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244

could see a little. Everything was blurred, and his eyes hurt, but at least
he could navigate.

Harry crawled out of his bag, staggered to his feet, and took a few
steps, twisting the kinks out of his back. His foot dislodged something
that fell with a dry rattle like wood. Harry bent and felt around until he
found a small, straight object. He picked it up and tried to look at it. It
looked dark, though his color vision wasn'’t reliable. It was smooth and
shaped like a stick. He hadn’t seen any vegetation big enough to make
sticks, though. It was awfully smooth for a stick.

Bone. Harry dropped the thing as though it were hot, and it clat-
tered against its fellows. Lots of fellows. Bonepile.

Harry didn’t bother to try to determine whether it was a midden
or a charnel heap but dived at his pack, rolling up his bedroll and
stowing his gear as quickly as he could. He swung the pack onto his
back and hurried off toward the north, straining his damaged eyes in
an effort to watch for natives.

By midmorning Harry really felt his missed breakfast. He’d passed
no more bonepiles that he could see, nor had he heard any sign of
pursuit, so he decided to risk a short break for food and water. Harry
got out a couple nutrition bars and a canteen. He sat down on his pack
and began to eat.

A guttural cough off to his left made Harry choke. He looked
toward the sound but saw nothing for a moment. Squinting, he made
out two figures standing perfectly still, no more than five meters away,
their smooth, white pelts reflecting the sun almost as savagely as the
local rock. He’d never have seen them from a distance, even with well
eyes. Why hadn’t the guide told him they were colored differently
from the tame natives? Perhaps the guide hadn’t known.

The cough was similar to the greeting sound made by the tame
natives. The wild ones might be seeking contact. Harry remembered
he shouldn’t smile. Muriel’d said some xenos found human teeth

threatening.

Not too loudly. “Hello, there. Didn’t see you at first. Please come
over and talk. Would you like some food and water?”” Harry stood,
holding his nutrition bar and canteen toward the natives.

Standing, Harry towered over the natives. The smaller of the two
began to caper, chattering with apparent agitation to the larger, who
remained still and silent, staring at Harry’s outstretched hands. The
language used by the native was recognizably the same one used by the
tame natives, but a dialect so marked that Harry could pick out only a
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JOHN K. GIBBONS

decelerating as they went deeper. The boat’s inertial drive had lots of
power, but the hull was mediocre at best for high-speed atmospheric
flight.

Griewold huddled over the science console, muttering curses.
“Crazy atmosphere,” Rafe heard him say. “Almost like earth, but
enough damned chlorine thrown in to make it poisonous.”

Rafe concentrated on the screen and flight instruments as he
brought them lower. Only scattered small gray splotches broke the
monotonous blue, but a pattern on the blue surface looked more and
more like waves. One of the gray regions lay on the horizon ahead—
could the flashing lines of white at its edge be anything but breakers?

Their speed was down to about a thousand kilometers an hour,
and their height to six kilometers. The gray was a low mound rising out
of a clear blue sea (it was almost impossible to call it anything else but
a sea). The island had even less visual detail than the ocean, though,
and Rafe dropped lower to see if anything showed up.

They crossed the shore at a thousand meters height. Griewold
whistled and leaned closer to his instruments. “Extremely strong mag-
netic field,” he said. He got no further. A siren wailed, and the boat
shuddered and jerked. The flight console flashed red and then went
dark. It lit back up in a moment, but awash with amber warnings and
red system failures. Rafe suddenly found himself piloting a crippled
brick.

“Main power dropout, Urs! Primary impellers are gone, too.”

“My instruments are burned out, and the life support is dead!”

Rafe slapped switches left and right. “Screw the life support! If
you can’t get me some power, we're dead now.”

Griewold got the message, and turned to the engineering console.
Precious seconds elapsed as Rafe fought to keep the boat under some
control with vernier thrusters. If it started tumbling, he’d never have
time to recover.

The surface was getting damn close when the impeller icon
flashed from red to yellow. “Emergency reserve power routed to impel-
lers,” called Griewold, but Rafe was already urging the craft out of its
dive. He fought to bleed off speed as it continued to buck and rock.
The boat was still crippled, but at least it was responding.

Not trusting his control for a normal landing, Rafe swerved for the

52 closest shoreline. They were still dropping, and moving forward at a
hundred kilometers an hour. Decelerating as fast as he could, Rate
headed along the wave troughs and braced himself. They bounced oft
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PROGRAM’'S PROGRESS

Before Gifford can protest a walker enters the room and ejects his
chip from the station on the table, and once again everything goes

black.

The next thing Gifford experiences is the click of manifestation as a
walker cop presses the Soul7 closed on his new body. A station. He’s
screwed to the sidewalk. “Wait,” he squawks as the cop begins to walk
away. His voice is tinny and muffled through the feeble speaker mech-
anism of the stationary body, and the cop ignores him.

Gifford has never really considered the plight of a station before.
He’s aghast at the loss of mobility, and at the low-resolution image-
processing available to his cameras. He can barely read the nameplates
on passing walkers, and the street numbers at the corner are a com-
plete mystery. Worse, he’s lost the capacity for signal initiation. As a
walker he has been accustomed to reading messages into the general-
access channel; as a station he can only receive. The only outlet left
him is his voice, and that isn’t loud enough to attract the attention of
the passing walkers. The only way he’s going to get into a conversation
is if a walker chooses to stop and strike one up. As a former walker,
Gifford knows how rarely that’s going to happen.

Down the street he can see another station, and beyond that he
can just make out another one. The stations are everywhere, deliber-
ately spaced too far apart to converse with one another. Gifford knows
that it could be worse. He could have been placed in a General Wel-
fare Station, where thousands and thousands of karma-defunct chips
are implanted in a giant, immobile group body. If the constitution
didn’t guarantee each encoded personality its full chipspan, they’d be
melted down for the silicon, because few survive the demotion to a
group body. Chips quickly lose their differentiation; any remaining
traces of the original human personality are commingled throughout
the group.

Gifford finds he has no choice but the tedious task of information
processing. The temptation to neglect this work in favor of yesdrugs or
the mediachannel is immense, but he vows to remain industrious, to
build up his karmic account until he has earned a second hearing, and
beyond that, another walker body. Then, he promises himself, it’s
straight to the Chippery to mate with one of the stored female person-
alities, to sire a newchip. 275

Brown, he thinks. Son of Gifford.
He is miserable as a station. He understands the principles well
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WAITING FOR THE RAIN

21. Rachel, 'm waiting for the rain.

22. I almost forgot your name today, Rachel. But it doesn’t matter,
does it?

23. . . . I'm waiting for the rain.

24. Rain.

25. R
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