outer territories of southeast Simia would be the most likely place for such a border crossing.


His hands had been tied by the council, however. His orders were explicit. He was not to enter the Forbidden Zone.


Dangral led him further into the honeycombed cliff, to a chamber dimly lit by a smoldering fire. Human bodies littered the floor. Animal hides were piled in the corners, obviously where the beasts slept.


In the center of the room was a conundrum.


There stood a hearth, midden, and posts. Wooden pillars were lashed together as well as any ape would make them. Ursus circled the hearth. It was clearly the work of some sort of artisan—be it ape or human.


Rage welled up inside of him. Before he could express it, however, there was a clanking sound. Almost imperceptible. His boot skipped across a small hide pouch underfoot. He and Dangral promptly looked down. Dangral was uneasy. Ursus himself bent down to examine the contents of the purse. Bone. Wood. Carved sticks, essentially—to an untrained eye. Yet Ursus knew what they were.


Tools.


“Tools?” the gorilla general muttered. “Tools?” His voice rose.




That was what he had seen at the cave entrance.


Tool marks!


Some misguided “humanitarian” chimpanzees were building habitats for these creatures, out here on the edge of everything the apes knew. Ursus was sure of it—it was the only rational explanation.


These caves were ape-made, certainly, he thought. Except… There had been no sanctioned expeditions for nearly a year—ever since Zaius had used the army to recall that overzealous team of chimp archeologists sent into the Forbidden Zone. Since then, the chimpanzees had been kept in check. As they should be.


Ursus inhaled, puffed out his chest, and said it aloud. “Man-made?” The very notion was ludicrous—but the evidence suggested otherwise. Ursus was an orphan. When he was young, his guardian had warned him that not all humans were stupid—that some were more dangerous than others. He had thought it impossible.


“Lieutenant!” Ursus shouted. “Touch nothing. Get everyone out of these caves.” He was caught up in a fervor now. “Withdraw!”


As the troops scrambled to follow their commander’s orders, Ursus clenched the tools in his massive fist. One of the bone slivers snapped under the pressure, piercing his palm. His hand grew wet within its glove. Ursus didn’t flinch. He cherished the pain. It reminded him what was real.


Humans with tools! he roared in his head.


Then a half-smile crept across his muzzle. Nearly two decades ago his predecessor, General Aleron, had faced a similar situation. A human had wrestled a rifle from a gorilla soldier and used it to kill the ape. That had happened in a tunnel not unlike this one. Aleron had collapsed the cave and buried all evidence, to prevent the ape community from finding out that humans could—under pressure—use a firearm.




This was worse.


Here were signs of thought. Intelligence.


Civilization.


There was no way the savage humans had come up with this on their own. They were too stupid. Good at mimicry, of course. But he had always subscribed to the concept of “human see, human do.” No, someone else was teaching them, and it wasn’t the damn chimpanzee pacifists. It was someone out there, beyond the edge of the Forbidden Zone. As terrible as the implications were, they might also provide what he needed to wrest control from the orangutans. The Forbidden Zone had been unclaimed for far too long—and any threat coming from there would be Simia’s biggest challenge.


Pocketing the tools, he quickly formulated a plan. He would begin by emulating his predecessor. He would go one further, though.


“Lieutenant, have the artillery ready.” The general’s eyes darted to and fro. “As soon as we clear out, I want all of these caves demolished under heavy fire.” Nothing would be left. He would fire on the cliff face until it collapsed in on itself.


His mind raced. His plan would be glorious.


“Cartographer!”


The soldier rushed forward, carrying rolled maps in a pouch slung over his shoulder.


“Simia,” Ursus demanded. The soldier nodded and produced the map Ursus sought—the map of the entire ape nation. Moving to a pile of human bodies, he spread out the dyed parchment and plotted his next move. “Get me four couriers. Each one will take a cardinal direction. I want messages sent to every division, including the Security Police. I’m recalling the army.




“There,” he stabbed at the map. “We make camp just outside of Ape City.”


“The entire army, sir?”


“That’s what I said, soldier.” He turned to Dangral. “I also think it’s time for a battlefield promotion, Major Dangral.”


Dangral was flabbergasted. “General, sir, I, thank you—”


Ursus slapped him on the back. “I need apes I can trust at my side.” The words were for his subordinate, but his thoughts were on the horizon. “We’re going to war.” Dangral nodded quickly, eager to carry out his general’s orders. Before he could run off, however, Ursus seized the gorilla’s arm.


“To make that happen, Dangral, you…” Ursus’s eyes fired steel beams deep into the morning mist. “…you and I—we have a date with the council.”











ACT I


REPERCUSSIONS













CHAPTER 1


TOMORROW IS THE FUTURE’S PAST


A few days earlier


“Oh my God, I’m back! I’m home.”


The astronaut wept.


“All the time, it was…”


On a windswept shoreline of craggy rocks, Colonel George Taylor and his companion, the human woman known as Nova, found the Statue of Liberty. Half rising out of the surf, Lady Liberty’s jagged spiked head stabbed the sky, rust causing it to look like a skull.


Nova could not speak. She was aware, but primitive. She would not—could not—understand what the statue meant.


Taylor didn’t care. To him, everything was abundantly clear. He was on Earth. This planet of apes was his planet’s future, and that meant…


“We finally, really did it,” he whispered to ghosts.


Nuclear annihilation. His world was dead.


The irony did not escape him. He had been disgusted with mankind, had despised what they had grown to be. So, he became an astronaut, and insisted on being among the first to travel to the stars. Scientists had sent him and his crew at near light speed toward another world. Time dilated, and while less than two years had passed for them, two thousand had passed for the Earth. If Taylor couldn’t find a new race that was better than man, he'd hoped that humanity would have evolved so much by the time they arrived in the future that he would find only peace.


Mankind’s evolution had been interrupted.


He and his crew had crashed on what he had thought was an alien world—a world ruled by apes. Anthropoids hunted humans here. They became his enemy. They killed and maimed his crew.


Not all of them were butchers, however. Some of them had proven to be kind—Zira, her fiancé Cornelius, and her nephew Lucius. The majority of them, however—the gorillas, orangutans, and their zealot leader Dr. Zaius—were trouble. Zaius had tried to mutilate him. Taylor had barely escaped.


With Nova in tow, he had fled into this Forbidden Zone.


So here he was, standing before a symbol of oblivion. But he wasn’t here, really. His body was, but his thoughts raced backward. Demanding safe passage, Taylor’s mind became anchored to a conversation he’d had with his fellow astronaut, Landon, upon their crash landing in this godforsaken place.


“Time’s wiped out everything you ever knew,” he’d said, speaking of a world he’d thought was light years away. “It’s all dust.”


Except it wasn’t time that had destroyed everything.


It was man.


“You maniacs.” Taylor fell to his knees. “You blew it up!” Man had finished it, done themselves in. Set the clock back to zero. “Goddamn you.” He spat out the words and slammed his fist into the spongy beach. Water swept in to cover his indiscretion, eliminating all trace of the muddy imprint.


“Goddamn you all to hell.”


Then his limbs were jelly. Falling forward, he crashed face-first into the rushing surf. Salt stung his eyes and liquid filled his nose and ears. The orangutan Zaius had been determined to rid the planet of the pestilence of man. He had feared that one day an intelligent human would rise and destroy everything ape society had struggled to build.


The thing was, Zaius had been right.


Man does destroy, Taylor acknowledged. The mute testament of the Forbidden Zone and the broken remains of the statue were proof enough. Taylor had known it in his heart—known the truth about his kind. He had known as far back as the Second World War. What he first felt in the Pacific became cemented in his mind now.


Brine burned his throat. He did not want to stand.


Let the sea finish this.


Yet Nova would have none of it. The beautiful savage pulled Taylor from the surf, her eyes transfixed on the green-and-brown giantess that towered before them. A primitive, she had no gauge for what she was looking at. It had crippled her mate, and that would be enough for her. Taylor was virile, potent—but the idol before them was more so. To her, it was a black god of death.


* * *


Liberty 2 curved around a bend in time. Inside, her cabin was thick with silence. Her crew were asleep in cryogenic glass cases—stuffed trophies on display. She had approached the speed of light and raced ahead in time. Her mission: rescue the crew of the American National Space Administration’s lost lamb, Liberty 1. Specifically, as per Admiral Eugene Taylor’s orders, to rescue her skipper.


Colonel George Taylor.


His son.


Liberty 1 wasn’t supposed to need rescuing. She’d been aimed at Alpha Centauri and hurled into the future—all in the name of science. To prove Dr. Otto Hasslein’s hypothesis: that as one approached the speed of light, time slowed, becoming ponderous. Liberty 1 was tasked to establish a colony on an alien world, or return to Earth centuries later—her crew having aged less than a year. The men who sent her to the stars would never hear back from her.


Then, inexplicably, a signal made its way back to Earth.


An SOS from the future.


It was inconceivable.


Except there it was, and its existence fit with Hasslein’s theories. He postulated that near light speed, acceleration could warp the very fabric of space itself, creating a bend that he had humbly called a Hasslein Curve. Hypothetically, that bend could allow travel to and from the future, but only between the vessel’s point of origin and its final destination.


Hasslein insisted that the hypothesis be tested—that a follow-up ship be sent to find Taylor and his crew. The doctor found support in the form of Admiral Taylor, and the project was green-lighted. Liberty 2 shared the same configuration, or nearly so. Her components were modular, with subtle changes that would make her fit for a rescue. X-comm buoys were added, as well. Automatically ejected from the ship at regular intervals, they provided data that would give Hasslein his answers.


Thus she cruised through space like a slumbering shark—sleek, barely conscious, and at speed. Her crew at rest, she barreled beyond the space-time continuum and toward the origin of the SOS transmission.


* * *


Then, there was life.


A computer terminal blinked as Liberty 2 released another buoy, birthing it into the time stream behind her. As she prepared to cycle down again, the vessel checked her surroundings. Analysis of incoming data indicated that she was ghosting an unidentified object—starship, asteroid, comet, or something else entirely. A motive projectile.


Liberty 1?


The ship’s computer attempted to calculate the enigma’s destination, or determine if it really existed at all. Regardless, Liberty 2 increased her speed to keep pace less than a light year behind it.


Suddenly, a change.


Proximity alarms clanged, and Liberty 2 picked up two transponder signals—one from the UFO she had been ghosting, another from an approaching vessel that came barreling through the Hasslein Curve. That second projectile collided with the unidentified object, and didn’t stop.


Magnetic tapes hummed and whirled, until sensor analysis was complete. Both objects registered as Liberty 1. Assessing the irrationality of the data, the ship dumped it and began running a self-diagnostic. It was a conundrum too difficult for her to work out on her own. She needed guidance.


Liberty 2’s recyclers kicked in, flooding the cabin with precious air. As the newcomer barreled toward her, the ship began to thaw her crew.


* * *


Cryosleep drained Brent. It drained them all.


Inside the glass coffins, colors faded. Ruddy flesh tones melted away to ensanguined purples and muted blues. The chamber was flooded with the necessary mix of gases. Each person’s temperature needed to be lowered to a state of near suspended animation, and it had to be accomplished in a way that didn’t damage the flesh or nerve cells. A precise cocktail of intravenous drugs coupled with the desaturating light and a chamber filled with inert vapors made this so.


ANSA astronaut Major John Christopher Brent was waking up. The first thing he felt was a fuzzy glow in his chest, not unlike being drunk. The sensation flowed outward in waves, leaving his extremities the last to defrost. He hated it. The bright azure sea had overwhelmed him. Now, its waves receded.


For Brent, hypersleep was no respite—he experienced strange and vivid dreams of violence, and remembered them upon awakening. He knew he couldn’t talk about that—ANSA’s psych boys would pull him from the program. They would claim it was liable to be the early telltales of something much worse. There had been three recorded cases of it since ANSA developed their suspension chambers, and one had led to deaths.


“Hibernation psychosis,” they called it.


This time waking was different. In addition to the heat, he felt a vibration deep in his chest. Alarms blared loudly enough that he could hear them from inside of the pod. As the fever grew, so did the reverb. Brent realized they weren’t coming from inside of him, but from the ship itself. Liberty 2 rumbled with the sound of a passing subway train. Semiconscious, he was tossed around in his crystal casket.


Adrenaline effectuated the waking process, posthaste.


Is this another of the dreams?


As suddenly as it was upon them, it passed. The ship’s proximity klaxons died down, and a deafening silence replaced them. The first one up, Brent stumbled to the sensor terminal, and swiped sleep’s crumbs from his eyes. He was greeted with a simple message.


RECOGNITION ERROR SELF-DIAGNOSIS IN PROGRESS


Whatever danger there had been—if there was any at all—he had missed it. When life support and hull integrity checked out fine, he shuffled back to the slumber chambers. Of the six crystal pods in the cabin, only one other was occupied. While a Liberty-class ship normally only carried four, Liberty 2 had been hastily upgraded to carry two additional passengers. So modified, she could complete her mission and bring Colonel Taylor and his entire crew home.


The other case slid open and Brent’s skipper, Colonel Donovan Andrew Maddox, sat up.


“You missed the fireworks, Skipper.” When Maddox simply raised an eyebrow, Brent continued. “Looks like we had a near collision of some kind. Ship woke us up early to take care of it, but it was over before it even started. Computer’s running a self-diagnostic on the sensors now—we should know what’s what within the hour.”


Maddox nodded. The older man had looked better, his eyes bloodshot and his face puffy. His facial hair hadn’t come in as more than stubble—hypersleep had apparently slowed his metabolism, more so than Brent’s.


* * *


Brent examined his own face in the mirror. However long they’d been in hypersleep, he had grown a full beard. Dark blond, the same color as his hair. Liking the new look, he used a razor to clean it up—neat and trim. Then he headed for the cockpit.


Once there he noticed that Maddox hadn’t bothered with his own appearance. The colonel sat in the port-side command chair. Through the viewport beyond, Brent saw that they were approaching a planet.


Fast.


“Skipper.” Maddox only nodded as his navigator sat down at his station. Brent began pre-checks for orbital insertion, scanning a series of dark instrumentation along the cockpit’s starboard controls. He flipped a few switches and the boards dimly came to life before fading into conservation mode and disappearing again.


“Skipper, banks two through eight are out. Must have blown a fuse.”


“It’s not important now,” Maddox waved him off. “We don’t need them to do this job. Let’s see if we can pick up a broadcast signal.”


And if not, get the hell back to Earth, Brent thought. The signal from Liberty 1 had brought them this far. If Taylor was still down there, he might have set up a short-range TX-9. From orbit, they’d be able to pick it up and follow it in.


Brent stared at the ship’s chronometer. General Lazenbe had assured them that Liberty 2 would be able to return to Earth with barely any passage of time. The proof—according to the science guys—was that the SOS from Taylor’s ship had made it back to ANSA in the first place. Still, the question pulled at Brent’s sleeve. How much time has passed? Connected to Bank 7, the clock’s indicator finally jumped back to life, but it was blinking. The number was always the same.




0000:00:00


The chronometer would need to be reset to get an accurate Earth-time reading. However far they had traveled, Brent would have to wait to find out how much time had passed. So he turned his attention to the planet that lay before them, dimly visible through a haze.


A brave new world, he thought.


This planet’s ring system—if you could call it that—was young, maybe a millennium old or less, and in the early stages of coalescence. Pebbly reflective debris surrounded the sphere in a sort of spiraling haze, reflecting diffused light on the planet’s night side. Once the diagnostics were done they would be able to figure out what system they were in, but wherever it was, it was far from home.


Ruby light stabbed his eyes, demanding his attention. “Skipper,” Brent said, “transponder signal coming from surface side!”


“Okay,” Maddox acknowledged. “In we go.” He retracted Liberty 2’s fusion ring, bringing it neatly flush to her cylindrical hull. As they wove gently through the field of particles, Brent was reminded of an old movie he’d seen as a kid. A seagoing ship pierced a dense fog bank to reveal a hidden treasure on the other side. Beyond the mist lay an island that time had forgotten, guarded by a ferocious primal beast.


Gravel clattered across the hull and echoed through the cabin. As they parted the curtain of haze, the planet stood revealed. Settling into high orbit, Liberty 2 was a tapered rod spinning around a murky crystal ball. A brown and blue sphere accented with a smattering of green splashes, the planet appeared capable of supporting life of some kind. The vegetation—assuming that was what the green was—appeared to be sparse. There was no way to tell if the atmosphere would be breathable.


Unless the trees down there are brown and tan, it’s not going to be a fun place to visit.


“Skipper,” Brent said, “maneuver to separation attitude ready at three plus oh five plus oh three.”


Punching his own numbers into the terminal in front of him, Maddox replied, “I read completion of maneuver at three-twenty-oh-niner…” He paused. “…and separation three plus fifteen hundred.”


“Aye, Skipper,” Brent acknowledged. Metallic clamps released. Resounding echoes penetrated the cabin. Brent began priming the secondary thrusters. Like its predecessor, Liberty 2 was modular, allowing for a variety of mission configurations without requiring the crew to leave the cockpit. The command capsule had a lander component attached in the rear. With the flick of a switch the shuttle, the command capsule, and the lander would disengage, leaving the bulk of Liberty 2 behind to await their return. “All booster functions are proceeding normally,” he continued. “The sequencing is in good shape. Standing by for the burn.”


Maddox stopped him. “Hold burn. Confirm the pitch gimbal motor number four is disabled. I read a questionable indication on the ECS on pitch one.”


Brent looked over the Environmental Control Subsystem display. All indicators looked good to him. For whatever reason, Maddox was stalling.


“ECS in the green, Skipper.”


With a heavy breath, Maddox finally gave the order.


“Go.”


Brent fired the shuttle thrusters. She slid deftly from her berth. The arrow-headed bird glided into low orbit and toward atmospheric entry.


Yet Brent couldn’t get his mind off the chronometer. While the skipper was content to let it blink zeroes forever, he wasn’t. As they approached the atmosphere, Brent quietly disconnected the main transfer circuit and rerouted power from the secondary line. Instantly the numbers on its face leapt to life, climbing at an incredible rate.


No…


It can’t be.


It just can’t.


Outside, the belly of the ship took on the pale orange glow of re-entry.


Lazenbe lied.


“Skipper,” he said. “You should have a look at th—”


BOOM!


* * *


Metal twisted as ceramic tiles danced into view. Something had slammed into Liberty 2, fast and hard.


That something was Oosa—USA-33. The errant satellite had met her end head-on. With the collision, Liberty 2’s chronometer stopped climbing—but the crew had bigger issues to address. The strike had sheared off the shuttle’s right wing.


Nearby, Liberty 2 dove into the planet’s atmosphere, spiraling toward oblivion.











CHAPTER 2


TRAPPED IN THE FORBIDDEN ZONE


Ape shall not kill ape.


It was the Lawgiver’s first testament.


However…


Ape could—and had, on occasion—make ape disappear in the night.


That addendum weighed heavily on Security Chief Cerek’s shoulders. It wasn’t the words of the Lawgiver. It was an unwritten rule among the ape establishment. True, there were executions, but they were few and far between and any citizen found guilty of so severe a crime was ceremonially stripped of his “ape” status by the clergy. The last words spoken to the damned were delivered by a minister.


“May the Lawgiver judge you kindly, for you are no ape.”


The newly appointed head of the Secret Security Police, Cerek was a godly gorilla. He attended all weekly ceremonies and said his prayers every night. The teachings of the Lawgiver had prompted him toward a life in law enforcement.


The enforcement of God’s will.


When he had achieved his goal, he had learned that some laws were meant to be bent. Much to his chagrin.


In truth, Ape City was supported by a relatively small constabulary. The much more substantial Secret Police were in fact no secret, and that was intentional. Hushed whispers and well-placed rumors ensured that the majority of apes remained law-abiding. No one wanted Cerek’s apes rapping on the door during dinner.


Fear kept the populace in line.


When Security Chief Marcus had been killed at the hands of a dirty human animal, Cerek had been tasked to take up the mantle. His first duty had been to close out any outstanding cases left by the previous administration. Clear out the jailhouses. Wipe the slate clean. For most offenders it had been a simple matter of letting them go with a slap on the wrist. For some it meant transfer to the Reef—Ape City’s island prison for thieves, apostates, adulterers, and assailants.


Then there were the prisoners in the wagon below him—the gorilla-chimp crossbreed called Mungwortt, and the orangutan elder Zao. These two were different. Their cases required special consideration. Both had seen a human speak and—for different reasons—neither was likely to keep quiet about it. They couldn’t just be thrown into prison. They could tell their story there just as easily as they could in the town square.


Nor could they be publicly tried. Given the chance to speak out. No, with either of these ways, word would spread. In Mungwortt’s case he was too stupid to keep his snaggle-toothed mouth shut. In Zao’s, he was too defiant. The elder also knew… other things. Dangerous things that those in power wished to suppress, lest Ape City and all of Simia be turned on its head.


Cerek didn’t know what those things were. He didn’t want to.


There are some things best left buried in the dark. A preacher had said that, long ago. It had left an impression on his young mind, and now, that was exactly what he intended to do. Bury his problems.




It was the pitch of night, and he and four of his officers rode the two prisoners to the outskirts of ape territory. They had passed over the border of the Forbidden Zone and were just beyond its boundaries. There were no stars. Instead, the only light came from torches affixed to the wagon, and the ever-constant soft luminousness of the horizon. Light that came from a place where there should be none.


The wagon stopped and the chief regarded the two apes as they were pulled down, then forced to stand straight. Burlap sacks obscured their features. Behind them yawned the blackness of a great pit. They were a strange duo—the retired orangutan a former council member of great stature, the half-breed a lowly sanitation worker. Unlikely ever to have come into more than fleeting contact, they were now condemned to a shared fate.


High atop the cliff face, mute scarecrows stood as shadows and mocked them, hardly visible in the flickering torchlight. Cerek nodded and the sacks were ripped away.


Zao winced, his eyes adjusting to the torches.


“So is that it, Cerek?” he asked, showing no fear. “Is this what happens to dissidents who disappear in the middle of the night?” His voice rising, Zao shook with fury. “You take them to the Forbidden Zone and leave them to the mercy of the desert?”


Cerek was stone-faced, cold. “Not exactly.” He pulled out a scroll and unrolled it, moving closer to a torch.


“Zao and Mungwortt,” he said in his official voice. “You have been found guilty of treason and blasphemy. Your crimes are speaking out against The Sacred Scrolls, and causing malicious mischief against the betterment of apekind. You have been sentenced to exile from Ape City.”


A dimwit to the end, Mungwortt simply tilted his head.


“Exile?” Zao queried. “Is that all?”




Cerek rolled up the parchment, raised his hand, and nodded to the guards who flanked the prisoners.


“May God and the Lawgiver both have mercy on your souls.”


The guards shoved.


The exiles fell. One of them let loose a grunt.


Most likely the idiot.


They were quickly gobbled up by the pitch. Cerek listened and heard the sound of bodies bouncing along the sides of the pit on the way down. To their credit, neither screamed. Finally, a wet crunch echoed in his ears, followed by silence. Still he listened.


Then, another sound.


Steady, rhythmic, and it didn’t come from the pit. It was behind them. An ape on horseback entered the circle of light cast by the torches. Young, he was a gorilla messenger.


Army, Cerek mused, from the looks of him.


“I have ridden since morning,” the newcomer said. “I carry a message for Security Chief Cerek. The message comes from General Ursus himself.” He held out a scroll.


Cerek took it. The writing upon it seemed alive with licking torchlight. That light danced in Cerek’s eyes as well. When he finished he rolled the scroll and tucked it into his leather tunic. Facing the messenger, he nodded.


“Message received and understood.”


The courier reciprocated, spun his horse, and started back toward the north. Cerek addressed his men.


“We ride back at once.” He unhitched a horse from the wagon. “General Ursus has returned from the highlands.” He threw a saddle over the horse, pausing to regard the gaping hole into which the two exiles had been dumped. Only for a moment.


“There is much work to be done.”




* * *


A few days earlier


“How will you survive?” Lucius asked the talking human called Taylor.


“He won’t survive,” Dr. Zaius assured them. He decided to appeal to the mutant human one last time. “Do you know what kind of life awaits you out there, Taylor?” When the astronaut offered no response, the doctor continued. “That of an animal. If you aren’t eventually hunted down and killed by apes, some jungle beast will devour you.”


At that Taylor’s eyes lit up. “Then there is another jungle.”


The orangutan shrugged. He suspected there was, but had no proof one way or another. He decided to bait Taylor and see if the human would bite.


“Of course, you could return with us.” He dangled the hook. “Our society might find a place for you and your mate.”


“Sure,” Taylor scoffed. “In a cage.”


Zaius smirked. Any false softness that had been there was gone. His stare was penetrating.


“Where else but in a cage does man belong?”


* * *


Zaius let them go.


The gorilla soldiers descended and were ready to overtake the human and his mate, but with a wave of his hand he stopped them. That no longer concerned him. Whether killed here or in the Forbidden Zone, today or within a week’s time, Taylor could do no more damage. There was another matter, however, with which he had to deal. Swiftly.


Zaius addressed the squad leader, Aurelios.


“Lieutenant, fetch your explosives. We’re going to seal up the cave.”




“Yes, sir!” Aurelios and his apes rushed back to their cart. As he did so, the chimpanzee Cornelius scrambled to Zaius’s side.


“Seal the cave?”


Zaius was adamant. “That is correct,” he declared, turning back and forth to address both Cornelius and Zira. “And you will both stand trial for heresy.”


Without responding Cornelius turned back to peer at the cave, while Zira interjected. All of her fiancé’s work was about to be destroyed. The most important discovery in all of ape history. As an archeologist, he had to be devastated.


“But the proof!” she argued. “The doll!”


“In a few minutes there will be no doll.” Zaius shook his head. “There can’t be. I’m sorry.”


“Dr. Zaius!” Cornelius said urgently. “Dr. Zaius, you mustn’t! You promised!”


Zaius stared silently at the young chimp scientist. So full of vigor over his discovery. Full of conviction. As was I, he thought. So many years ago. Zaius sympathized, yet there were greater issues at stake. Finally, he replied.


“What I do, I do with no pleasure.” Lieutenant Aurelios approached Cornelius from behind, and Zaius gave the order. “Silence him!”


“Doctor—?” Cornelius said, only to be cut off as the gorillas dragged him away. Zira tried to rush to her fiancé’s side. Zaius stopped her, and she watched helplessly as the soldiers covered the archeologist’s mouth with a leather muzzle meant for humans. The doctor held her fast, peering into the distance where Taylor and Nova sat astride their horse, diminishing in size as they rode along the beach.


Then Lucius spoke.


“Dr. Zaius, this is inexcusable!” the young chimp protested. “Why must knowledge stand still?”




Zaius looked the lad over. Youth. He sighed. The chimp was too young to understand. Perhaps Lucius’s generation would find a new way to deal with that which had burned in the hearts of Zaius and his forefathers.


Perhaps. For now, however—under Zaius’s watch—the old ways would stand firm.


The young ape waved his hands.


“What about the future?” he pressed.


Zaius looked again toward the indistinct shape of man, woman, and horse. Waves lapped at their footprints, dissolving them in the surf. Soon there would be no trace they had ever even existed.


What about it, indeed, he mused. Zaius was certain he had done the right thing. “I may just have saved it for you.”


Zira was watching the retreating humans, too. “What will he find out there, Doctor?” she asked.


Having travelled that way decades ago, Zaius knew what lay ahead for Taylor.


If he truly is a man out of his time…


Zaius frowned. “His destiny.”


* * *


The present


Lucius sat alone, scribbling his thoughts. The young chimp was perched high upon Carrion Hill, grease pencil laboriously marking the parchment.


This is the truth eternal.
Whatever thinks, can speak.
And whatever speaks… can murder.




With dusk falling, the expedition team had stopped to raise camp at the foot of a sharp incline, the top of which was crowned by a trio of tall curved boulders. Carrion Hill was so named because those rocks looked almost like the ribcage of some ancient gigantic beast, sun-dried and turned to stone. It was a known marker within the Forbidden Zone, and coming across the hill had given the party a sense of relief.


The Zone itself had a way of turning an ape around, and it wasn’t uncommon for the curious and the foolish to find themselves wandering its wastes for weeks on end. Now, at least, they knew they were about half a day’s journey from Ape City.


At the base of the hill, four gorillas hastily assembled the one tent they had brought with them—the one in which Zaius himself would sleep. Others tended to the horses, while two more built a fire near a petrified tree that had died upright centuries ago, its arms forever raised in surrender to the harsh cruelty of the land. The earth here was dried and cracked and thirsty for water.


The camp lay in the creeping shadow of the three stone ribs. The setting sun cast a dazzling array of light between the massive monoliths.


Cornelius had been bound and gagged ever since the morning’s fiasco at the pit, but the orangutan Minister of Science hadn’t considered Zira or her nephew Lucius as a threat. He had allowed them to travel with the group on word of honor that they would not try to escape.


Footsteps crunched in the gravel and sand. Zaius climbed the hill, determined to make peace with the young chimpanzee at its zenith. Still preoccupied with his writings, Lucius almost didn’t notice the minister’s approach. As Zaius crested the hill, however, the chimp dropped the pencil and tucked the parchment into his sleeve.


“Doctor,” Lucius said without looking up. Zaius simply nodded and sat down on the rock next to the boy. He scanned the horizon. The desert floor had turned orange and purple as the sun fell beyond the mountains.


“Even out here, amongst all this death, there is beauty,” Zaius reflected.


Lucius looked to the same sky and nodded.


“I first found out about man when I was much younger than you,” Zaius continued. “My father took me out to the shoreline, not too far from the cave.” Zaius remembered the cracked ruins of that gargantuan statue. “He showed me what they had done to their own civilization, and told me then why we must never let the secret be told. Apekind would be thrown into chaos, and life as we know it would be irreparably changed.”


Lucius crossed his arms and turned away. The sun finally gave up its gaudy display and sulked away below the horizon. Realizing his cause was hopeless, Zaius prepared to do the same.


“Very well,” the doctor said. He leaned forward, putting his weight on his cane before rising. At his feet lay the grease pencil.


“What is this?” Zaius demanded. Looking up, he noticed the hastily hidden scroll that jutted from Lucius’s sleeve. The orangutan grabbed the startled boy’s arm and snatched the parchment. Before the chimp could protest, Zaius was reading it. His eyes widened.


When the astronaut, Taylor, first came amongst us from a voyage in outermost space, he perceived that his ship had passed through a fold in the fourth dimension…


That dimension is time, and Taylor knew he had aged beyond the elapsed time of his voyage by two thousand years.


Taylor did not know the name of the strange planet on which he had set foot, where apes—risen to great estate—had acquired the power of tongues, while man—fallen from his zenith to become a beast of the earth—had lost the means of speech and was… ignorant.


“He may have once dominated this planet,” Zaius said, and he trembled, “but man has always been ignorant!” He lifted the parchment and waved it in accusation. “Taylor was nothing more than a mutant, do you understand?”


“This is for my personal journal,” Lucius insisted. “You have no right—”


Zaius crumpled the paper in his hands. “This is science fiction, not science fact!” Pointing at the chimpanzee, the doctor dropped his voice menacingly. “You’d best keep these mad ramblings to yourself, Lucius, or—”


“Or what?” Lucius spat, defiant. He motioned toward the cart below, where Cornelius was bound. “You’ll gag me, too?”


Zaius didn’t reply.


Gathering himself, the doctor sighed the boy’s name. “Lucius. I can forgive the vagaries of youth, but only so much. You are old enough to be tried as an adult, remember that. I’d hate to see you working in a labor force with your aunt and her fiancé.” He paused for effect. “Or hanging beside them.” Stuffing the scrunched parchment in his pocket, he turned and moved back toward the camp, speaking over his shoulder.


“Let this be your last warning.”


* * *


As Zaius neared the base of the hill, Zira descended upon him.


“Doctor, I demand that you either free my fiancé at once,” she insisted, “or put me in shackles beside him.”


Dr. Zaius blinked. Twice.


Is there no end to this?


The chimpanzee psychiatrist thrust her arms out in front of her, closed her eyes, turned her head, and lifted her snout. Defiant.


Zaius scoffed.


Impetuous chimp. He thought of Lucius. Make that “chimps.” All of them.


“Very well, then.” Zaius looked to his guards, and nodded toward Lieutenant Aurelios. Immediately the security officer moved forward, shackles at the ready. As he approached, however, Zaius raised a hand.


“Lieutenant, your key, please.” The confused gorilla returned the cuffs to his belt, reached into the pocket on his bandolier, and produced a master key. Zaius took it, and examined it. Zira still stood with arms outstretched, but then opened one eye, tilting her head ever so slightly. When Zaius looked up at her, Zira immediately turned her head away and slammed her eye shut. The minister sighed deeply, and slipped the key into the palm of her right hand.


I do not enjoy my role in this, he mused. Even his old mentor, Zao, had needed to be silenced before he could expose the truth—that man had once ruled the planet, and that ape had risen from the ashes of man’s society. The secret had to be kept, lest ape society collapse under its weight.


It must!


Zira looked at Zaius and smiled.


“Go,” he said simply, gesturing with his snout. Before I change my mind.


Without another word, Zira swept up a blanket and pillow and scrambled toward the wagon.


“But you are still under arrest,” he added. “All three of you.” She turned and bowed, then continued on her way. As he watched her go, Aurelios addressed him.


“Orders, Doctor?”


“Collect the boy and bed down for the night.” Zaius waved at the hill. “We could all use some sleep.”


* * *


Cornelius napped lightly, his mouth still covered in leather, his hands shackled by chains to a rung in the wagon’s floorboards. Zira swung open the cage door and sprang to her lover. She untied the mask and quickly unlocked his shackles.


Then Cornelius was awake. “Zira!” he said in alarm. “We are in enough trouble—”


“No, no, it’s alright.” She peppered his face with kisses. “The good doctor himself gave me the key.”


“The good… I see,” Cornelius rubbed his strained wrists. “And the charge of heresy?”


Zira cast her eyes down and shook her head, then sat next to him, her back to the wagon’s wall. Settling in, she rested her head on his shoulder and drew a deep breath.


“It’s alright, Zira. They can’t put us away for—”


“It’s not that,” she interjected. “Cornelius, it’s…” Zira grew silent. Patient as ever, Cornelius waited for her to continue. “I’m worried about Taylor.”


“Taylor?” Cornelius scoffed. She frowned, and her eyes were knives. Instantly he knew his error. Taylor had tried to save them from Zaius’s accusations of heresy.


“Zira, I… understand.” Unable to meet her gaze, he looked straight ahead and slowly nodded. “I’m… concerned as well.” Taylor had tried to strike a deal with Zaius, urging him to grant Zira and Cornelius clemency. The human had shown his gratitude for their help, and tried to help them in kind.


Gratitude, from a human.


“He is quite insufferable, there’s no doubt about that,” Cornelius said. “But he is unique, and not only because he talks.” He could hardly believe the words coming out of his own mouth. “But because of his mind.”


A thinking human.


“Oh, Cornelius!” Zira exclaimed, “Y-you…” She stammered. “You love him too, don’t you?”


Cornelius sighed. Does she have to use the word… “love”? It’s so… dramatic. Still, he knew better than to argue with his fiancée. He thought of his childhood pet, a simple raccoon. One can love an animal, he said to himself, and Taylor is indeed much more than any animal.


“I suppose so.” He nodded and squeezed Zira’s hand. “Whatever becomes of us, I hope he finds what he’s looking for.”


“They have to survive, Cornelius. They just have to,” she said vehemently. “This could be the start of a new species.”


As Zira curled around him and drifted off to sleep, Cornelius thought about it.




It’s a good thing Dr. Zaius was unaware of Nova’s… condition.


A good thing indeed.











CHAPTER 3


DIAGNOSES


Roughly one week earlier


Taylor and Nova had escaped, thanks to Zira. Her nephew Lucius had tricked the guard and they were free. Now Cornelius, Zira, and Lucius joined them on a trek to the Forbidden Zone. Their destination was the archeological site where Cornelius and his team had dug the previous year. The apes’ goal was to find proof that intelligent humans were the missing link in ape evolution. Taylor’s goal was, as he put it, to “get the hell outta Dodge,” find a jungle beyond Zaius’s reach, and start anew.


They stopped at the head of a gorge. Ahead of them, the terrain fell away abruptly to a vast, irregular river of deep blue-green water. The wagon would only slow them down. Taylor and the apes unloaded the wagon and repacked their provisions and equipment on the backs of horses.


He and Lucius moved toward the precipice of the cliff as Nova wandered off. Suddenly, she dropped to her knees. The apes noticed something was amiss, and it was Lucius who mentioned it.


“Something’s wrong with your mate,” the young chimp declared. Taylor peered in her direction. Nova was retching. He and the others moved quickly to her.


“Nova?” he asked gently, placing a hand on her shoulder.




Zira squatted down beside them. “Let me handle this.” When Taylor hesitated, she grew defiant. “You may be smarter than I am,” she said, “but I’m the veterinary here.”


He saw there was no arguing with the lady chimp. She was strong, and he admired her for it. So he acquiesced.


Zira led Nova back toward the wagon. Taylor watched the females leave and promptly decided he should occupy his thoughts with other things. He looked down at the twisting river as Cornelius fetched the horses.


“Cornelius,” Taylor echoed through the canyon, “where does this river lead to?”


“It flows into a sea some miles from here,” the chimpanzee replied. “That’s where we’ll find the diggings.” From where they stood, they could see massive sandstone cliffs that rose from either riverbank. Taylor’s curiosity was piqued.


“And beyond that?”


“I don’t know,” Cornelius admitted. “You can’t ride along the shore at high tide, and we had no boats on our last expedition.”


Taylor thought about that. “You’ve never told me,” he said. “Why do you call this the Forbidden Zone?”


“No one knows,” the chimp said. “It’s an ancient taboo, set forth in The Sacred Scrolls.” He swept his arm across the horizon. “The Lawgiver pronounced this whole area deadly.”


Lucius was more than a little spooked.


“Shouldn’t we be moving on?” he queried.


“I’m for that.” Taylor squeezed the words out the side of his mouth. He scanned for Nova. She stood in the shade of the wagon, leaning against it as Zira looked after her. The young woman’s sickness seemed to have passed. As the males approached, she rushed to Taylor, smiling all the way.




“What’s the diagnosis, Doctor?” he asked as Nova threw her arms around him. “A touch of the sun?”


“She’s not sick at all,” Zira declared. She could tell he didn’t understand. “She’s pregnant.”


Instantly the look on Taylor’s face was one of confusion. Slowly, consternation gave way to wonder. Finally, a broken jagged smile claimed his face.


“So,” Taylor said, and he beamed, “I’m not an altogether different breed after all.” He turned to an astonished Cornelius. “You see?”


As the gaping scientist nodded, Zira turned and shook her head. It had been a simple thing to diagnose Nova. The nausea, sudden weakness, the desire to nest—even the way the human female looked at her mate.


Zira knew it because she felt all the same symptoms. Looked at Cornelius the same way. The human female wasn’t the only one who was pregnant.


Zira, too, was with child.


* * *


Now


Zira could not sleep. She and Cornelius lay beneath an ancient desiccated tree, not too far from Lucius and equidistant from both the wagon and Zaius’s tent. The makeshift camp formed a triangle with the tent at its apex. Aurelios and his security team slept in the center around the fire, with two gorillas walking the perimeter, one guard awake at the tent, and another pretending to be awake, stationed near the three chimpanzees.


Staring at her slumbering lover, Zira cupped his hand and brought it to her abdomen, giving flight to the fancy that Cornelius might dream he felt the baby move.




The baby he doesn’t know about yet.


Her belly had swollen. She was certain he had noticed that she had put on some weight, but he was much too proper to say anything, or even care. She was his fiancée, and that was all he would care about.


He will make a good husband. She smiled. That smile quickly faded with doubt. But should he be a father?


If they were going to be imprisoned for heresy, then at the least they would be marked for their entire lives. There would be no careers for either of them. In all likelihood they would have their degrees revoked, and they would be demoted to the rank of second-class citizen. The burden of shame would fall not just on them, but on their offspring, as well. A child of heretics would not have an easy life. There would be no enrollment in the academy. They might wind up a clerk, a farrier, or worse.


Zira harrumphed. She pushed Cornelius’s hand away, flopped around and turned her back on him. Any child of hers deserved a better life than that. Her expression darkened.


If my child can’t have a better life, she thought, should I have a child at all?


She had colleagues who took care of such things, and quietly. They were veterinarians, of course—not proper medical doctors—but with their knowledge of comparative anatomy, it wasn’t much of a stretch for them to apply their skills to apes, as well. Dr. Galen had operated a back-alley office himself, disguising it as a private practice.


Zira squeezed her eyes almost shut.


Cornelius cannot know.


Turning flat on her back, she looked to the heavens and sighed. The soft glow of the cloud-shrouded starless night was framed by the tree’s petrified limbs. She imagined that its arthritic branches were reaching out to the sky for a taste of rain that would never come.


Then it did.


She was sure she had imagined the first drop. The second not so much—it splashed right across her brow.


Those drips weren’t alone.


The sky fluttered, and a torrent crashed to earth.


* * *


They were drowning in the desert.


The northern tip of the Forbidden Zone received its first rain in seasons. Water plummeted from above like a waterfall. Cornelius and Zira took refuge against the tree, clutching each other close as the ground at their feet turned to mush, threatening to hold them fast. Rivulets glided over his fur and down his nose. Then the stiff breeze transmogrified into a gale and the torrential downpour went sideways.


Confused, Aurelios and his apes attempted to secure the horses, lest they run. Eager to help his compatriots, the guard assigned to watch over the apostates stuck his ruddy finger in Cornelius’s face.


“You!” He reached behind his belt. “Give me your hands.”


As the soaked gorilla brought his handcuffs around to bind the chimpanzees, he suddenly arched his back and collapsed in a heap. A short figure stood behind the fallen ape, wielding the guard’s purloined club.


“Lucius!” Cornelius said breathlessly. What has the boy done now?


“Come on!” the rebellious youth said, crouching low and sloshing through mud and rain, moving for the horses. Cornelius realized what he had in mind. With the gorillas distracted and Zaius still in his tent, now was the time.


“Lucius?” Zira looked up. Cornelius grabbed her hand and yanked her away from the tree. “No, Cornelius,” she protested, “tell him to stop! We mustn’t… I can’t—” Nevertheless he pulled her along the slick ground. The desert floor was so much sludge.


Worse than that, the ooze beneath them began bubbling. As he struggled to keep Zira and himself upright, the nearest of those mud bubbles burst.


Within it sat a monster.


The size of a melon, it was black, fat, and slick. Its dual knobby tongues were horned and its two bulbous eyes bulged. Similar creatures emerged all around them. One of them licked its eyes as it sprung, and its freakish brethren did the same. Toad-things bounced and whizzed, to and fro.


Cornelius had heard of such things, but he had never seen one in person. Feral toads hibernated beneath the cracked desert floor, awaiting a rain that never came—until now. They had been awakened by the first drops of wet and shed their muddy shells, eager to find both food and mates. As he and Zira batted the things away, Lucius plowed right through them. He gestured toward a pair of horses tied to a bush just past the tent.


The creatures crisscrossed the camp like cannon fire. The chimpanzees were all but forgotten as the gorillas fought against the downpour and the hellish amphibian assault. And there was the croaking.


So much croaking.


“Can you stand?” Cornelius shouted over the rain and cries of alarm.




“Yes, but we can’t go.” Zira stopped and peered at him, as if making a decision. “Cornelius, I’m—”


“Stop there!”


It was Lieutenant Aurelios, pistol drawn. Rain poured down the gorilla’s glossy features. The lieutenant nodded at his fallen guard—the gorilla Lucius had clubbed. “So, we add assault to the charges.” Aurelios’s eyes became slits. “Or is it murder?”


Zira was quiet.


“What, him?” Cornelius said. “No, no, you’ve got it wrong.” With a hand raised in supplication, he reached down to the prone gorilla and tapped the guard’s carotid artery. A steady pulse greeted him.


“No, he is very much alive—you see?” he said. “He, ah, slipped in the mud, yes? Hit his head on a toad, I’m afraid.” As if on cue, one of the wild amphibians hopped past Aurelios. Another flew at the tree and smashed into it.


Aurelios looked over the two prisoners.


Two.


“Where is the other one?” he demanded.


* * *


Lucius had been lucky. Zaius had remained in his tent, and the gorillas hadn’t noticed him. Aurelios’s and Zaius’s steeds in tow, he sloshed through the muddy field. Fleshy projectiles zigged and zagged. Water poured from the sky. A choir of the grotesque throbbed, and beneath it, he felt a rumble rising from the ground. Pausing at the tent he looked up. On the hill above them, the ribbone boulders were moving. Swaying.


They’re sliding.


The tent flap flew open, revealing an enraged Zaius. Peering through the rain, the orangutan squinted at the figure leading the two horses. A moment later it dawned on the minister what he was seeing.


“Guards!” he bellowed over the din. “The apostates are escaping! Arrest—”


He didn’t get to finish his words. Lucius dropped the reins and charged headfirst. The minister braced himself for an impact.


Rain and toads continued their assault.


* * *


Near the tree, as Cornelius was preoccupied with Aurelios, Zira watched the drama at the tent. The hillside dissolved into a cascade of mud, and the craggy boulders that had rested there for millennia were loosened. The nearest one slammed onto its side and slid down the incline.


“Lucius!” Zira shouted.


Cornelius and Aurelios turned.


The purloined horses galloped away in panic. The young chimpanzee body-slammed Zaius, throwing him past his tent. The doctor slid away in the mud, but Lucius wasn’t so lucky. The boy’s foot became tangled in the tent line, and he went down.


The boulder slammed into the tent.


Mud and toads splattered.


Zira screamed again.


“Lucius!”
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