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      The inside of the drained water tank was damp, cold, and covered in leeches.

      "Ore, you flea-infested rat lover, when I find you I'm going to shove this useless filter down your throat." Sil tossed a leech up over the edge of the tank, then slapped at her neck as another one fell on her. Her biomechanical leg whined in response to her aborted flinch. At least now she knew why the outflow valves kept clogging.

      The intake filter Ore had sold her was guaranteed — guaranteed on his grandmother's life — to keep out the leech spawn. He'd splayed his hand over his heart, drawing attention to the two missing fingers, as if to suggest that one veteran would never cheat another. Even at the time Sil had known he was bad news, but she'd thought his oath involving family might mean something. Obviously not.

      Another leech plopped on her shoulder.

      No problem. She had to go into town to pick up her off-world order anyhow. While she was there, she'd hunt down Ore, maybe cut off another finger, and get a better filter. In the meantime she needed to clean out the tank then leave it soaking in disinfectant, or she'd be drinking leech guts until she died on this rock.

      Jackpot Drift was not for the faint of heart.

      Sil used her chin to flip on her comm set. "Mud, don't forget you need to switch out the sheep and goats." Contract or no contract, the AI formally known as Stuck in the Mud would sit in its hut and sulk, or whatever it did with all its free time when it was supposed to be helping her with the farm.

      If left in the upper pasture for more than three days, the sheep would start eating the coppervine. Toxic to sheep and impossible to eradicate, the vine grew all over the area she'd been given as part of her discharge package. The goats, modified for this area, loved the new shoots, so her life had become an endless series of pasture rotations between the stupid and aggressive sheep, and the biggest non-human assholes on the planet. That was all going to change, though, because the next generation of sheep were going to be able to eat the coppervine, thanks to the stasis box she had waiting for her in town. "Mud, did you hear me?"

      No response. Maybe the tank was blocking the transmission. Sil finished the rough clean of the walls and climbed the ladder molded to the interior of the tank, until her head and shoulders cleared the hatch. Past the edge of the plastic tank, the autofab cabin that was her home blocked the view of the town in the valley below, but she could see Mud's emergency-orange housing down at the edge of the lower pasture. A lone goat — Captain Idiot, from the spots visible on her back — dug at the ground by the fence post.

      Sil rested her elbows on the rim of the hatch. "Mud, the sheep need to come down from the upper pasture today."

      Again nothing. She hadn't expected voice confirmation. Stuck in the Mud was the only non-verbal AI in the colony. But it usually responded with a click to let her know it had heard her. Sil wiped one finger dry on her shirt and tapped the comm set. Useless hardware leftover from before she'd been drafted, it had probably died on her like its predecessors, corroded by the sulfur in the air. The colony really needed a nanotech to fix equipment.

      Pulling the goggles from the top of her head down over her eyes, Sil fumbled her way through a manual livestock search. The sheep and goats were all tagged, and a terrain map flickered on after a few seconds with corresponding green and yellow points of light, including the yellow light that was currently working to break out of the lower pasture.

      The sheep were all still in the upper pasture, but instead of seeing the herd clumping around their favorite forage, Sil saw green lights in an unnatural pattern, and a smaller red dot which would be Mud's buggy moving around them, holding them in place. The sheep were strung out in a line with intersecting arcs. It reminded her of something, but she couldn't think what. She prayed it wasn't a rune from the temples of the older gods. Something that spread out could be seen from orbit.

      Crap.

      She'd tried so hard to stay away from Mud's enclosure so it wouldn't be infected with her chaos. It had been weirder than any other artificial intelligence to begin with, but this was beyond strange, even for Mud.

      Sil climbed out of the tank and poured the disinfectant powder inside before closing the hatch and sliding down the side, her bad leg chirping as she hit the ground. She opened the valve to fill the tank, then set a timer. By the time she got back from town with a new filter, it would be ready to flush out and refill, but she'd be stuck with her stored water until then. And she couldn't leave the farm until the sheep out there advertising her infestation with the godlet of chaos had been freed and moved to the lower pasture.

      Twenty years in the army fighting the sporadic border wars had left her older, more cynical, and stuck on a cold planet with a cheap artificial leg that didn't like the chill. Now that she was out in the cold wind in wet clothes, the leg started its high-pitched whining that made her teeth ache. There was a glow in her peripheral vision that probably would have been pain if the bio interface had ever integrated properly.

      She'd received medical care for her injuries, the plot of land she'd been promised when she had signed up, and the AI assistance every citizen was entitled to. Just because they were all conspiring to kill her didn't mean the government hadn't fulfilled its promises.

      The door to the cabin stuck whenever the temperature dropped and she threw her weight at it, a practiced motion, hopping over the warped door frame on her good leg when the obstruction cleared. Inside it was dark and warm, insulated by the sealed bags of wool stacked along the walls, smelling of dirt, fried onion, and spicy peppers. And goat. Always goat. Delicate animal skulls, cleaned and painted bright colors, were tacked to the walls here and there, both as decorations and also as a reminder of what else was out there on the other side of the hills.

      When the atmospheric and foliage conditions were just right, the link from the cabin to town worked well enough to send messages slightly faster than traveling on foot, and today was one of those days. She sent a message to Glass's assistant, asking for the loan of a manual rover and controller so she could get the sheep off the upper pasture.

      Glass had been the one who set her up in a contract with Stuck in the Mud, so Glass owed her. He probably wouldn't see it that way. Or more likely, he wouldn't care. Rho controlled everything on the planet, Glass represented Rho's interests, and neither of them had the time or inclination to worry about what Sil thought. Sil had ended up on Glass's shitlist on day one when she'd refused to trade in her plans for a farm in the hills for a job in town working as his nanotech.

      Sil had time to change out of her wet clothes and toss the leech she found at her waistline out the door before Glass sent a response. Don't have any hardware to spare but I'll send a guy from the pool with the interface to control your buggy.

      From the pool. The town, meaning Glass, had a pool of laborers available to send out on jobs as needed. Most of them were working off fines or sentences for minor infractions, some were just unable to hold steady jobs, and the rest were visitors who didn't have the funds to leave, or enemy soldiers leftover from the settlement. None of them were people Sil wanted to deal with, and Glass knew that. To be fair, Sil didn't want to deal with anyone, but she had faith that Glass would send her the worst of the lot.

      While she waited, she set a pot of beans to soak on top of the stove, then cleaned the solar cells, which had collected a layer of mud from the combination of fog and dust storms. Sil was filling in the holes the goats were making on the edge of the lower pasture when she saw a lone figure on a bicycle working his way up the road. Glass, cheap as he always was when it wouldn't inconvenience him, had sent the guy from the pool on a heavy bicycle without any motorized assistance.

      Sil had time to finish tamping down the dirt and then stump across the field, leg whining and horizon flashing the whole way, before the person got close enough for her to see clearly. When he finally crested the hill to the lower pasture, Sil could see the typical sharp nose and straight hair of the Oldlanders, and he was young and able enough that he had to have been a soldier. The tattoos on corded forearms only confirmed her observations. She'd spent twenty years fighting him, and now he was going to herd her sheep. Life was sometimes odd.

      Taking into account what war did to people, Sil put his age at roughly the same as hers — definitely old enough to see trouble coming but young enough to occasionally let it happen anyhow. He'd made it up the hill without walking the bicycle, a thin sheen of sweat visible on his exposed light brown skin. When he finally rolled to a stop in the clearing at the top of the hill, he looked over at her and raised one hand in acknowledgement. Then he looked to the left where Stuck in the Mud's enclosure stood. His bike dropped to the ground unheeded and he swung over the fence into the lower pasture, and walked over to the hut that housed Mud and its built-in power source, arms stretched out as if facing a wild animal that might run away if he moved too quickly. Sil saw him speak, but she wasn't close enough to hear anything over the wind.

      Just her luck. She'd swallowed her pride and asked Glass for help and now this Oldlander was here and completely enamored with the broken AI that was the source of the damned problem in the first place.

      Sil watched the stranger for a few minutes, but he didn't seem in a hurry to stop communing with the AI and help her, so she finally climbed over the fence, and limped across the pasture, shoving curious goats out of the way, and watching him as she went. Just because she wasn't holding a grudge from a useless war didn't mean this man wasn't.

      As she got closer she saw the fine network of scars near his hairline and the tattoo on his neck, the glyph for the mech squad. Glass saying this man had an interface for the buggy was an understatement. This man was an interface to the buggy — to the buggy and anything else that used a related protocol. Soldiers in the mech squad were valuable. She'd spent whole seasons providing support and protection to their own mech squad, keeping their equipment running even as spare parts became unavailable, scavenging what she needed from captured supplies while out on patrol. Even now she had to fight off the urge to move this man to safety, aware of the damage goats could do to a body when they were just playing. Neither side would have given up a mech, regardless of the terms of the truce.

      Yet here he was.

      Sil understood what it was to mess up in a big way. That was how she'd ended up in the army in the first place. But she couldn't even conceive of what it would take to end up as a mech who hadn't been evacuated before the truce. It was a level of damage she could only marvel at from a distance. The chaos godlet curled around her spine stretched and purred.

      She took another step forward, palms open. "Silver Tailingstown."

      He glanced up at her, seemingly only half-aware that she was there, then turned his attention back to the hut where Stuck in the Mud housed itself. Mechs were the same all over the universe, ignoring the threat to look at the shiny baubles only they could see. He ran a hand over the orange surface of the housing, apparently not worried that Mud might have protected itself as other AIs did. "Everyone needs help," he said to the AI, still caressing the housing, and forcing her to move closer in order to catch his words. "This place damages us all." The language had shifted when the disrupted gates had separated them for multiple generations, but even through his accent she could hear the disdain in his voice as he talked about her home. Fair enough. She felt the same. He straightened and turned to her. "Chestnut Fragbren, but people mostly call me Crumble."

      Sil could tell the instant he recognized her own background, as his muscles tensed and his pupils dilated. "Problem?" she asked, taking a step back, ready to dive to the side if he brought out a weapon.

      "Not…" He took a slow breath. "Not from me." His mouth quirked up on one side, giving him a rueful look. "I know when I've lost."

      Sil shrugged. "Not a lot of winning here."

      Captain Idiot chose that moment to run up, butting Sil and sending her flying forward, directly at Crumble, in a move that would have taken them both to the ground if he hadn't twisted out of the way at the last moment. As Sil slid across the wet earth, the only sound was Captain Idiot bleating, and then she heard cloven hooves trotting away.

      Slowly raising her head from the mud, Sil looked at the man now standing next to her, hand extended to help her up. He looked apologetic. "They mostly kept us away from the real fighting." He indicated the goats with his chin. "But I did finally learn how to duck."
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      As she led Crumble to her cabin to give him access to the buggy, Sil felt her thoughts run like goats chasing each other around the pasture.

      She'd had enough contact with Oldlanders to know that the name Fragbren indicated he'd been raised in a temple, so either a fourth child or one that neither parent claimed, but somehow he'd ended up in the mech squad, which either took skill or a lot of luck.

      And what kind of name was Crumble? The Oldlanders gave their children names based on their birth time — someone who knew more about how it worked would have a pretty good idea when he was born, nearly down to the hour, which seemed like a stupid system that gave no indication of where anyone fit in society. But Crumble?

      Captain Idiot was headed for the stew pot, maybe with some of the last of the starpepper. Except the damn goat was one of her best milkers, and she couldn't afford to lose her. Next year, after the new lambs were born, the lambs resistant to the coppervine, sired by an off-world ram, then she'd be able to cut down on the goats. Captain Idiot would be the first to go.

      Her leg was whining again, the combination of cold and the effort of walking uphill adding an extra grinding that had her gritting her teeth. If she hadn't seen the waitlist for the clinic in town, she'd have taken a knife to it long ago and claimed that one of the goats had stuck a horn through it. Having to hobble around on crutches for two seasons before maybe — just maybe — getting a replacement didn't appeal.

      But really, how did a mech get left behind?

      "I've got it." Crumble's voice jarred her out of her thoughts.

      She stopped and turned, the leg giving a particularly ominous crunch. "Got what?"

      "The buggy." His eyes unfocussed. "Why are the sheep forming…"

      Too late Sil realized that if he'd grown up in a temple, Crumble would recognize a rune of the older gods. He'd realize Stuck in the Mud had been infected by her damned chaos godlet. Her mouth went dry.

      Crumble continued before she could figure out what to say. "It's trying to carry on a conversation with someone. Through sheep. How odd." He shook his head slightly. "You want the sheep moved somewhere?"

      Pulling her thoughts back together, Sil gestured to the lower pasture. "Down here. They swap with the goats." Her heart thudded in her ears, adrenaline still running through her veins. She pulled the goggles down and saw the sheep moving, bunching up in the way they did when they wanted to graze but were being forced to move. She raised the goggles again.

      Crumble leaned against a post, his eyes still unfocussed. "You don't have a second buggy to use on the goats?"

      Splitting, the mechs had called it. Not many were able to pilot multiple combat warbots, but some of the best could handle three or four. The buggy wasn't as sophisticated as a warbot, nearly all of its functions related to basic sensors and simple movements, but Crumble had asked that question, as if he always split.

      "The goats like to switch pastures. And they're used to getting milked. They'll come when called." Maybe normal sheep would have as well, but they'd had to breed in extra aggression for them to survive against the native fauna. Those instincts made them difficult to work with.

      The first sheep were starting to appear over the last rise in the upper pasture, swinging their shorn heads around irritably. To travel between the two pastures they'd have to go over the bridge of land that held the cabin and the start of the road to town. Behind the cabin was a drop-off the sheep would avoid, but they were quite capable of ignoring the safe pasture for a run down the road if she let them. Sil opened the wide gate from the lower pasture to block half the road, then opened the upper pasture gate to block the other half, tugging Crumble to safety next to her where she held the ends of the two gates together to form one long barrier.

      Captain Idiot took off running toward the sheep, then jumped to the side when the whole herd took aim at her. The goat bounded up the steep sides of the wash until she was perched just beyond the ability of the sheep to reach her, her hooves catching on the smallest indentations in the rock face. The rest of the goats followed her, jumping over the marauding sheep, then climbing to safety within the upper pasture. For a long moment Sil thought this was going to be the time the sheep refused to keep moving in favor of trying to pick off the goats, but then the leader caught sight of Sil and charged in her direction, the rest of the sheep following.

      Sil braced herself against the gates as the sheep came nearer, digging her heels into the soft earth, but the buggy was moving the tail end of the flock fast enough that the sheer mass kept the leaders moving forward into the lower pasture, and then all the sheep had gone past and Sil closed the gates. Captain Idiot jumped off her rocky ledge and sped toward the opening, but Sil was able to get it latched the instant before the goat slammed into it.

      The buggy came to a halt next to Mud's hut in the lower pasture. "There," Crumble said, blinking his eyes. "Anything else you need me to do?"

      Sil picked up the shovel again. "Not as long as the heap of junk over there doesn't do this again a few days from now. Do they have some sort of reset switch?" The idea of treating an AI like a machine would be offensive, especially to a mech, and even more especially to someone who looked like he was doing a courting dance when he'd first arrived, but all of Sil's senses were telling her that this man was trouble.

      He narrowed his eyes at her, but there was a gleam of humor. "I see they matched the two of you carefully."

      The only care Glass had taken when matching up Sil with Stuck in the Mud had been when he made sure that her AI was the most useless one available before setting up the contract. "Yes, well, there was a line of them waiting to come out here, but Stuck in the Mud won the lottery." She shrugged. "Glass pays you, yeah?" Politeness dictated she offer him refreshments, maybe even a full meal, since he'd biked all the way out here, but she had to get him off her land before the spark of chaos within her rose up. She could already feel it shifting, making her breath catch.

      Crumble nodded uncertainly, then seemed to accept her rudeness. "I'll be on my way then. Let me know if you need me to come back again." He looked at her from the corner of his eyes as he turned, then started walking toward his bicycle.

      Sil had just started to relax and let her guard down when she felt the chaos godlet rise up and swipe at Crumble, like an animal hiding in the bushes might reach out to claw at the ankle of someone walking by.

      Crumble turned, his mouth open, and one hand came up to his chest. "But you…" His hand moved across the fabric, seemingly checking for marks, then his eyes widened and he bowed hastily. "Greetings to the godlet of twisted paths, may its spirit keep you filled with life."

      This was a disaster. Not only had he felt the chaos, he'd correctly identified it and known it was within her. If anyone else in town found out about it, she'd be knocked out and put into a stasis box until they could summon a chaos hunter to take her away. She'd fought too long and too hard to allow that to happen. Before Crumble could straighten up she punched him.

      He stumbled back, raising his arms to protect his face, but he'd been a mech, not a fighter, and it showed. By the third punch he was down on the ground curled up as tight as he could get. Sil grabbed her shovel and raised it above her head. One blow to the head or neck would kill him cleanly and painlessly. He was an outsider, an enemy left behind after the fighting stopped. Nobody would be looking for him. She'd dump his body over the edge of one of the roadside cliffs along with his bicycle, and nobody would ever know or care.

      Sil froze, shovel still over her head.

      She'd spent a lifetime at war. She'd been a good nanobot technician, but she'd also been a passable killer. She'd learned not to think about it. No second thoughts. No regrets. But now… She couldn't do it.

      Before she could change her mind, Sil tossed the shovel away, and heard it clang as the metal hit a post. She sat down on the ground, staring out at the upper pasture. She'd had a good run here, better than an army nanotech who'd never touched a ruminant until she became a civilian could expect. Two of the goats were just visible in the distance, busy nibbling at something where the grass met the cliff face, one of the spots where the coppervine liked to grow.

      The goats would survive up there without her, at least until the weather turned, though they would be painful until their milk eventually dried up. The damn sheep would last a week at most. The lower pasture had less coppervine, but it would grow enough for the sheep to get to it within a few days and then the suicidal ruminants would seek it out and drop dead a few days later. She'd babied those stupid sheep for over a year, dealt with their aggression, learned how to shear them, learned how to keep most of the stupid things alive, and how to safely butcher and use the ones she couldn't, and now it would all be for nothing because she couldn't bring herself to kill this man.

      Maybe someone else would come up and take over the farm, care for the animals, and deal with the useless AI huddled in the middle of the sheep. Maybe it would even be Crumble — he seemed to have an affinity for Stuck in the Mud that she'd never had. Meanwhile she would be dead or wishing she was, the property of the state while they tried to figure out how to use this godlet she held inside her.

      Crumble coughed and groaned behind her. "I have to admit," he said, his voice ragged, "I'd heard chaos was hard on a person, but I'd never quite appreciated how hard."

      She heard something scrape over the dirt and wondered if he would take the opportunity to kill her. The shovel was still on the ground. Even without a lot of training he'd be able to smash her skull in, though she hoped he had the strength to do it quickly. It would be unfortunate if it took him multiple tries to finish the job.

      Another scrape, this one closer. "The godlet of unseen turnings is a little easier to be around, at least in the short term. I suspect it all comes to the same thing in the end." He scooted forward until she could see him at her side, just out of reach.

      Sil still felt the need to hurt him. "Did they not even train you to protect yourself? No wonder you lost the war."

      Crumble sighed. "And what am I fighting for now? Death is the only way I'll get off this planet. It might be worth it."

      Sil felt her godlet swipe at him again, not a thing she could see with her eyes, but a movement she could feel inside, the sensation of whiskers, and a smooth pelt, and claws. Then she had an odd sensation of something wet and pliant moving through her, leaping through the space that held her cat and taking her breath away.

      What had he said? Something about unseen turnings. She had been no expert on the Oldlander godlets before she'd started housing one, and after that the only thing she'd wanted to learn was how to get rid of it. She'd found absolutely nothing about how that was managed. But some other information had ended up in her brain through osmosis as she'd skimmed the books, and she was fairly certain unseen turnings was the godlet of luck, good and bad, whose animal was a frog.

      Crumble housed the godlet of luck.

      The godlets took another tumble through her, and Sil grabbed her stomach, nausea rising. She put one hand down on the ground and leaned to the side, ready to rid her body of the cooked grains she’d eaten that morning.

      "Hey now, that's enough of that." Crumble's voice was loud enough that she could hear him easily, but she thought he wasn't talking to her. The sensation of a frog moving within her subsided, and her chaos cat went back to a waiting crouch. "Be polite."

      "How do you…?" Sil paused, once again considering vomiting. "You made it listen to you."

      Crumble's laughter rang out, echoing off the cliff face, and then abruptly subsided into a groan as he grabbed his side. "If you're trying to make your godlet to do anything, I can see where you might have a problem. The temple that trained you failed at their job if they let you believe you could force the godlet to do anything it doesn't want to."

      There'd been no temple that trained her. "How do I get rid of it?" She slid back to a sitting position, reasonably certain she was going to keep her breakfast.

      Crumble's eyebrows rose, and she watched him go from confused to surprised in the space of a breath. "You had a spontaneous hosting," he said slowly. When she didn't answer he elaborated. "You didn't go to a temple to seek to become an avatar, did you?"

      "What kind of idiot would do this on purpose?" Sil pulled her feet under her and stood up. As someone also housing a godlet, albeit a less destructive one, Crumble was unlikely to turn her in, which meant Sil needed to get going on her list of things to get done for the day. "Is there some way to get rid of it?"

      Crumble climbed slowly to his feet. "Not as far as I know, but I wasn't the best student when I was younger." He cocked his head to the side. "Not later either," he admitted. He started brushing dirt off his clothes. "Given that, this may sound a bit hypocritical coming from me, but you really need to get trained. Chaos can be a bit…" He trailed off.

      Sil gestured to their surroundings. "Trained? Here?" She turned and walked toward her cabin, leg whining. "The best I can do is try to keep it hidden and hope nobody calls in a chaos hunter." She needed to change her clothes, collect her things, and head into town soon or she'd be trying to find her way back in the dark.

      "But…" Crumble sped up to move in front of her. "I could try to teach you what I know."

      Sil kept moving, forcing him to dance back so she didn't walk through him. "You have luck." Belatedly she figured out his last name. Fragbren, frag born, born to the frog, the animal of luck. "Will your learning work for chaos?" Surely the Oldlanders wouldn't have completely separate temples if all the techniques were the same.

      "I have no idea. Maybe." He skipped sideways so he could keep up while facing her. "We won't know until we try."

      Sil shook her head. "If you can't get rid of it, I don't need your help." The last thing she needed was yet another avatar of a godlet on the property. Even if nobody noticed chaos, they might pick up on the energies associated with luck.

      He fell behind then ran to keep up with her again. "What about Stuck in the Mud? I might be able to help it."

      "I'll just stay farther away. I'm sure it will be fine." Eventually. There had to be some sort of self-repair mechanism in the hardware or no AI would ever survive.

      Crumble shook his head. "That's not related." He waved a hand. "Or, I'm pretty sure it's not related to the chaos."

      Sil stopped walking. "It has to be."

      "No." Crumble dragged the word out to multiple syllables, as if he were thinking about it as he said it. "I think it was just trying to do something that was orthogonal to bringing the sheep down." He smiled a little at her confusion. "It's completely isolated out here, so it's trying to communicate with someone in the only way it can. If all this were being caused by the chaos, the results would be more…" He paused. "Spectacular," he finally decided.

      "Spectacular," she repeated.

      He nodded, his face honest and open with a hint of humor. "Oh yes, there's a reason they don't allow any artificial intelligences near the temples of the twisted paths."

      Sil let her gaze drift over to Stuck in the Mud's orange hut in the midst of the sheep. "You think you can help get it working normally again?"

      He opened his mouth, as if he needed to correct something she'd said, then stopped. "I can talk to it and see if there's anything I can help with. That's all I can promise."

      Sil nodded. "I can't pay extra, but if you're willing to barter, we can work out something. Just don't go into the pasture with the sheep. " She made sure he'd been paying attention to that last part, and then gestured at the house. "I have to go into town but you're welcome to stay here to talk to Mud. Water tank's full of leech disinfectant at the moment, but there's a bottle on the counter if you get thirsty, and leftover stew in the chiller." She'd grown up in a big city where everyone locked their doors and nobody would ever leave a stranger in their house, but things were different out here. Besides, she had nothing worth stealing, at least not anything that could be carried away on a bicycle. "Just make sure you're on the road before the sun falls behind the hills. The road's bad to ride on after dark." Steep drop-offs, unexpected curves, and downhill speed were a dangerous combination.

      "Right."

      "Leave me a message about how things go." She headed into the house so she could change, and this time he didn't follow.
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      Crumble was leaning on the fence as close as he could get to Stuck in the Mud when Sil came out of the house in clean clothes and got on her own bicycle. He lifted a hand as she went past him — she went as far around Stuck in the Mud as she could, thinking about what "spectacular" could really mean — but didn't turn his head to watch her. With any luck she would come home to a fixed AI and a property empty of any of the older gods, except for the one she carried within.

      Sil rattled down the unpaved road as fast as she dared, the clattering of the metal bike trailer and the rushing wind nearly drowning out the sound of her leg. Diving to the ground when Captain Idiot had hit her had done something to it, and now it changed tones whenever she pedaled, giving her an uneven melody as she coasted on the downhill portions and struggled up the rises.

      She stopped at the nearest farm, halfway to town, and left a container of cheese and a bottle of goat's milk by the gate, but didn't stop to talk to anyone. Their AI would notice she had been there and pick up the package. The Oretons weren't all that fond of her, partially because of her pretentious name, but mostly because Glass had it in for her. Still, they had helped her find the sheep the last time the wooly miscreants had broken out of the pasture and run toward town, so she made it a habit to leave them something when she went by. They had a growing herd of mini-cows in their front pasture, specially bred to handle the native flora. Coppervine wasn't a big problem this far from the edge of the terraforming, but there were other plants that caused problems for ruminants. At least the mini-cows hadn't been selected for aggression. She'd seen one loose on the road one time, and it hadn't even noticed when she went by. Her sheep would have taken a moving bicycle as a challenge.

      When she'd first arrived at Jackpot Drift, fresh out of the army, Glass had offered to trade her land grant for money if she stayed in town and worked for him. Glass needed a good nanotech — frankly, any nanotech — and Sil knew absolutely nothing about farming or livestock or the planet she'd been dumped on. The info packet claimed it had been terraformed, but in reality the company had reformed one valley surrounded by hills and promised that they'd come back and do the rest before the native flora and fauna took over again. Then they had disappeared — the minerals the colony was meant to exploit had been found in an easier-to-extract form elsewhere.

      Sil could have lived comfortably with what Glass was willing to pay her as a nanotech, but she'd turned him down, because after a lifetime in uniform she didn't want to work for anyone else. More importantly, she'd been pretty sure she had no chance of keeping her newly acquired chaos godlet a secret while living around that many people. When Glass had pressed the issue, her refusal had been more blunt. As a result, Glass had assigned her a plot of land as bad and as far away from the town as he could while still adhering to her contract. Then he'd found the most damaged AI anyone had ever seen. It was not a situation he had expected her to deal with for long. She'd made it through the winter purely by spite, and also by bringing all the goats inside her house until spring. Captain Idiot had taken the opportunity to give birth on her bed while Sil was sleeping under the covers.

      Past the Oreton farm she went over another two hills and hit the edge of town, at which point the bicycle and foot traffic increased, slowing her progress. Children darted into the streets, both high and low clan, young enough that they weren't chastised for playing together. Sil didn't see any sign of whatever extended family members were supposed to be watching them, but it wasn't as if the children could get lost in town, and odds were good everyone on the street knew who they were.

      Sil made a wide circle around the town square with its outdoor market, preferring to take the rest of her wares to Pyr's bar, then detoured further out so she wouldn't go by the church of the One God. She could see its spire over the other buildings, colorful strips of paper with prayers fluttering in the breeze. At the Bog & Bellow, Pyr would take the cheese and milk and set up a tab so she could have a beer and eat something that wasn't sheep or goat, or a product from a sheep or goat, or even, like the grains she made for breakfast, something that just smelled like sheep or goat, for the first time in weeks.

      First, though, she needed to stop by the post office and pick up her shipment. After a year of lean living, she'd had enough to combine with her discharge pay to get a genetic upgrade for the sheep. It had taken what seemed like forever to get the modification approved by the Department for Ethical Genetic Manipulation, and then she'd had to find a licensed company willing to do such a tiny job. Most of the companies wouldn't look at anything smaller than a mod for an entire colony, and genetic manipulation was so tightly controlled that no smaller vendors had filled the gap.

      Unfortunately for Sil, coppervine was only a problem high in the hills, so she'd been facing a premium price even if she could find a company willing to work for her. Sil had been complaining about the hassle and expense in the Bog & Bellow one evening. Pyr had just shrugged while he pulled her third beer of the night. "Blame the AIs. Something happened right before the war started, and ever since then the gene-modding has been locked down."

      He'd had bigger problems that evening, since the regular supply ship hadn't come through the gate for the second time in a row. Nearly all the low clan had been facing the dilemma of slaughtering their best animals for food, or supplementing their meals with the bluequince preserves that were the primary colony export. Meanwhile the high clan had continued to behave as if everything were normal. In the Bog & Bellow, Pyr had his hands full trying to keep talk of a work stoppage to a whisper.

      The supply ship had arrived the next day, and Sil had eventually found a company willing to work with her. Now twenty-four stasis-packed straws of sheep semen waited in town, ready for her to impregnate the ewes. The next generation would have slightly finer wool, larger bodies, and most importantly, the ability to excrete the toxins in the coppervine they ingested. Within a few years the whole herd would be ready to expand out to the higher pastures that she owned but couldn't use. That would let the whole colony be a little less dependent on the supply ship.

      Sil got off her bike when the concrete switched to synthetic cobblestones around the block of government buildings. The esthetic was pleasant, though completely out of place in a colony that had started with tech, but it was not meant for bicycle riding. It created an area clear of anything but foot traffic, without any need for rules or signs. Perhaps that had been the point, but it also made the area feel apart from the rest of the community, as if the high clan working in the government didn't live in the same town. In a way, they didn't — people who lived in the rest of the town worked for themselves, but everyone who worked for the colony government worked for Glass who worked for Rho, and Rho controlled everything.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving her bike in the designated rack, Sil took the sack of cheese and milk with her and went into the post office. Physical mail being a rarity, it was more of a small warehouse, with a counter blocking anyone but Mercury and her minions from going in the back. When shuttles came down from orbit, Mer would store anything that wasn't immediately collected by the recipient. Biohazards, explosives, and other dangerous shipments were expected to be handled personally, or at least scheduled with Mer in advance. Theoretically Mer wasn't supposed to accept any contraband, but Sil figured that it was going to come in one way or another, and this was the easiest way for Rho to keep tabs on it.

      Inside the post office, Mer's tiny wizened frame sat behind the counter, as always. Sil had never seen her move from the well-padded chair. Instead, Mer directed her employees to collect things from the shelves in the cavernous space behind her
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