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  beginnings & ends



  Do unto others before they do you.


  - Poppy


  subterranean sport


  Auntie's bare foot gropes his crotch. Son pretends he has a lump of monkey stuck in his throat and pushes back from the table to clear it.


  At home in the Bunker this evening, they're having monkey and mock-bean stew, spicy enough he can almost forget it's monkey, though it's a young one, and tender. Son likes pig best, and rats are pretty good. He doesn't care for monkey.


  "What?" Son says to Poppy, who's watching him eat. "What are you looking at? This is good," he tells Gran-Gran, who cooked it. Then he scoops Auntie's bacteria paste with his knife and lathers so much of it over a chunk of meat he can forget it's food, much less monkey.


  Son looks everywhere except at Auntie. Meanwhile, Auntie is looking mostly at Poppy, who's sampling her latest condiment with due deliberation.


  She cultures microbial mats and then slow-dries them with hot sauce and other stuff. She says it's good for them. Gran-Gran says it's mashed germs and germs cause disease, so she won't have anything to do with it. Poppy looks stoical and takes a tablespoonful straight up, one with every meal.


  Poppy sometimes objects, either on grounds of how wasteful her failed experiments can be or how stomach-turning her successes, mostly relishes and steak sauces. Auntie responds with expressions such as self-sufficiency and autonomy. Poppy doesn't genuflect at these times, as Auntie tells Son with a grin, but he comes as close as he's able and holds his peace.


  "Genuflect" is a good word. Gran-Gran doesn't genuflect; she's Libertarian, O Lord, she says, not Catholic, though she comes close when in full ecstatic union with the whatever.


  Son felt like genuflecting the first time he saw Auntie naked, up close and presented for his private inspection. Right now she has her good leg extended beneath the table, and her bare foot has gone back to groping his crotch. Auntie likes to tease. But this kind of thing, if she isn't careful, is going to get them both killed, down here in their hole in the ground.


  nature's way


  The GameBoy screams in much the same way a person would.


  Son looks away from the spill of intestines and whatnot, examines the GameBoy's ritual scarring, furrows and craters like a plowed battlefield across its chest and around its neck in a half collar. The GameBoy clearly doesn't understand Poppy's English, but that doesn't matter. Poppy just keeps tugging away and asking his question.


  Once, when Son was a boy, Poppy explained how Eskimo hunters would impale a baby seal on a hook and dangle it over a breathing hole in the sea ice because they knew its crying would bring the mother, which they'd then harpoon. "Nature's way," Poppy called it.


  "They called themselves Inuit," Auntie told him. "Not Eskimos." Poppy knows everything there is to know about hunting and combat; Auntie knows everything about everything else.


  "Whatever," Poppy said.


  The creature they captured this fine morning is no baby seal, though according to Poppy it isn't a real man either. First, they broke its arms and legs so it couldn't resist too much.


  "Where are the others?" Poppy asks, as he pulls its guts out through the slit in its abdomen.


  Son is freaking out a bit, checking in three-sixty degrees for more GameBoys. What with the noise, they've surely zeroed in on them already. The screams finally die away to some gasping, and Poppy breaks the GameBoy's neck. Son and his father step well back as an impatient ratswarm moves in on the carcass.


  "That was messy," Poppy says, his face impossible to read, mantled as it is in blur dust. "But we needed the screams. That's our bait."


  "Jesus Christ," Son says, something he can't say back in the Bunker in that tone without Gran-Gran threatening hellfire. The dust itself quickly disses the remains of the ratswarm's meal, leaving the scar breastplate for last.


  "Let's get ready for our visitors," Poppy tells him.


  They disappear back into the Boogoo and move away through it to higher ground. Once more they go still and silent.


  •


  Son watches. Son is a hunter, and a real man.


  This day is hot and still. The air remains nearly dust free, the visibility exceptional. At once hunters and hunted, he and Poppy crept through the blurs for much of the morning, making their way out of the dry stream bed and up a ravine to Long Lookout Ridge.


  They were just clumsy enough to allow those three GameBoys to find them on the ledge below where they watch now. This place where they killed two of their pursuers outright and then asked the other one some questions. Much in this wasted terrain isn't what it appears and, given the chance, most things in it will kill you before you can kill them. "Do unto others," Poppy says, "before they do you."


  And there's been plenty of doing to others, this past while. Never have they seen so many bio-blurs in the area. For some reason, all of God's critters are gravitating toward Eden.


  And they're getting more GameBoys, which shouldn't be happening. As Poppy says, any GameBoy you chose would tie for first place with every other one for a Darwin Award. So there should be fewer of them, not more. In fact they should be long extinct, these degenerate relics of the original GameBoys, a loose association of culture jammers, occupiers, teapartiers, HackenCrackers, Rightsrightists, Islamisrightists and the Radical Moderates who, toward the end, became the most terrifyingly violent of those unwilling to swap their freedoms for security. One of Poppy's favorite histories to tell of an evening at home in the Bunker, how these subhumans lost the pizzazz of their forerunners, their imagination and sense of fun, retaining only brute instincts to kill and destroy.


  Auntie goes quiet on these occasions, sadder and more tired than usual.


  •


  Son likes the idea that GameBoys are hunting them. It's also scary, though he won't admit that to anyone except himself. It's the GameBoys who should be scared. Hunting hunters is dangerous work. Especially when these hunters happen to be Son and Poppy.


  doing unto others


  Son watches. There's still no sign of their GameBoys.


  He performs a quick inventory, feels for his spearsticks where they lie hidden in the dust, as he himself lies concealed. His catchbag is flexible-phase hemmelite, a tough little military-surplus drogue chute with hemmelite drawstring and cords; both scent- and blur-proof, it could have been designed in the beginning as a catchbag. His canteen, which has always been a canteen, is hemmelite as well. So is his knife, and the corded belt he keeps it in.


  •


  Gran-Gran says this whole world is dead, and they killed it. She means humans.


  But the land isn't nearly as dead as that.


  Subtle shifts and stirrings at the sun's gradual rise have much to tell a skilled watcher. A pigswarm, for example, has hunkered down near the top of the eastward-descending gorges. It may be doing some watching of its own, in no hurry to join the bio-blur tussle underway just downslope of it where a monkeyswarm overwhelms a dragon. Even at this distance, gazing in a way only he can, Son watches the solitary animal's jaws emerge from its mantle as it thrashes monkeyguts back and forth, flinging shit to the four winds. By the time the stink arrives at Son's hide on the slightest of breezes, the survivors are feasting. An adjacent patch of jittery dust suggests a ratswarm awaiting scraps.


  All God's critters. That's what Poppy calls them back in the Bunker, mostly to get Gran-Gran's goat. Whatever. They're seeing all of those, and more that aren't God's creatures. More and more of them every day, just about.


  The dunes and ridges and plains sprawl to the southern horizon, all the panorama swaddled in blur dust. Similarly mantled with blurs, Son is one with the land here atop Long Lookout Ridge, safe, as long as he remains still, from the many eyes that hide in the Boogoo.


  •


  Only two kilometers to the northwest, Eden lies vivid against the otherwise gray terrain. One of life's great mysteries is how this green oasis has survived the Boogoo, the blanket of tiny self-replicating bot disassemblers that otherwise shrouds their world. The blurs.


  This land is alive. The entire landscape lives in its many parts and, Son believes, as a whole.


  •


  Son watches, not much distracted by the fact he has gone hard. That happens a lot these days. It comes from thinking about Auntie.


  Auntie looked worried this morning, before Son left the Bunker. "Be careful," she told him, prompting a snort from Poppy. "A body is always careful," he said. "Either that or dead." Son—sixteen years old, already four years a man—is good at staying alive, and it's good that Poppy is out here riding shotgun today.


  At the same time, he wishes he were back in the Bunker with Auntie. With Poppy's woman. Auntie has told Son what he mustn't tell Poppy; she can't go on this way any longer. Sometimes she gets so sad it's scary. Confined to the Bunker, unable to hunt since a ratswarm took one of her legs, she's cooped up in an underground world extending no more than three hundred square meters on two levels. And she can't live with Poppy any more, she says. She just can't.


  This is only a way of speaking, Son believes, yet he's shocked. And excited. Not to mention scared.


  lay of the land


  Out here on the land there's not much that really scares Son. He himself is what Poppy calls an apex predator.


  He hooks a toe against underlying rock and flexes, inching himself around so he can watch more comfortably. Plus he needs to work some stiffness out of the sore hip. He hasn't mentioned the hip to Poppy, this souvenir of a scuffle with his father back in the Bunker three days ago. Neither has Poppy talked about the bum arm Son knows he's favoring. A trained Special Forces killing machine, he has taught Son what he can of the manly arts, how to do others before they do you. He may sometimes regret this, now that Son, at sixteen years of age, is as big as he is, almost as strong, and faster.


  Whatever. Even short of full contact, they're crazy to fight. The last thing you need out here on the hunt are self-inflicted wounds. And the first thing you want is a buddy to watch your back.


  Barely moving, he checks around but sees no sign of Poppy. Of course Poppy's a hunter and a warrior—the best there is—so he's normally invisible out here.


  •


  Poppy was part of a New China and United Securistats of America Special Southeast Asia Operations Recon unit. Their main role was to monitor allied operations and report intelligence. Call them what you like, Poppy says. In fact, he and his comrades were no more than token battlefield humans, the last non-warbot battlefield presences on Earth. And given the speed, complexity, and general inscrutability of warbot strategy and tactics, the bots' wet brothers-in-arms rarely had any idea what was really going on. "Doesn't matter," Poppy says. What he means is that the USA no longer exists. Neither does New China, nor do any wars other than their own survivalist battle with what passes for nature these days.


  "After the Boogoo struck, we got marooned," he tells Son. "And who cares? You can be sure Homeland looks much the same as what we've got here."


  Son has never seen Homeland. He has never seen anything except the Bunker and the land right around it and around Eden.


  •


  Auntie has told him the story. When he was just a kid, he'd ask her for this one again and again, till finally he thought he could make some sense of it.


  All it would have taken is a single self-replicator to escape, or for someone to release it into the wild. Whatever. Within a day or two, the surface of the earth had been mostly converted into about a zillion zillion nanobots. And—thanks to the miracles of '30s nanotech combined with state-of-the-art qubital information processing—though each blur was no bigger than a large molecule, it was in itself a pretty handy computer. These were the self-replicating disassembler-assemblers. The "blurs" were designed to strip anything more complex than themselves down to its atoms and use those components to build more of themselves. And that's it. The whole name of the game. Except that before they finished the job of turning the entire planet into dust—this part of it took a good deal of Auntie's telling—the blurs themselves, collectively and unconsciously, gave rise to the Boogoo. To some higher level of organization. To more than one Boogoo, in fact, given the smaller one inside Eden, and they're territorial.


  •


  Ahuk. The earth clears its throat. As though it's choking on blur dust.


  Clears it again. Ahuk.


  The coughs arrive on a breeze tainted with pigswarm from the vicinity of Ahuk Hole, a geothermal borehole lying east between Two Tops and Shrug-up Central, the main runoff wadi lying northeast of Two Tops. These are dry coughs, no gurgle. It hasn't rained in a month. Son has spotted the pigswarm, knows where it rests, though at this distance he probably only imagines its snuffle and grunt.


  A mystery. At first the pigs never ranged far from the waterholes, especially during dry spells. But something has changed, because the last couple of years you find pigswarms nearly everywhere; never mind that Auntie says they have no sweat glands and need muddy wallows to stay cool.


  •


  Son reads the various configurations of the dust and its general disposition.


  This side of the border with Eden, much of the blur dust lies deep in the gullies and ravines, promising almost zero chance of rain and leaving less cover for dragons on the hilltop and ridge, though enough remains they've mostly moved to high ground. They're invisible unless they move, but Son knows they're there. Dragon or man, high ground affords a better view of what's going on around you. Mind you it can also expose you to other predators. Deploying yourself in low ground, on the other hand, leaves you open to surprise attacks and flash floods. You do get some minutes' warning of a flood, usually, when the dust starts to retreat up the slopes. Though it doesn't always work that way.


  And the Boogoo has other tricks up its sleeve. Right now, for example, forty-meter blur "watchtowers" stand along either side of the bare bedrock border with Eden. Who can say how they've arisen or why. Though it's clear the dust inside Eden is independent of the main Boogoo, and the towers on either side of the no-man's-land are enemies. That's strange enough. Stranger still is this: How can Eden maintain a tame mini-Boogoo just inside its bounds while the rest of the enclave appears to be a full blur-free biosystem?


  As Son watches, some of the opposing towers begin to sag. Each starts to knobble at its base, ten meters in diameter, extruding restless forests of stubby arms and legs. These half-emergent boogoomen wave their stubs every which way before they're reabsorbed.


  This display promises meatier entertainment to come. Overall, though, the entire Boogoo is becoming less predictable, behaving in ways that defy the ken. It's interesting, even exciting, at the same time it's worrying. The world is changing. Who knows why, or exactly how or where it's all going. The biggest mystery is that the Boogoo sometimes behaves like one single creature.


  "It is odd." Even Poppy has to admit this. "You get these shrug-ups, the dust creeping up out of the gully bottoms and hanging there off both edges, a sure sign of big rains, right? A warning of flash floods. But sometimes the dust does this an hour in advance of a flood set off by rains fifty klicks away. So, you tell me: how does the dust know to move? It's not like the blur tides; we know how they happen."


  "Mysterious are the ways of the Lord," Gran-Gran tells him.


  "Yeah, right. And the ways of the dust, which extends over quite an area and which seems to know what's going on in any given part of it. But how? That's my question."


  Poppy wants a down-to-earth, commonsensical explanation.


  •


  Broadband Basin is dead quiet. A hint of boogoomen activity over by Benny Bob's Old Bunker isn't much more interesting. The shambolic gaggle of vaguely human figures is a common occurrence, as if the Boogoo preserves delicious memories of the breach that took Benny Bob's family, shortly after he himself got himself dissed. That's something Son doesn't like to think about, especially parked out here in the Boogoo. The blurs stripped Son's uncle right down to his molecules. Dissed him in seconds.


  Gaggle is an Auntie word; shambolic is Poppy's.


  A sharp reminder from his hip, plus twinges from old problems with elbow and foot, spooks Son into wondering if the blurs are about to make a meal of him after all. He has to smile at himself.


  You've got to watch for boogoomen, but they're generally easy to avoid; they're not going to hurt you unless you just about offer yourself up for the dissing. And there's usually no problem telling a boogooman from a GameBoy. Anyway, these days the blurs are less consistently dangerous to things in the vicinity. Outside remains deadly perilous, though lately the dust isn't as certain to diss you as it used to be. At least not always, and you could call this a positive development.


  Maybe the Boogoo has become distracted by the war with its counterpart inside Eden. Of course Poppy says this kind of talk is bushwa. Dubbyabushwa, even. "It's only a big dumb dust bunny," he says. "How's anything going to distract the Boogoo?"


  Son has had no sign of Poppy in an hour, but he can trust that he remains close by and that he's watching his back. The same way Son is, he'll be watching both for meat and for other predators, including the GameBoys that are surely homing in on them now.


  •


  It's hot, and Son is sweating. His blur mantle is permeable, cooling him as it dries. The mantle also routinely disses dirt and dead skin, though it's unclear how it knows what to diss and what not to. More importantly, these cloaks supply Son and every other bio out here with near-perfect camouflage from other bio-blur predators. Even more, it convinces the rest of the Boogoo that Son is actually part of itself, rather than a rival complexitization. Otherwise he'd be dissed before he knew it. Mind you, Benny Bob's reaction, back when he was taken, suggested he knew.


  Auntie, who trained as a biohistorian before everything went to hell, compares the bio-blurs to clownfish. They lived among the stinging tentacles of another sea creature, apparently immune and protected from predators that were not. But this wasn't real immunity. What it was, the young clownﬁsh would brush against its chosen host, its mucous coating absorbing the chemical the anemone employed in its own mucus to avoid stinging itself to death. Afterwards, it enjoyed effective immunity because its host took it for a part of its own body. But sometimes the ﬁsh got it wrong and that was that. Game over. Could be that's what happened to Benny Bob.


  •


  Overall, though, the bio-blur mutualism works okay.


  The bios' blur mantles serve as camouflage for both predator and prey at the same time they're generally proof against getting dissed by the Boogoo. The blurs, on the other hand—maybe the Boogoo as a whole, in some way—must also benefit from the relationship. Auntie says the Boogoo may have uses for bio sense organs and mobility. Poppy says that's horseshit.


  simple alternatives


  Son reads the vast gray panorama sprawled before him, looks for signs of things that might be reading him.


  As the sun climbs higher in the sky, the land and its nearly invisible inhabitants respond in their various ways. And Son reads more. This land, all its names and shapes, embodies a living memory, a history of survival lessons. He recites each feature as he watches, confirming this world he shares with the others. He applies the ken in ongoing palaver with his family and with the land even as he helps to shape and maintain this trove of knowledge and practical lore.


  After his family, the ken is his most precious possession. This is who he is, in important ways. He is embodied in this land and in this knowledge, in this merging of his physical and mental worlds.


  Auntie is the only person he can discuss this kind of thing with. Gran-Gran just throws up her hands and says it can't be any part of God's plan, because she has no goddamned idea what he's talking about. Poppy describes it as one more load of horseshit and, where it distracts from the business of staying alive, dangerous horseshit at that. "We do what works, boy," he says. "And we learn what we can from what doesn't, if it doesn't kill us first. Why complicate things?"


  And what Son is doing now isn't strictly hunting. It's more like daydreaming, a habit Poppy says is going to kill him. It's important to stay clear about what's only in his mind and what's out there in the world and, when he's outside, to focus on the last. Easier said than done.


  •


  For Poppy's money, Son's watching too often focuses on things with uncertain survival value. At the moment he's scoping out traces of the old world. Ahuk Hole, for example, and certain unnatural regularities that suggest bygone roads and railways.


  The first time Auntie showed him the maps, carefully hidden from Gran-Gran in the back storeroom, he was still too young to read. Nevertheless, he was amazed at the number and variety of things recorded in them. When he got older, he found the names around the Bunker especially fascinating. The Bunker wasn't marked, of course, but there were hundreds of town and villages, rivers and ponds, roads and railways, shelters and evacuation centers. And they looked at the USA, what Poppy calls Homeland, though it lies on the other side of the planet.


  The smaller and newer of two atlases in the Bunker—the one with fewer maps and less detail—shows the world more the way it is today, the way it was twenty years ago, at least, after the Great Flood. What Poppy calls "The Fabulous Floosher." The smaller atlas has transparent overlays interleaved so you can restore coastal and island areas submerged by the seas. Big Bangkok is a densely cross-hatched smirch lying just off the mainland and covering easily thirty percent of what used to be ESSEA. Bangkok was already underwater when Poppy got the ESSEA posting. "Never mind," he says. "You can forget the Big Bang. I've seen the Big Apple before it went under. The heart of ESUSA, center of the United Securistats of America. Now that was something."


  Sealed away atop its one-hundred-and-fifty-meter stilts, ESUSA Mall—in turn the heart of the Big Apple, New York City, and ESSEA's counterpart on this side of the planet—initially survived the Great Floosher and all the rest. But Poppy reckons the Boogoo eventually took that and ESSEA too.


  Whatever. ESSEA Mall isn't on any of their maps; it was built after those atlases were published. Nor does any map include the geothermal power station where Ahuk Hole blows today. "Security considerations," Poppy says, as though that's the end of the matter.


  Even so, the maps show a world with many, many more places and things than you see now. Plants once covered hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, of square kilometers where nothing remains except the Boogoo. You got endless fields of peach trees. Or so Son imagines. Plankton farms covered the seas from horizon to horizon, supplying far too much protein for the remnant populations finally, but still usable for energy. You got whole towns and cities full of people. There was almost nowhere on Earth that had no people. There were so many places that no one person could ever name or remember them, so they'd needed these maps. Whole big books of maps.


  The world had been rich beyond imagining. There were specialists, Auntie says, scientists who did nothing but try to identify and name all the different living creatures. Son remembers the look of unutterable loss on Poppy's face when he said, "Hard to know where things went wrong."


  Once, Poppy took the atlas from Auntie and showed Son a part of the USA that the map said was Utah. This turned out to be a special day. More than just Son's birthday. "That's our real home, Son," Poppy told him. "Not this godforsaken place we live in now." He stopped to cough and wipe at his eyes, and got angry at Auntie when she told him, "Don't be sad. We still have each other."


  "I'm not sad," he replied. "I've got something stuck in my throat." Dry-eyed, he looked at Son and said, "Listen up. Being sad for things gone and past hoping for is for women and children. You hear me? And you're twelve years old now. It's time to get you out of this den of women and make a man of you. A hunter."


  Now he has been four years a man.


  •


  From where he watches under the vast bowl of the sky, the land is everything the Bunker isn't.


  You see a clean and uncomplicated sweep from horizon to horizon. You've got the simple relationships of hunter and hunted. The lines and shadows of the terrain, its dunes and outcrops. The watchtowers and boogoomen remain mysterious but fairly predictable, part of the ken. The Bunker, on the other hand, is a hole in the ground inhabited by four people who may soon find it impossible to live together. And it's impossible to live apart, so where does that leave them?


  He wants things back in the Bunker to be as straightforward as they are out here. "And if wishes were horses, beggars would ride." More Poppy wisdom. Though Son has only ever seen pictures of horses, and has no more than a hazy notion of what a beggar is.


  Son casts his thinking eight hundred kilometers south, beyond the bounds of the intelligible world toward the Great Sea, roughly where the Eastern Seaboard Southeast Asia Mall used to stand. He concentrates his mind, marshals all he has read and heard, conjuring worlds past and possible from Auntie's stories and the books in the back storeroom. If there's an alternative to life in the Bunker, it must lie that way. The ESSEA Mall.


  Then Son's attention is wrenched northwards.


  angry gods


  Flash.


  The watching has just turned prime time.


  Flash, flash, flash.


  The gods are angry. About seven klicks northwest of Eden, fake Edens flicker and dance across the landscape as godbolts crackle and hiss out of the high haze, leaving a succession of smoking craters across the Boogoo. Truly spectacular.


  Flash-sizzle, flash.


  The land itself cringes. Crater walls draw away from each strike to one-hundred-and-fifty meters before lensing back to erase all trace of themselves. High above, the sky puckles. That's how Poppy describes it, though Auntie says there's no such word. It's like a series of yellow-green holes opening and then puckering shut. It's too bad she can't be out here with them to watch. This is so cool. Son clicks his spearsticks together to attract Poppy's attention and shoots him a double thumbs-up. Poppy brushes aside gods and their fireworks alike. They've got work to do.


  The godbolts stalk across the terrain, just missing the false-Eden holos that wink in and out at random from eastern horizon to western. Never does the barrage tend closer to where Son watches. The ken suggests that he and Poppy remain safe, stationed as they are well inside the five-kilometer safe zone surrounding Eden. Never have either Eden mirages or godbolts trespassed on this apparently sacred area.


  But even at this distance, where he's concealed in the same overburden of dust that's cratering way off in the distance, he feels it. The reaction. Like a mild electric shock followed by a tremor. It runs from the ground beneath him right up through his mantle. For that moment, he and the land are kin. Has Poppy also felt this? He'd never admit it if he has.


  At one with the Boogoo. Wow. That's something he can tell Auntie. She'll enjoy the idea, unlike Poppy who'd probably threaten to lock him away in the back storeroom for a few days, the way he used to when Son was little, leaving him alone with himself till he got his head straight again.


  Whatever. What's past is past.


  •


  Gran-Gran is the one who named them godbolts. Poppy laughs and says that's right, we've got the gods pissing down fire on us poor sinners who didn't know how to look after the world we were given in the first place. Of course that's bushwa. It's merely an old satellite system gone gaga with neglect and blasting away at random.


  But here's a real gap in the ken. No matter how much they ponder it, looking for a pattern, the godbolts randomly target spots right across the land, the one constant being they never strike within five kilometers of Eden. Another gap, of course, is the nature of those decoy Edens.


  It was Poppy who, contrary to all his own better advice about useless speculation, raised the issue again last night: "Godbolts or satrays, where do you suppose the triggerman is hiding?"


  "Only one place stays safe," Auntie replied. "Maybe that's also the command center."


  "Eden?"


  "That's right."


  Poppy wasn't convinced. "Why?" he asked.


  "Good question," Son added. "And you still have to ask who he's shooting at."


  This was Gran-Gran's cue to kick in with the Word: "It's the Lost Tribe of Israel. Flung out of paradise to wander the rest of their days."


  "For what?" asked Poppy. "Target practice? What kind of God is that?"


  "Their God is an angry god."


  "Yeah? Well, it looks like he can't hit them, whoever they are, or the strikes would've stopped long ago."


  Son also did what he could to keep Gran-Gran fired up: "Maybe God threw them out to wander, and then he decided he was even more pissed off than he first thought."


  "Okay," Auntie said. "But if he's God, why can't he hit them?"


  Such is the palaver that keeps things from getting dull in the Bunker. Of course there are no answers to many of these questions. Their world largely remains an enigma, another Auntie word.


  "In the old days," said Auntie, "we believed we understood the gist of things on planet Earth."


  Gran-Gran scoffed at this. "We knew squat, that's what we knew. And look where it got us."


  This world, where it got them, is the only world Son has ever known.


  Though he's coming to think he may no longer know this world after all. And he's less and less at home either out here on the land or back in the Bunker.


  But never mind all that. Today is proving truly special, and he feels great despite everything.


  irrepressible life


  The sun caresses Son's erect member through the dust. His blur mantle, a second skin, squeezes gently.


  The rising heat of the day also lifts three latecomer dragons. More than he sees this, Son feels two of them, not much bothered by the distant godbolts, make their ways up different sides of Big Tabletop. More good watching. Never mind the assorted pains and apprehensions, Son wants to erupt with his youth and power.


  "Sap's arisin'," Gran-Gran would say when he was younger, and then she'd cackle. Something to do with trees. Right now, he remains as still as he imagines a tree would stand, though he wants to leap for joy.


  •


  Son is a real man. Never has he felt more sure of this. And he's becoming more and more a man. Maybe more than a man, according to Auntie. When he turned twelve years old and first joined Poppy on the hunt, he believed that was all there was. For what else could he become except a hunter, maybe one day as good as Poppy? That was then. Now he's changing in ways he couldn't foresee and doesn't understand. At the same time, maybe even in sync, his whole world is changing, both in the Bunker and outside. Month by month, day by day.


  This world is so much more than he could have known when he was younger. It's both more interesting and scarier than he could have imagined. Poppy's world of globetrotting adventure and combat, Auntie's world of science and civilizations, Gran-Gran's heaven-or-hell door prize awaiting the end of your tour of duty in this vale of sorrow—Son no longer worries about missing so much. What's playing itself out in the here and now promises something more glorious, richer with possibility than any past world.


  He loves it, the way his life brings new surprises every day.


  •


  The third lizard, a huge one, ascends Broken Ridge. A monkeyswarm, sated with an earlier kill or intimidated at the size of this beast, sidles out of its way around to the other side of the hill, out of Son's line of sight. But he knows, as surely as if he were part of the swarms, they'll encounter at least one other monkeyswarm already parked there. He's good at this. So he isn't surprised at an explosion of dust gathered by contrary winds and spun down a crest of dune sculpted by the northeasterlies.


  Not too many years ago, what Auntie calls the weed species, pretty much the only species left, took to swarming. Generally you can't see them, but they're out there. The dragons don't swarm, of course. They usually operate alone, at least until after a kill. Then you may get two or three showing up for lunch, tearing into each other when the menu proves too light. They don't swarm, but they're bigger than lizards were in the old days. A lot bigger, Poppy says. The GameBoys don't swarm either, strictly speaking. They hunt in packs.


  The two other dragons surmount Big Tabletop far enough apart they can settle down to sunbathing. Too bad. Son had wanted a tussle, more entertainment. Sonny's Surprise, the next ridge over, appears clear of bio life.


  All's quiet over where Lesser Deep Wadi debouches at Waterhole Number Three. If you're willing to take your chances with the local bio-blur pecking order, this is a good source of water, though it needs to be taken back to the Bunker for processing. The hour past noon on cloudless days is safest. The cold-blooded dragons move to bask on high ground, and the warm-blooded swarms seek shade. But it's a trade-off, given what you sweat getting to the water and back again. Especially if you have to fight, or run.


  Waterhole Number Three is distorted by heat shimmer where a column of air rises above Ahuk Hole. Sometimes, not today, you get full-on geysers erupting as much as a hundred meters into the air. Poppy says this hole is all that remains of a pre-ESSEA Mall geothermal power station. Except for the hemmelite ball-bearings they sometimes find amid wadi-bottom jetsam after flash floods. These balls, each as big as two fists, were part of huge turbines and shafts, a way of reducing energy lost to friction. They have two of them back in the Bunker. They're useless but interesting, and Poppy has allowed an exception to the rule they must cull material possessions to a minimum. Sometimes he weighs a ball in one hand as he makes a pronouncement, or when he takes a moment just to sit.


  Most of the complex had been comprised of mere steel and was soon dissed—disassembled and converted to more of themselves by the blurs. Not for the first time, Son tries to imagine the power station as it appeared in the days before the Boogoo. Never mind that Poppy says it wouldn't have appeared, since it was a stealth installation, invisible to would-be attackers.


  Neither do the maps show anything where Eden now stands, which suggests this was another stealth installation. But what was it? Odd atmospheric effects sometimes enclose Eden, a bit like the heat shimmer over Ahuk. Poppy thinks the whole bio enclave might be shielded at times under a force-field bubble. That would take some bubble, mind you; nobody knows how big Eden is, though the birds they've seen, according to Auntie, would need a considerable range to reproduce. The bubble, if it is a bubble, is beyond the ken; there's no way they can read it.


  Another odd thing are the red, green, and orange mats that ring those ponds around both Ahuk and Waterhole Number Three following rains. Auntie says they're colonial microbes. "Probably cyanobacteria and algae," she says. Evidence that the primordial microbial superorganism, billions of years old, in some way persists despite everything. Auntie suspects this is the missing link that underlies the meat-eats-meat food chain. Though she also says this world is full of surprises, and it doesn't do to narrow our thinking too much in this matter or others.


  So, the pigswarm over there by the dry pools could be feeding on residual bacterial scum. They used to find pigswarms only around wet areas like this one, but these days they're liable to appear just about anywhere.


  Son watches. He tends his world, mentally reshaping it in light of events, many of them subtle. He does this well. He may not be as good a hunter as Poppy, not yet, but he's good.


  Auntie says he's already better at some things.


  no more peaches


  Poppy nearly drove Son nuts, a few years back. Before he became a man.


  "Sonny's got a new toy," Poppy liked to say. He said this once or twice right in front of Gran-Gran, for God's sake, but the worst was once within earshot of Auntie. "You've sprung a fulltime hard-on, these days." He snorted. "Don't think no one notices." The Bunker is a small space, and Poppy's crude teasing made this chronic condition all the more obvious. Auntie's noticing, and his noticing her noticing, made the situation worse again.


  His stomach growls. He wonders what Auntie and Gran-Gran are planning to fix for dinner. Sad to say, the peaches are all gone. Gran-Gran ate the best part of them; she has no teeth, and claims she can't handle meat. Maybe. Anyway, she's old and she deserves consideration. That's what Poppy says, and he's her son, so no arguing on that score. Never mind. What's done is done, as Poppy also says, and what's done can't be helped. So there'll be no more peaches, not in Son's lifetime nor, most likely, in anyone else's.


  •


  Not only has Gran-Gran eaten all the canned peaches, given the chance she also likes to rip up books, books being the work of Satan. Never mind she often bemoans the fact their library has no Bible. This means Son gets nothing but Gran-Gran's version of the Scriptures, which, even Poppy says, may exist nowhere else except in her own head. Her scriptures, as near as Son can make out, consist mainly of fulminations against books, book learning, and the goddamned dentistry that made it impossible for her to eat red meat in the first place. "Fulminations" is an Auntie word, and it's a good one. Gran-Gran talks to God regularly, and often relays messages to Son while they're still hot. "What you and Auntie are doing?" At least she has the sense not to speak of this when Poppy's around. "It's an abomination. You're looking at a couple of eternities in Hell plus, just to get you started, a kick in the ass from God hisself. You hear me?"


  You can't help but hear her. It's harder to listen, though, and nobody pays her much mind. "You know," Poppy sometimes says, and it isn't always clear when he's joking, "I should put you down. You aren't good for a damned thing."


  "Should have done it before she finished the peaches," Son said this morning, only kidding, eating his breakfast of stewed meat and soy mash.


  "You watch your mouth, Sonny," she told him. "You want to respect your elders."


  Taking Son's side for once, Poppy laughed and said, "Nothing but a black hole for peaches."


  "Time was, I'd give you a whupping as well." Gran-Gran's eyes glittered as she shrank into herself.


  Poppy laughed some more. "Yeah, yeah," he told her. "You don't contribute one solitary thing around here except a lot of noise. But you are kin. So count yourself lucky."


  Gran-Gran calls Son "Sonny." Auntie used to, though she doesn't anymore. Not since things between them changed. Now she calls him "Son," same as Poppy always has. One more thing for Poppy to pick up on.


  Auntie isn't related by blood. She's just a woman that Poppy took in, way back when. Thinking about Auntie makes Son hard again, distracting him from the business at hand, something he can't afford to have happen.


  •


  And he feels excited.


  It could be the games with Auntie, though he weighs any joy in that quarter against dread at Poppy's wising up to what's happening. More likely it's been the changes. What those changes are, he can't quite say. The godbolts may be part of it. But it's more than that. And he senses more coming. Some of it's being revealed in the world outside; some is coming from inside himself. It's exciting. It's different. There's more to reality than just the Boogoo and the Bunker. And much of it, probably most, remains mysterious.


  Some of the changes at home, though, no matter how much more he now looks forward to awakening each morning, some of them have been scary. For one thing, it's like everyone is aware of the biggest change except Poppy. But how can the supreme survivalist remain oblivious? Son sickens at the thought that, despite appearances, he might already know.


  •


  The first time, Son was laid up with something they never identified. So, Poppy went out to hunt alone. Auntie was nursing Son when one thing led to another, with her teasing a boy who wasn't a little boy anymore. And the upshot was he experienced an important rite of passage before Poppy got home that evening.


  That was okay. Son and Auntie understood it was simply a thing that happened. It wouldn't change things; it was never going to happen again. The next time, he faked an illness. And the next, and the next.


  Before long, Poppy was expressing concern at this chronic problem that resisted diagnosis. "If it's an allergy," he said. "We need to know whether it's to something inside or something outside."


  •


  Beneath his excitement at the changes, at all the action, behind the dread at Poppy's discovery of what's been going on, there lurks a new fear. Son only recognizes it sometimes in his dreams and, rarely, when he's still-sitting. He gets this sense that the land, part of who he is, is slipping over a precipice. A whole new world impends at the same time the ken is failing.


  The familiar face of their land threatens to morph into something alien and unreadable.


  •


  Son attends to his breathing.


  He never mentions to Poppy the clear-thinking that can displace any aches and pains, any boredom. He inhabits the moment—all that is past is past, and all that hasn't happened is not yet. So all there really is, all that he is, dwells in this breath in and this breath out. Poppy taught him still-sitting and how to read the land, but Son discovered for himself this side effect of still-sitting, the mental sanctuary offered in every breath.


  Though disturbing things can well up within this sanctuary. For example, just now he realizes he wants to take Auntie and leave the Bunker. To find a place of their own. He knows this is wrong; he doesn't need Gran-Gran to tell him so. For Auntie is Poppy's woman. Son's father's wife, in the old way of talking about such things. But that doesn't alter the fact: Son wants Auntie to himself.


  The question is, does Poppy know that already?


  •


  All hell breaks loose.


  changes


  The godbolts have returned.


  Flash, flash, flash.


  With every puckling in the sky above, a living crater below recoils to a hundred-meter radius or more and then reverses, flowing back toward the strikepoint.


  Flash, flash.


  Inside his cloak, Son again shivers with strange pleasure at the quick series of jolts. With each strike, the sky puckles for a second or so before he feels it, and he feels at one with both the earth beneath him and the heavens above. Even Poppy sees a vital element in what's happening. "Like pissholes in a snowbank," he once said, when godbolts struck through a thin cirrus overcast. "Live pissholes."


  Son has never seen snow, dead or alive, but in his imagination, it's like bright white versions of these gray dunes without end. And the pissholes are brighter yellow. Down here at the surface, meanwhile, the impacts are blinding even in daylight. Another round of godbolts strikes even closer. Clouds of smoke explode off vaporized boogoo and bedrock, and the land heaves and lurches with panicked swarms.


  Then, as though in awe, the bio-blurs go still as can be. The godbolts have never struck this close to Eden before.


  The white-hot flashes strike closer, and then closer, but the smartest thing is to stay put. As expected, the attack soon veers away again. Far to the north, a couple of other green oases, spitting images of the real Eden though generally lower-rez, appear to be drawing the triggerman off.


  No big mystery there. "Those extra Edens?" says Poppy. "They're holos, plain and simple. Part of old satellite surveillance and intervention systems. The godbolts aren't just root-de-toot-tooting away at random, at least not always."


  Root-de-toot-tooting. Son loves that expression.


  "The sat systems can project holo decoys as well as satrays. Sow confusion among the enemy and suchlike."


  "So why are the satellites shooting at their own decoys?" Son has asked. "And why don't godbolts ever target the real Eden?"


  "Good questions, chum." Poppy looked pleased. "Real mysteries. Even if the same stations that project them are shooting at them, you have to figure the holos are decoys meant to draw fire from the real McCoy. But now the real questions become these. What makes that patch of scrub jungle so important? Why are the decoys drawing fire from the same stations that project them? And, finally: Unless the triggerman is only some dumb machine on autopilot, why hasn't it figured out the real target must lie within that five-klick no-fire zone?


  "There's only one answer," Poppy concluded. "That satray system is blind to Eden. And what does that tell you?"


  "Eden must be the real target."


  "Bingo."


  •


  Son tries to relax back into his watching. He squints his lenses to take a quick telescopic look everywhere he'd expect to find GameBoys playing at stealthiness.


  His blur prosthetics keep improving. As recently as a year ago, the lenses still rendered things in soft focus, especially in low light. Lately, however, his sight is better outside than it is in the Bunker. Smell, taste, and hearing, even his touch, are also sharper. Poppy reports the same experience; he claims that, like any other faculty, prosthetic senses improve with use.


  "It's more than that," Auntie says. "Just look at the border wars." And like the watchtowers and boogoomen, she argues, the bio-blur mantles and prosthetics are part of a larger development, something independent of whatever Poppy or the others might do. She believes the entire Boogoo is evolving.


  As for Gran-Gran, any talk of evolution only incites an "Abomination!" or two and a look of disgust at the stupidity or, worse, the sinfulness of some people. So, Poppy says the godbolt strike patterns suggest Eden is the real target, while Auntie figures they instead show Eden must be where the triggerman is hiding. Gran-Gran, for her part, believes that God has simply set out to fry some sinners.


  Of course Son is experiencing changes beyond these, things that don't bear talking about with Poppy, or with Gran-Gran. The changes inside him connect with other changes outside him. It's part of this larger thing. This feeling part of the Boogoo.


  did the boogoo eat the marshmallow mallsters?


  Bingo.


  Maybe he can daydream and watch at the same time after all, because look what he has found. Four, maybe five GameBoys lurk in the shadow of Doo-wop Drop, clumsily inconspicuous as they watch a pigswarm, probably hoping for a straggler. They're oblivious to a huge monkeyswarm that's been edging in to jump the GameBoys themselves. This could be fun. These must be the same GameBoys he and Poppy missed killing this morning. They're stupid enough. The fact they're currently more interested in pigmeat than in revenge doesn't mean anything; they're easily distracted.


  Meanwhile the pigswarm heads off, the GameBoys in hot pursuit. The monkeyswarm, nearly indistinguishable from its background, misses its chance for the pigswarm ambush, and elects not to chase after the GameBoys in their undisciplined, probably futile, pursuit of the pigs, which leave no stragglers.


  •


  Flash, flash.


  A couple of godbolts strike well north of the GameBoys, who stop for a moment to gape. Then they move off to disappear around Doo-wop's other side.


  It's funny. Poppy says some species are smarter where they operate as swarms. The jury's still out with respect to other animals. For example, if people are so smart, why did so few survive compared to other bio-blurs?


  Auntie would say it's because the rest of them, tucked away as they are in the malls, really are smart; intelligence is in short supply only out here in the wastes. Poppy reads things differently. "Get it through your head, woman," he says. "The malls are long gone. The Boogoo scarfed them right up, along with all the sweet little marshmallow mallsters inside them. Not to mention everything else in the world. And small loss, the way things were going."


  According to Poppy, part of the problem was the mallsters had these blurs inside them. The so-called medibots. Repair and maintenance bots. Maybe, but they also routinely messed up mallster minds with touches of stealth PR. Psychoneurotherapeutic reconstruction. That much was common knowledge, Poppy claimed. One more control exercised by the Powers That Were. "It's like the way wild blurs mess with the weed species' minds. Don't imagine the swarms get those mantles for free, chum."


  What Son didn't ask, and Poppy didn't volunteer: if that's true, then what have the solitary bios, Son and Poppy for two examples, traded for their own mantles?


  This is too much thinking and not enough watching. Son returns to his watching.


  •


  Utterly motionless, stilling even thought, he performs his new trick. This is something Poppy can't do. Auntie tells him he's becoming a real man plus. Something new. He focuses on himself from outside himself, watching from key points in his surrounds. Taking his prey's point of view keeps him sharp; seeing himself through the eyes of potential predators helps keep him alive. Just now he's all the land watching back at where he watches from.


  It's like he's watching his own back. And this multiple POV on his Long Lookout Ridge station reveals nothing but dust, which is good.


  Son is invisible. A good hunter.


  a real man, plus


  The fleye appears out of nowhere.


  Son hears the thing before he sees it. Only a moment earlier he'd wondered at a touch of queasiness, the wee cramp in his gut.


  All he knows about fleyes he learned from Poppy. These relics of the Second War for World Peace and Freedom in Our Time are surveillance and ranging drones, lightweight, thin-shell hemmelite mini-warbots. Their bee-like mode of ﬂight produces the high-frequency buzzing. So that's all they are, or were. Poppy says he can't imagine what they're doing these days, or who or what might be running them. He calls them bumblebees because of their buzz and because, he says, they do nothing except bumble around annoying people. They used to be elements of a larger warbot, now extinct. The one time Son ever saw him drunk, Poppy claimed he beta-tested this thing as a ground observer and test target, talked about it as though it were an old pal and not just some machine.


  Poppy had no idea what Son was talking about when he mentioned the queasiness the fleyes brought on.


  This fleye darts from place to place faster than the eye can track. It's here, it's there, then it's back here again. Meanwhile Son's getting erratic impressions of himself and his surrounds from what can only be fleye POVs. It's all coming too fast to focus. Whoa! Now the fleye is hovering right up there in his face. He's never been this close to one of these things before. He ogles himself as reflected in this multi-faceted lens, goggling at pointblank range back at himself. Neither is this any part of Poppy's inventory of fleye specs.


  Son remains still. He doesn't want to cue any predators. Though even the stupidest predator might wonder what this gizmo is doing here, and what it's looking at. Up close and personal this way, its querulous whine reminds Son of Gran-Gran tripping out on the way things ought to be but aren't.


  "Go away." Son keeps his voice so low this thing would need to read lips. "Go away."


  As though in response, it comes in close enough to turn Son cross-eyed. He fires a right hook at the thing and then a left, and to hell with predators. It dodges him with ease.


  He can almost hear Poppy snort with derision at this failure of discipline. Son takes a quick look around and spots signs of Poppy about seven meters away and shifting closer.


  The fleye is darting, and Son is watching this way and that, losing track of which POV is which. He's trying to get a new fix on the GameBoys when the dust behind him explodes.


  predator, prey


  Son springs skyward, and the sweep of a massive tail just misses. He spins to straddle his attacker. He gropes its coat of blur dust, clenches his fingers behind the dragon's jaws, and digs his thumbs through the prosthetic blur lenses into the eye sockets. Hangs on for dear life.


  Eventually the beast tires. At first it only pretends. In response, Son himself pretends to ease up on the eyeholds and it heaves with renewed energy. Son plays this game three times, till his opponent gets used to the rules. In the fourth round, it takes too long to ponder some new strategy, and Son releases one ruined eye to snatch the knife from his belt and cut the animal's throat.


  It's still twitching as Son, his own face shrouded in blur dust, ignores the stink off it to shove his prosthetic lips into the torrent from its jugular vein and suck hard, replacing precious water lost during the battle. Desert survival manuals, according to Poppy, always say you shouldn't drink blood. It's too salty; besides which it's food, not a drink, and digesting it takes too much bodily fluid. But it's also common knowledge that carnivores get most of their water from fresh meat, and if Son and the others aren't themselves carnivores, what are they?


  So they've spent the whole morning setting themselves up for the hunt, and already, before they're properly started, he has scored enough meat and more. He looks around to see Poppy right behind him, blade in hand. Son grins. Never mind that Poppy can't see this through his mantle.


  He knows he did good. At the same time he realizes that could as easily have been his own bled-out carcass lying there feeding the masses. He doesn't need Poppy to tell him he screwed up.


  He reviews his attitude, his technique. He didn't see the dragon from here, and he didn't see it from anywhere else either. His special multi-POV powers, including all that fun with the fleye, appear to be good for sweet bugger all. Of course he's still getting the feel of these new powers, and relying on something so inconsistent is bound to be dangerous.


  •


  They slice away chunks of flesh to stuff in their catchbags, gobble a bit of it raw. The spoils have gone to the faster and smarter. Or maybe only the luckier. Never mind. Bottom line is, who's the man?


  Be that as it may. As the adrenaline rush recedes he discovers considerable pain in his thigh, not to mention some very sore ribs. He reaches to touch a sticky mess of blood and dust. He can almost hear Poppy going "shithot, not," complimenting him on winning his latest slow-mover badge. Then Poppy does speak, their cover so far blown it couldn't matter less. "You let that dumb fucking lizard bite you?" he says. "Christ. Who else would lapse into daydreams in the middle of wrestling a dragon to death?"


  Oh, yeah? Poppy was supposed to be watching his back. So where the hell was he when he was needed? "I killed it, didn't I?" Son says. "On my own."


  But Poppy makes a zipping motion at his mouth and indicates they should move off. The rule of silence is once more in force.


  The dragon is about to be fast eroded by waves of scavengers. A ratswarm and a pigswarm contend for first dibs while a roachswarm awaits its turn, and the Boogoo abides in the background, sure to get all of it in the end.


  The question remains—why didn't Poppy see it? Or, supposing he did, why didn't he do something? Whatever. Right now, it's best they get clear of the scavengers.


  •


  Not to mention take care of those GameBoys. Son doesn't need the new tricks to zero in on your average GameBoy, who is a fumblewit.


  Hand signals confirm Son also sees their quarry and that he'll take a lateral course northwards down the east slope of Long Lookout. He'll aim to head the GameBoys off in Boulder City, an alluvial delta east of Eden at the mouth of an ancient river bed. Meanwhile, Poppy plans to make his way southeast and then come along behind them.


  Sound tactics.


  Poppy's good at this stuff. Son has to ask himself again: why didn't Poppy spot that dragon?


  new allies, old foes



  The only feelings you want are for your bunkermates. Everything else is fair game.


  - Poppy


  rabbit for the greyhounds


  Son loves this plan. Still, what he does now goes against all his training.


  Following a brief exchange of barely audible clicks of stick against stone, Poppy inches back south and then disappears. At the same time, Son performs a fast slither between two gorges down the gentle eastern slope of Long Lookout. He's kludgy enough the four GameBoys should see him, but not so kludgy they'll realize he's what Poppy calls a rabbit for the greyhounds.


  He crosses over into what he's pretty sure will be the path of the GameBoys. Then he breaks cover, rises to his feet. Knows what it would feel like to deliberately step off a cliff. He clatters some rocks for good measure, further scaring the shit out of himself. In his mind's eye he sees the GameBoys look all around before homing in on this commotion. He spins around and then, never mind his leg is hurting, flops back to ground.


  Then he goes invisible again and knees-and-elbows it toward Boulder City, aiming to reach his appointed station a few minutes before the GameBoys appear. He descends the face of the gorge and, using a defilade, a line of low cover that leaves him invisible to the GameBoy pack, he crosses to the more northern gorge, avoiding one amorphous feature that could be a dragon, and weaves his way through a field of dust-clad rocks to the back of Boulder City, to where two big smooth rocks stand about four meters high either side of the easiest passage. The GameBoys will come this way, proceeding slightly uphill toward their fate, the defile between the boulders admitting only one of them at a time.


  •


  Safely established in Boulder City on the upslope side of the trap, he sets up shop. He arranges his spearsticks and his knife on the ground either side of him, checks he can grab them without looking. He slings a water canteen and catchbag full of meat around behind him and secures them there; he can fight, if there's need, without putting them down. Everything is soon neat and tidy and ready for business.


  Now to spring their big surprise.


  a good plan


  Son and Poppy discovered the mantrap at the end of last rainy season. They'd never before seen anything like it.


  Boulder City occupies flat ground between steep bluffs rising from scree where loose rocks, concealed by drifted dust, lie waiting to break your ankle. The opposing banks channel anything that's moving in a hurry toward where a limestone sinkhole used to feature here in this old streambed, right in the middle of Boulder City.


  The hole, two meters in diameter, was big enough to swallow alluvial boulders that might otherwise close it off, and too big for blur dust to bridge on its own. So, what happened? A roachswarm wove a lens from the living bodies of its own members, extending it out from the edges till the hole was covered. Now, to all appearances, it's nothing but another patch of dust among the boulders.


  One day last season Son and Poppy were returning home this way for a change, when they became disoriented. The hole was missing. As they settled down to study this anomaly, a territorial ruckus broke out between two pigswarms that, when they weren't foraging, normally resided on opposite sides of the gorge. Pigs are really smart, according to Auntie, smarter than dogs ever were. She seems to find this an impressive amount of smarts but, even though Son has no first-hand acquaintance with dogs, he believes pigs may be overrated. Because on this occasion one swarm charged straight at the other one, right across a patch of ground that stood where there should have been a deep hole in the now-disputed no-man's land between their respective hillside domains.


  A two-meter hole can swallow quite a few pigs before their buddies in the back of the swarm realize something's wrong and stop shoving, never mind the old boar in front has long since ceased sounding the charge. As the pigs finally did pull back, in this case, a ratswarm-in-waiting scurried up to pour over the lip of the hole. A ratfall, as Poppy dubbed it, back in the Bunker. He said this was an advantage from the roachswarm's POV, since rats were good at preparing pig carcasses for the roaches' later pleasure.


  Who's to say what lurks down that hole? Though their observations suggest the resident roachswarm shares the collective larder only with passing ratswarms and the Boogoo itself, which claims its own fair portion of the goodies.


  Whatever. Now the roachtrap has become part of a good plan.


  Son feels for his sticks in the dust and then retreats to a position several meters from the trap on the upward side of the GameBoys' approach. Rising from his belly to a crouch, he composes himself again for the watch, just one bump amid a landscape full of dusty bumps, his weapons on the ground beside him.


  •


  Today has been prime time. He got to play rabbit for the hounds. Plus, there were the godbolt strikes and everything, preparations for boogooman war. The lot. Killing a big dragon with his knife.


  Never mind his leg hurts more now and he doesn't feel a hundred percent, he still feels the lift in his spirits that has colored these past days.


  And now, together with the Boogoo, they're going to fox the GameBoys.


  decoying the decoys


  They come lurching up the old riverbed and into Boulder City all in a bunch. Like they're on a picnic, waving sticks and whips and clubs, whooping and chattering, clearly bent on turning Son and Poppy into hamburger. Forget about stealth. By the sound of it, they figure Son's too fucked up to worry about, and there are enough of them to handle Poppy. Or maybe, as Poppy says, they're plain stupid.


  So how could they survive this long, if that was true?


  Son reads the land extra carefully. Here he has been acting the lunatic, distracting the GameBoys from the real threats. But big irony—a word Auntie loves, though Poppy says irony and a sharp spearstick will kill a pig and so will a spearstick—he suspects this parade of happy idiots is itself a decoy. He and Poppy have been monitoring one pack of GameBoys; what if there are two packs? Or three.


  As much as he can, he watches in three-hundred-and-sixty degrees, looking for signs. In the meantime, here comes the cannon fodder, still invisible to Son. He hears them approach the far side of the enfilade, and waits for it. They issue forth from between the boulders, extruded one by one to rampage straight at him in single file.


  Son rises to his feet, trusting this doesn't trigger a pop-up GameBoy ambush. Even without nasty surprises, if the trap doesn't work it'll be a stretch, taking care of half a dozen of these things on his own. Poppy's still too far away to help.


  The lead GameBoy disappears. "Oops," is all it says.


  Famous last words. Quicker than an eyeblink, the swarm seals over again. This doesn't fool the next two GameBoys, but they follow too close to stop. They also go down, one of them with a "Whoa, fuck!" The other, probably too slow to think of something good, says nothing. Too late, the last three try to step back.


  That's when a deadly stick-wielding fiend appears behind them. Son knows how fast Poppy is, and how good. Still, he's impressed. Two are bleeding before they drop, while the last one, forgetting, retreats right back into the trap, going down about the same time the roachswarm opens up for the ratfall. A huge swarm, it keeps coming like all the lemmings in the universe, more, since these animals, outside of Auntie's books, are long extinct. GameBoys probably make a big treat.


  The hole's boundaries are indistinct, and Poppy circles it at a respectful distance, staying clear of the ratfall, spearsticks still at the high port, ready for surprises. An eerie lowing issues from the hole, the lowing agitated by a juicy chittering. Poppy does an impression of the muted GameBoy howls, which makes things worse. He thinks it's funny. Then he disappears once more into the dust.


  Son does the same, and they go back to their watching.


  •


  The noises stop, and after a while the whole roachswarm shimmers and drops, and the hole goes back to gaping the way it used to. There's no sign of the rats. Maybe they've found another way out.


  So that's six GameBoys accounted for. Maybe the whole pack. Bam, bam, bam. Slick as a whistle.


  Right then, Son spots several more high-tailing it up over the ridge. Poppy was pointing the other way when he went to ground again, and probably missed these developments. Son eyeballs the sun where it's starting to sag toward the horizon, consults his stomach, and says to hell with it. Let them go.


  •


  Auntie might know. In their use of the trap, did he and Poppy become part of a colonial bio-blur organism? Opportunistic partners, at least. Or is it a different kind of bio-blur relationship, maybe even one with the Boogoo itself? This isn't the kind of thing you ask within earshot of Poppy.


  Parked there on his haunches, still as stone, Son reads the land, feels himself part of it, alert to the least movement, the least change in what lies before him. This is life reduced to its bones. He's careless of time, beyond knowing how high the sun is, how this affects bio-blur behavior and how much time it gives him till nightfall.


  His leg hurts like a sonofabitch, though he can set that aside. Same goes for the hip problem and, if he inhales carefully, his ribs don't ache too bad. What worries him are the spells of weakness and difficulty in focusing.


  •


  There's no more sign of GameBoy activity, but his every instinct tells him others lurk close at hand. If so, however, they've bumbled right off his mental radar. And they're not good enough for that.


  Though he himself is not at his best, wounded and increasingly feverish as he is. A bite like this can be deadly. You've got to worry about both venom and infections, though he probably has some hours before he needs to get back to the Bunker where Auntie can tend to things. Whatever. He's no crybaby, and he won't give Poppy a chance to say he is.


  Poppy says he's a good hunter, nearly as good as Poppy, and one day, if he lasts that long, he could be better. Because he has his own way of watching. Sometimes, not always, it's as though he sees things before they happen. And that can be useful, Poppy says. What isn't useful is another habit, or faculty, something maybe akin to the early sight. And that's a tendency to drift away in his mind. Poppy says that was what's going to kill him.


  •


  A sudden growl breaks the silence. Never mind it's only Son's stomach again; it's still dangerous. If he can hear it, so might other predators. He has the fresh meat, though it has to stay in the scent-proof catchbag for fear scavengers catch wind of it. Anyway, it's really canned peaches he wants. Digging corned beef out of a can and eating it off the point of his knife is also good, though Auntie always says use a fork. But canned peaches were his favorite.


  More daydreaming.


  Then, already still, he goes stiller. He hears something else. Not his stomach. He grips the sticks tighter. A silken slither and rustle heralds a bio-blur swarm on the move. Probably a ratswarm. Monkeys rustle more and slither less; same goes for pigs. Now he marks the thing that spooked the


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
