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ZUOQUAN CITY, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA

June 2, 2060

Artillery pounded the city, fiercer and closer than before. Mei Hao stopped at the window in her rush, seeing plumes of smoke and gouts of flame amid the Chinese half of the city. The fires, too, were closer. The Partials were pressing forward, and the Chinese headquarters were no longer safe. Mei left the window and ran down the hall, a stack of maps in one arm and the army’s satbox in the other. She could already hear the two generals arguing.

“We have to move our headquarters,” said General Wu. Mei was his assistant, and it was no surprise to hear him arguing for retreat. He had proven himself a coward since the day she’d met him. She hurried into the room and laid the maps on the table; he spread them out without acknowledging her, and she opened the satbox while he examined them. “The devil army has held this line for weeks,” he said, pointing at a vague line scrawled through the center of the city with a red wax pencil; the line was vague by necessity, for there was no easy way to tell exactly which buildings were held by which army at any given moment. “Now they are pushing past it,” General Wu continued, “at least to here, and likely even farther.” He thumped the map with finality, as if pointing at his estimates had made it so. “Either way we are no longer safe here.”

General Bao considered carefully before answering, though Mei had learned from experience that this was most likely tact rather than hesitance. Bao was the opposite of Wu in many ways: young where Wu was old, tall and handsome where Wu was round and ugly, brave where Wu was cowardly. He chafed against the older man’s caution and cowardice, but Wu was the senior general, and Bao was always very politic with his counsel. “We cannot run forever,” he said at last. “We have been tasked with the defense of this city, though as the invasion wears on we are defending less and less of it every day. We do not have the strength, as you say, to drive the BioSynths back, but a stand must be taken somewhere.”

“Bah,” said Wu, dismissing him with a cursory wave of his hand. He had none of Bao’s tact. “You would stand and die. The civilian section of the city is of secondary concern to us—our only true objective is to defend the munitions factory.” He thumped the factory’s off-center location on the map with his thick forefinger. “That is what we cannot lose, and retreating today would put us in a better position to defend it.”

An aide rushed into the room, bowed to both generals in turn, and held out a gently glowing tablet. “General Bao Xu Quin, a message from the tower.”

Bao glanced at Wu and took the tablet, reading it quickly as he tabbed through the photos with his finger.

“Ill news, no doubt,” said Wu. “How close are they now, schoolboy, five miles? One?”

“They are three miles from our position,” said Bao, staring at the tablet, and Mei could just see the movement that held his attention. He was watching a video of the battle, probably a live feed, and from the look on his face, it was not going well for the defenders. “They are advancing quickly. Perhaps it is time to move our headquarters.” He glanced at Mei, and she dropped her eyes demurely. “For the safety of the staff, at least.”

“Now you speak reason,” said Wu, “even if you mask it as concern. The question now is where.” He studied the map. “The enemy cannot pierce a heart it cannot find. Our headquarters will be best hidden in the university, here; they will have no reason to look for us there, and even fewer opportunities to find us in the labyrinth of the campus.”

“If we could reach it,” said General Bao, gesturing at the map. “With the BioSynth army crawling up the boulevard here, and the canal beside it here, I think the university will be too soon cut off.” He mused a moment, then pointed at another section of the city. “If you must leave your heart where the enemy can pierce it, you should at least protect it with armor. The Zuoquan library has deep catacombs below it, defensible and firm. We should move our headquarters there and, when the time comes, defend it far more securely than here.”

“We would be forced to defend it with our lives,” said Wu, “for there would be no retreat from it.” He pointed at the lower left quadrant of the map. “The contours of the city would lead the devil army around us, cutting us off from safety long before they would ever have need to confront us directly. It seems there is only one place left to make our foolish stand.”

Mei had known the answer long before either general; she had suspected, in fact, that the Partial advance might be an attempt to drive them to their one and only safe place of retreat.

“The munitions factory,” Bao mumbled, staring at the map with deep concern. “I do not like it. The devils will know where we are, and with a single stroke could eliminate both us and the factory. It is the most valuable objective in the city, and we cannot afford to make it more so.”

Wu shook his head. “It is valuable because they need to use it, not because they wish it destroyed. Their press into the rest of China will fail without the supplies that factory will provide them, and as such it is the one place in the city they will refuse to obliterate outright. We will be safe from air strikes there, and our ground forces are still strong enough to defend it.”

Bao considered a moment, but Mei knew that he had no other recourse. It was truly the best and only place to retreat, and while that made it seem to her like a trap, the generals would have little choice but to walk into it. Bao nodded, though his eyes made it clear that he did not like it. “The factory, then.”

“Mobilize your forces,” said Wu, brushing Mei away from the satbox. “I will mobilize mine and update our maps accordingly. Do you have us connected?”

“Yes, sir,” said Mei. Wu sat down and activated the touch screen, calling up the map of Zuoquan and adjusting the layout of their forces on it, moving them here and there like pieces on a game board. The changes would be relayed through their network both to the subcommanders, who would align their forces in more detail based on the general’s commands, and to the superior commanders overseeing the defense of all of China. The entire war could be coordinated seamlessly through a network so secure it could never be spied on . . . unless you had access to the satbox. Mei kept it close at all times.

An alarm sounded, and the generals’ phones both chirped an alert in unison with it. Bao cursed and finished his orders to his men, glancing quickly at the incoming message. “The devils are here,” he said. “We must leave now.” Wu finished his work on the satbox and rose to his feet, accepting his coat as Mei held it up to his shoulders. Soldiers were streaming in to defend the leaders and escort them to safety; Mei could already hear gunfire in the street outside. Wu bustled out of the room, leaving her to close up the satbox herself. Bao, more gallant, stayed until she was ready. “My men will bring us to the Rotors, miss.”

“Thank you,” she said, being sure to favor him with a grateful smile. She had been cultivating in him a subtle attraction, should she ever need it, manipulating him as surely as Wu had moved his forces on the satbox. Now that attraction was manifesting as a desire to protect her—a typical response for a man in authority, and one that worked to her advantage. Not that she was in any real danger from the “devil army”; already she could sense the Partials below, linking with them as they entered the first floor of the building. They were winning handily, and she relayed her location back to them, warning them away. Her orders had been specific: Do not let the generals be taken yet. Do not let yourself be exposed. The order made no sense, but she followed it anyway, as she always did. As she had been engineered to do.

Her name was Heron, and she was a Partial spy.
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PARAGEN BIOSYNTH GROWTH AND TRAINING FACILITY, UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

January 5, 2058

Her first sensation was sound.

She didn’t know it as sound, because she didn’t know anything; her life was the barest essential minimum to qualify as life. An unborn child in its mother’s womb feels warmth and motion, hears sounds and voices, sees light and dark through the thick red filter of its mother’s own body. Its brain begins to process these sensations before it even finishes developing, an insatiable learning machine that is already defining the world months before it understands, on any conscious level, that the world exists. An infant human becomes so accustomed to its mother’s voice, for example, that it cries with its mother’s accent mere seconds after birth.

A BioSynth brain can do so much more.

The sounds she perceived were meaningless to her, but they were constant, and that made them comforting. If she had the words, she would call them voices, beeps, and the gentle wash of water in her growth vat. Doctors came and went, vital signs were scanned and reported and recorded. Machines hummed and buzzed and beeped and swished. Her father was a genetic sequencer, and her mother was a tube of carefully calibrated nutrients. They were her world, and she listened to them with a consciousness no human fetus could ever imagine.

Her vision developed next, clusters of photoreceptive cells forming rapidly in the backs of her eyes. She saw the world not in red but in blue, the translucent walls of her growth vat letting in just enough light to give her a sense of darkness. Shapes moved beyond the dark blue walls, coming and going with the voices, but she didn’t know what they were, or who, or why. Her muscles developed soon after, and she found that she had arms and hands, feet and legs, each one seeming to act independent of her own thought and control. Over time she learned to move them—her arms drifting back and forth in the growth fluid, her fingers opening and closing. With her hands she discovered her face; when she accidentally poked herself in the eye, she discovered pain. As her control over her limbs grew stronger, more precise, she poked her eye again, on purpose this time, just to see if she could. It hurt, and she didn’t like to hurt, but it was new. In a vat in a lab where everything was done for her—and to her—it was the first thing she had ever done for herself. Her pain was her statement of identity.

She had been growing for nearly three months. She was thirty inches long, and nearly twenty pounds. The vat’s inner membrane expanded, and she continued to grow.

Her hair was already long for an infant, but soon it grew long enough to float in the tank before her, wafting in the currents of her own subtle movements. Her arms lengthened, her legs thickened, her chest and abdomen filling the space until they pressed against the warm, solid sides of the vat around her. This, too, was new, but it didn’t alarm her; the tight press was comforting, keeping her safe and protected. By six months she was nearly five feet tall, if she’d been standing up, and as her body approached its full size, it began to change in shape as well; what a human girl would call puberty became, for her, simply another stage of in-vitro development. Her limbs grew long and slender; her hips swelled; her chest grew from tiny bumps into round, curving breasts. She would later learn that this was also when a human girl would begin to bleed, but she had been designed sterile, like a living doll. This was neither a comfort nor a bother to her, for she knew nothing else.

At five feet eight inches she stopped growing, and her skeleton solidified into its final shape and size: her skull plates closed and knit together; her adult teeth tore through the virgin flesh of her gums. She had been growing in the vat for nine months, but her body, by any objective measure, was nineteen years old.

She had the mind of a child, and the knowledge base of a helpless infant.

On September 24, in the year 2058, a man in a rubber jumpsuit popped the seal on her growth vat, raised the lid, and slapped open the dump valve in the bottom. The warm water she’d grown up in swirled away with a roar; the membrane that held her, now unsupported by the fluid, tore open, and she tumbled out in a tangle of flailing limbs. The rubber man caught her and laid her on a plastic cart, and a swarm of people in suits and masks clustered around her, strapping her down, probing and prodding and poking. She shivered in the sudden cold; her limbs, full size but never used, were too weak to protest. She vomited up the last of her amniotic fluid and breathed air for the first time, new and painful and horribly insubstantial. The people spoke the same words and language she’d listened to for months, but without the tank of water to alter the sounds, they sounded harsh and terrifying.

“This one’s not a pilot one,” said a voice.

She knew the words, but not their meaning.

“She’s espionage,” said another. “Group Theta.”

“Figures,” said the first voice. “She’s gonna be a looker when she fills out.”

“Looker or not, be careful,” said the second voice. “Thetas don’t have the empathy package.”

“You’re kidding.”

The man shook his head. “A body like that and a brain like a snake. Scary as hell.”

The probes and tests were done. A man grabbed her cart and wheeled her away, and suddenly the entire room seemed to move around her, vast and bright. The other doctors stayed behind, and as she passed they moved to the next vat in the line, popping the seal and dumping the fluid and sprawling another wet, shivering body on a low plastic cart. The girl’s lungs labored, struggling to breathe, and she forced out her air in a long, ragged scream.

The man pushing her whistled idly as he walked.
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ZUOQUAN CITY, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA

June 3, 2060

SECURE CONNECTION ESTABLISHED, read the phone. Heron turned on her local scrambler—a small lapel pin that would disrupt any surveillance equipment in the area, making her conversation impossible to overhear—and spoke. “Agent Six reporting.”

“Good evening, Heron,” said the familiar voice. She had never been told who her commanding officer was, and she had never asked, but she could decipher from his voice that he was old, and that he was undeniably human. Partials relied so heavily on the link for communication that without specific training, such as Heron had received, their voices carried an identifiable flatness one might call “inhuman.” That her handler was human marked him as a high-level strategist, for most of the other human soldiers and officers had already cycled out of the Isolation War and gone home. The Partial infantry fought, and the Partial generals led, but the humans still called all the shots. Her handler spoke with easy authority. “What do you have to report?”

“The generals and their retinues, including myself, have retreated safely to the munitions factory, as you planned.” She didn’t actually know that this was the plan, but dropped in the assertion as a test. Her handler confirmed it with the inflection of his response.

“Excellent, excellent. You are to be commended for your part in the operation.”

“I’m afraid I still don’t understand the operation,” said Heron. “We had soldiers in the building—I could have delayed both generals long enough for them to be captured. With an official order, I could have captured them myself. You would have had them and the satbox. Why did you instruct me to hold back?”

“We have bigger wheels in motion,” said the voice. “You keep following your orders, and those wheels will roll smoothly to victory.”

“I look forward to it,” said Heron. The voice never told her much, but he seemed to be even more mysterious lately. “Any chance you’ll let me in on my next glorious part in it?”

“I delight in talking to you, Heron,” said the voice. “You’re so much more personable than the other Partials.”

“I’ll try to take that as a compliment.”

“You should. I have a mission for you, because I know that you’re clever enough to manage it. I need a map of the munitions factory complex: all buildings, all hallways, all rooms, from the roofs all the way down to the basements and subbasements. Be sure to call out key locations and defenses. I need this information as quickly as possible.”

“Because you’re going to invade,” said Heron.

“And clever, too,” said the voice. “Get me my map. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” said Heron. It wasn’t a code word, just a protocol the officer had. He treats me like a computer program, or a trained animal. The thought shot through her mind, but she dismissed it. This was the way it had always been, and she had a job to do. The connection was severed, and she turned off the scrambler. She adjusted her skirt and straightened her jacket and walked out into the busy factory.

The factory complex was a hive of constant activity: five buildings already crowded with workers and machinery, now doubly crowded with soldiers trying to set up a military headquarters. The bulk of both armies, Wu’s and Bao’s, were outside, spread through the city to make them less of a target for Partial air strikes; but even so, the factory was filled with men and women in uniform, the assistants and aides and messengers of two generals’ retinues. Heron walked through the hall to the main factory floor of Building 3, where hordes of men in thick leather aprons crawled in and around the massive machinery that processed ore into bullets. China had rejected the expanded use of intelligent biotechnology on moral grounds, if not outright religious ones, and though the factory still used certain engineered bacterial cultures in the metal-cleansing process, they had nothing so advanced as a BioSynth—not a Partial, nor even a Watchdog. Their skill in robotics, on the other hand, was impressive, and Heron watched with respect as the fully automated, self-sustaining monstrosities collected the ore, refined it, and pressed it into millions of rounds of ammunition of every shape and size. Zuoquan supplied much of the northern Chinese army with their munitions, and when the Partials took the factory, it would supply them with the same. The invasion hinged on it, in a very real sense.

But why had her handler insisted that the generals get there safely? The complex would be easier to take without them, for the Chinese would defend it now more vigorously than ever. She did not like being kept in the dark, no matter how much her handler patted her on the head and called her a good little Partial.

She reached a side corner of Building 3, where a door led out into the courtyard. She stepped outside and pulled out her phone, activating one of the hidden bits of software she’d installed on the Chinese army’s otherwise standard-issue device: a GPS mapper, which worked in real time to track her movements and relay them through the Chinese’s own satellite system to the NADI Task Force and the Partial troops. She walked back through the door, and the system began building a map of every step she took. With enough walking, and if she was thorough, it would construct a 3-D map of the entire complex. She glanced at her watch and estimated that she would have enough time to map about half of Building 3 before General Wu needed her for the next strategy meeting. Heron made sure the ribbons on her jacket were in their proper position, marking her as a member of the general’s staff. No one would bother her.

She cursed mildly, wishing she’d worn more comfortable shoes. She would be walking for hours.

The glamorous life of a spy.
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SECURE CONNECTION ESTABLISHED, read the phone. Heron turned on her local scrambler—a small lapel pin that would disrupt any surveillance equipment in the area, making her conversation impossible to overhear—and spoke. “Agent Six reporting.”

“Good evening, Heron,” said the familiar voice. She had never been told who her commanding officer was, and she had never asked, but she could decipher from his voice that he was old, and that he was undeniably human. Partials relied so heavily on the link for communication that without specific training, such as Heron had received, their voices carried an identifiable flatness one might call “inhuman.” That her handler was human marked him as a high-level strategist, for most of the other human soldiers and officers had already cycled out of the Isolation War and gone home. The Partial infantry fought, and the Partial generals led, but the humans still called all the shots. Her handler spoke with easy authority. “What do you have to report?”

“The generals and their retinues, including myself, have retreated safely to the munitions factory, as you planned.” She didn’t actually know that this was the plan, but dropped in the assertion as a test. Her handler confirmed it with the inflection of his response.

“Excellent, excellent. You are to be commended for your part in the operation.”

“I’m afraid I still don’t understand the operation,” said Heron. “We had soldiers in the building—I could have delayed both generals long enough for them to be captured. With an official order, I could have captured them myself. You would have had them and the satbox. Why did you instruct me to hold back?”

“We have bigger wheels in motion,” said the voice. “You keep following your orders, and those wheels will roll smoothly to victory.”

“I look forward to it,” said Heron. The voice never told her much, but he seemed to be even more mysterious lately. “Any chance you’ll let me in on my next glorious part in it?”

“I delight in talking to you, Heron,” said the voice. “You’re so much more personable than the other Partials.”

“I’ll try to take that as a compliment.”

“You should. I have a mission for you, because I know that you’re clever enough to manage it. I need a map of the munitions factory complex: all buildings, all hallways, all rooms, from the roofs all the way down to the basements and subbasements. Be sure to call out key locations and defenses. I need this information as quickly as possible.”

“Because you’re going to invade,” said Heron.

“And clever, too,” said the voice. “Get me my map. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” said Heron. It wasn’t a code word, just a protocol the officer had. He treats me like a computer program, or a trained animal. The thought shot through her mind, but she dismissed it. This was the way it had always been, and she had a job to do. The connection was severed, and she turned off the scrambler. She adjusted her skirt and straightened her jacket and walked out into the busy factory.

The factory complex was a hive of constant activity: five buildings already crowded with workers and machinery, now doubly crowded with soldiers trying to set up a military headquarters. The bulk of both armies, Wu’s and Bao’s, were outside, spread through the city to make them less of a target for Partial air strikes; but even so, the factory was filled with men and women in uniform, the assistants and aides and messengers of two generals’ retinues. Heron walked through the hall to the main factory floor of Building 3, where hordes of men in thick leather aprons crawled in and around the massive machinery that processed ore into bullets. China had rejected the expanded use of intelligent biotechnology on moral grounds, if not outright religious ones, and though the factory still used certain engineered bacterial cultures in the metal-cleansing process, they had nothing so advanced as a BioSynth—not a Partial, nor even a Watchdog. Their skill in robotics, on the other hand, was impressive, and Heron watched with respect as the fully automated, self-sustaining monstrosities collected the ore, refined it, and pressed it into millions of rounds of ammunition of every shape and size. Zuoquan supplied much of the northern Chinese army with their munitions, and when the Partials took the factory, it would supply them with the same. The invasion hinged on it, in a very real sense.

But why had her handler insisted that the generals get there safely? The complex would be easier to take without them, for the Chinese would defend it now more vigorously than ever. She did not like being kept in the dark, no matter how much her handler patted her on the head and called her a good little Partial.

She reached a side corner of Building 3, where a door led out into the courtyard. She stepped outside and pulled out her phone, activating one of the hidden bits of software she’d installed on the Chinese army’s otherwise standard-issue device: a GPS mapper, which worked in real time to track her movements and relay them through the Chinese’s own satellite system to the NADI Task Force and the Partial troops. She walked back through the door, and the system began building a map of every step she took. With enough walking, and if she was thorough, it would construct a 3-D map of the entire complex. She glanced at her watch and estimated that she would have enough time to map about half of Building 3 before General Wu needed her for the next strategy meeting. Heron made sure the ribbons on her jacket were in their proper position, marking her as a member of the general’s staff. No one would bother her.

She cursed mildly, wishing she’d worn more comfortable shoes. She would be walking for hours.

The glamorous life of a spy.





PARAGEN BIOSYNTH GROWTH AND TRAINING FACILITY, UNDISCLOSED LOCATION
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“Again!” called the instructor, and the girl stood up on thin, shaky legs. She might look nineteen, but she’d only been out of the vat for two weeks. “Go!” The other side of the room seemed so far away, but some of the other Partials were already moving toward it, and she refused to be left behind. She walked as quickly as she could, still stiff, keeping her eyes on the opposite row of chairs. She passed one boy, then another. A few rows down from her a boy was nearly running, too eager to win the race, and when he overreached and fell, he took his two neighbors with him. The girl ignored them, hobbling to the front of the pack and touching her chair first. She paused, turning slowly, savoring the victory before flopping down into the chair. Her muscles were still too atrophied to stand for long, but they were growing quickly. The instructor blew his whistle when the last Partial sat down; even ignoring the ones who’d fallen, she’d beaten the last-place racer by nearly five seconds.

“Heron wins again,” said the instructor, marking it on his clipboard. The name had been assigned to her, along with everything else she owned: two sets of clothes, one pair of shoes, three textbooks, and an elastic for her hair. The other females in this training pod had had their hair cut, but Heron’s was left long; this was, the instructors said, because the other girls were pilots and Heron was espionage, but Heron didn’t know yet what that meant. The basics, at least, she was clear on: When they completed their first month of classes—the Level One subjects like language and math and physical fitness—they would go their separate ways, beginning their first levels of specialized training. The boys were all infantry, and would be sent to something called combat training. The girls, all except Heron, were pilots, and as near as she could figure out, that meant they got to ride in carts instead of walk everywhere. That hardly seemed fair to Heron, but she suspected there was more to it than that: If they never had to walk, why were they learning to do it?

Heron still didn’t know what “espionage” was, but she did know that it gave her a class the others didn’t have to take; during afternoon PE she had a separate class, with other espionage girls from other training pods, in which they learned something called Chinese. Apparently there was more than one word for each thing, and the espionage girls were the only ones who got to know what the extra words were. That didn’t seem fair to Heron either, but it was unfair in her favor, and she wasn’t going to argue it. As far as she was concerned, the more she knew the better.

“And again!” shouted the instructor. “One more race and then we move to the ellipticals. On your feet, let’s move.” Heron was tired; they’d been walking for nearly an hour, in one form or another, and the prospect of moving to the elliptical machines for another hour after this was anything but a reward. She could feel the others thinking the same thing, their exhaustion nearly tangible through the link. She wished she could just stay sitting and let the other Partials walk.

And then it occurred to her that if she didn’t stand up, that’s exactly what would happen.

“Go!” shouted the instructor, and the line of Partials hobbled back toward the other side of the room. They had come out of the vats the same day as Heron, and after two weeks of exercise they still looked stupid—their legs were skin and bones, their muscles atrophied from months of disuse in the vats. The instructors told them they were doing well, that walking at all, even poorly, only two weeks after being born was impressive, but Heron wasn’t impressed. If she looked as horrible as the rest of them did, she was glad she wasn’t walking.

One of the other Partials, a soldier named Grant, saw her still sitting and paused in his race. The others made it about fifteen more feet before the instructor blew his whistle. “Stop!” he said. “Everybody stop. Heron, Grant, why aren’t you walking?”

Grant said nothing, looking down at the floor. Heron considered a moment, weighing the words carefully before answering—after all, she’d only been talking for two weeks as well, and her vocabulary was limited, her pronunciation unpracticed. “I don’t want to.” Her voice was still soft and lispy, her mouth unaccustomed to forming the sounds.

The instructor stopped, his eyes wide. “Excuse me?”

Heron examined the sentence again, certain that she’d said it right. Maybe he hadn’t understood her voice? She tried again, enunciating clearly. “I don’t want to.”

“Soldier, that’s not a choice you get to make.”

“I’m not a soldier,” she said. “I’m espionage.” It was one of the harder words she’d learned, and she was pleased with how well she’d pronounced it.

“You are all soldiers,” said the instructor, walking slowly toward her. “No matter what your role is on the battlefield, you are all soldiers, and you answer to me. I am your superior officer.” He stopped in front of her. “What do we do to a superior, Heron?”

She couldn’t read him on the link; she couldn’t read any of the instructors, only the Partials. The instructors were something called humans, and all Heron knew about them was that they were better at nearly everything—they could walk, they could run, they were stronger, they knew more, and most powerful of all, they could hide their emotions from the link. You never knew what they were thinking, or what they were going to do. The Partials in the room watched with fear, wondering what would happen, and Heron felt their fear through the link like a hammer. She answered carefully.

“We obey our superiors.”

“That is exactly right,” said the instructor. “You obey—it’s the very first thing you learned on the very first day you fell out of your vats. Not ‘obey your superior if you want to,’ but ‘obey your superior no matter what.’ You obey immediately, you obey completely, and when I tell you to stand up, you damn well stand up. Heron, stand up.”

She thought about staying in her chair, but he was right—he was her superior, and she had to obey. She rose to her feet.

“Very good,” said the instructor. “Now, I want you to demonstrate something for me. Grant, come over here.”

Grant hobbled toward them. The instructor addressed the class in a loud voice. “The link that connects you can also be used by your leaders; it enforces obedience, should a soldier ever be so horrible as to disobey again. Espionage models have a small bit of authority over soldier models, so we’re going to use Heron for this. Grant, I want you to put your finger on your nose, and keep it there no matter what Heron says, okay?”

Grant nodded. The instructor turned to Heron. “Tell him to move his finger.”

Heron looked at Grant. “Move your finger.”

He moved his finger.

The instructor laughed. “Come on, Grant; I told you not to move it. Put it back and keep it there. Try really hard this time.”

Grant put his finger on his nose and stared at Heron, daring her to do her worst. She could feel his determination through the link, a giant wall ready to keep his finger motionless. She said it again. “Move your finger.”

The data went out through the link, creeping into his mind; his hand shook as his body tried to move his finger and hold it in place at the same time. His face turned red with the effort, and finally his hand came down.

The instructor smiled. “See how this works? You do what you’re told because you are designed to do it. You can’t help yourselves, so don’t bother trying. Now, Grant, tell Heron to touch her finger to her nose.”

Grant appeared confused but looked at Heron anyway. “Touch your finger to your nose.”

Heron waited for the power of the link, but nothing came; she felt the emotions behind his request, the desire with just a bit of confusion about what would happen, but she didn’t feel the force of command. She remembered what the instructor had said a moment earlier, about espionage models having some authority over soldiers. Apparently the soldier models had no authority over her, and she didn’t have to obey them. Instead of moving her hand, she spoke softly. “No.”

The instructor smiled again. “Very good. We obey our superiors, and a Theta model spy is superior to almost everyone in this room. Good job, Heron.” She smiled back, pleased that she had done so well and earned his praise. He spoke again. “The only person who outranks a Theta is a Delta, the generals of the Partial army. They are superior to all of you, and you will obey them explicitly. And who do you think the generals obey?”

The Partials didn’t answer. Heron racked her brain, trying to think of someone who would outrank a general, and then it hit her. She looked up. “A human.”

The instructor rested a hand on her shoulder. “That’s exactly right.” He turned to the class. “See how smart the Thetas are? You obey your generals, and your generals obey me. I am your superior in every way. Try it: Order me to do something.” There was a moment of hesitation, and then Grant told him to touch his nose. The instructor said no. Other Partials started telling him to do things—to stand on one leg, to close his eyes, to clap his hands—and every time he refused, smiling and laughing. Even Heron got into it, hoping her added authority might make a difference, but it didn’t. He ignored them completely. “Now stop,” he said, and the Partials fell silent. “Very good. I’m glad Heron brought this up today, because I want you to understand how this works—to see firsthand how the chain of command flows. The link binds you to your superiors, but humans are completely immune to it. We are your ultimate superiors. The smallest, weakest human being is still superior to every Partial in the world. Is that clear?”

Heron and the other Partials nodded, murmuring their agreement.

“Excellent,” said the instructor. “Now everyone get back in line; we’re going to run this again.” He blew a sharp note on his whistle and walked back to his position on the side of the gym. The Partials shuffled back into line. Heron was still tired and still didn’t want to line up again, but she did it anyway. She understood now.

He was her superior, and she would obey him.
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Heron still didn’t know what “espionage” was, but she did know that it gave her a class the others didn’t have to take; during afternoon PE she had a separate class, with other espionage girls from other training pods, in which they learned something called Chinese. Apparently there was more than one word for each thing, and the espionage girls were the only ones who got to know what the extra words were. That didn’t seem fair to Heron either, but it was unfair in her favor, and she wasn’t going to argue it. As far as she was concerned, the more she knew the better.

“And again!” shouted the instructor. “One more race and then we move to the ellipticals. On your feet, let’s move.” Heron was tired; they’d been walking for nearly an hour, in one form or another, and the prospect of moving to the elliptical machines for another hour after this was anything but a reward. She could feel the others thinking the same thing, their exhaustion nearly tangible through the link. She wished she could just stay sitting and let the other Partials walk.

And then it occurred to her that if she didn’t stand up, that’s exactly what would happen.

“Go!” shouted the instructor, and the line of Partials hobbled back toward the other side of the room. They had come out of the vats the same day as Heron, and after two weeks of exercise they still looked stupid—their legs were skin and bones, their muscles atrophied from months of disuse in the vats. The instructors told them they were doing well, that walking at all, even poorly, only two weeks after being born was impressive, but Heron wasn’t impressed. If she looked as horrible as the rest of them did, she was glad she wasn’t walking.

One of the other Partials, a soldier named Grant, saw her still sitting and paused in his race. The others made it about fifteen more feet before the instructor blew his whistle. “Stop!” he said. “Everybody stop. Heron, Grant, why aren’t you walking?”

Grant said nothing, looking down at the floor. Heron considered a moment, weighing the words carefully before answering—after all, she’d only been talking for two weeks as well, and her vocabulary was limited, her pronunciation unpracticed. “I don’t want to.” Her voice was still soft and lispy, her mouth unaccustomed to forming the sounds.

The instructor stopped, his eyes wide. “Excuse me?”

Heron examined the sentence again, certain that she’d said it right. Maybe he hadn’t understood her voice? She tried again, enunciating clearly. “I don’t want to.”

“Soldier, that’s not a choice you get to make.”

“I’m not a soldier,” she said. “I’m espionage.” It was one of the harder words she’d learned, and she was pleased with how well she’d pronounced it.

“You are all soldiers,” said the instructor, walking slowly toward her. “No matter what your role is on the battlefield, you are all soldiers, and you answer to me. I am your superior officer.” He stopped in front of her. “What do we do to a superior, Heron?”

She couldn’t read him on the link; she couldn’t read any of the instructors, only the Partials. The instructors were something called humans, and all Heron knew about them was that they were better at nearly everything—they could walk, they could run, they were stronger, they knew more, and most powerful of all, they could hide their emotions from the link. You never knew what they were thinking, or what they were going to do. The Partials in the room watched with fear, wondering what would happen, and Heron felt their fear through the link like a hammer. She answered carefully.

“We obey our superiors.”

“That is exactly right,” said the instructor. “You obey—it’s the very first thing you learned on the very first day you fell out of your vats. Not ‘obey your superior if you want to,’ but ‘obey your superior no matter what.’ You obey immediately, you obey completely, and when I tell you to stand up, you damn well stand up. Heron, stand up.”

She thought about staying in her chair, but he was right—he was her superior, and she had to obey. She rose to her feet.

“Very good,” said the instructor. “Now, I want you to demonstrate something for me. Grant, come over here.”

Grant hobbled toward them. The instructor addressed the class in a loud voice. “The link that connects you can also be used by your leaders; it enforces obedience, should a soldier ever be so horrible as to disobey again. Espionage models have a small bit of authority over soldier models, so we’re going to use Heron for this. Grant, I want you to put your finger on your nose, and keep it there no matter what Heron says, okay?”

Grant nodded. The instructor turned to Heron. “Tell him to move his finger.”

Heron looked at Grant. “Move your finger.”

He moved his finger.

The instructor laughed. “Come on, Grant; I told you not to move it. Put it back and keep it there. Try really hard this time.”

Grant put his finger on his nose and stared at Heron, daring her to do her worst. She could feel his determination through the link, a giant wall ready to keep his finger motionless. She said it again. “Move your finger.”

The data went out through the link, creeping into his mind; his hand shook as his body tried to move his finger and hold it in place at the same time. His face turned red with the effort, and finally his hand came down.

The instructor smiled. “See how this works? You do what you’re told because you are designed to do it. You can’t help yourselves, so don’t bother trying. Now, Grant, tell Heron to touch her finger to her nose.”

Grant appeared confused but looked at Heron anyway. “Touch your finger to your nose.”

Heron waited for the power of the link, but nothing came; she felt the emotions behind his request, the desire with just a bit of confusion about what would happen, but she didn’t feel the force of command. She remembered what the instructor had said a moment earlier, about espionage models having some authority over soldiers. Apparently the soldier models had no authority over her, and she didn’t have to obey them. Instead of moving her hand, she spoke softly. “No.”

The instructor smiled again. “Very good. We obey our superiors, and a Theta model spy is superior to almost everyone in this room. Good job, Heron.” She smiled back, pleased that she had done so well and earned his praise. He spoke again. “The only person who outranks a Theta is a Delta, the generals of the Partial army. They are superior to all of you, and you will obey them explicitly. And who do you think the generals obey?”

The Partials didn’t answer. Heron racked her brain, trying to think of someone who would outrank a general, and then it hit her. She looked up. “A human.”

The instructor rested a hand on her shoulder. “That’s exactly right.” He turned to the class. “See how smart the Thetas are? You obey your generals, and your generals obey me. I am your superior in every way. Try it: Order me to do something.” There was a moment of hesitation, and then Grant told him to touch his nose. The instructor said no. Other Partials started telling him to do things—to stand on one leg, to close his eyes, to clap his hands—and every time he refused, smiling and laughing. Even Heron got into it, hoping her added authority might make a difference, but it didn’t. He ignored them completely. “Now stop,” he said, and the Partials fell silent. “Very good. I’m glad Heron brought this up today, because I want you to understand how this works—to see firsthand how the chain of command flows. The link binds you to your superiors, but humans are completely immune to it. We are your ultimate superiors. The smallest, weakest human being is still superior to every Partial in the world. Is that clear?”

Heron and the other Partials nodded, murmuring their agreement.

“Excellent,” said the instructor. “Now everyone get back in line; we’re going to run this again.” He blew a sharp note on his whistle and walked back to his position on the side of the gym. The Partials shuffled back into line. Heron was still tired and still didn’t want to line up again, but she did it anyway. She understood now.

He was her superior, and she would obey him.
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Heron spent nearly a week surveying the complex, mapping each building in turn, and what she found did not fill her with confidence. The five buildings of the complex were of relatively flimsy construction, which likely saved costs when they were built but which would be a significant liability when they became the site of a protracted urban battle. An infantry assault would be the only way to take the complex without harming the machinery inside; the Chinese would have trouble defending it, as there was little cover, but the Partials would have just as much trouble defending it from a counterattack. And there would definitely be a counterattack. The Partial army was physically superior, the perfect soldiers, but the Chinese defenders outnumbered them both in personnel and in weaponry. If the Partials managed to get in, they would be virtually surrounded by two enraged armies—armies that could swarm the complex within fifteen minutes when the order was given. And yet the NADI strategists had wanted it this way. Heron didn’t see the sense of it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. They had trained her to follow orders, so she would follow them . . . but they had also trained her to uncover secrets. Almost unbidden, her mind went to work on her superiors’ secrets. What did they want? How would this course of action allow them to get it? She knew she could figure it out with just a little more information.

But that was not her job. She turned her attention back to the more pressing issue of how the Partial army could attack. The buildings, as she’d noted, were flimsy, but the walls around the perimeter were sturdy enough, and beyond that the city was filled with low buildings and narrow streets, a death trap for the oncoming Partials if the Chinese thought to fill them with snipers and anti-vehicle rockets. Obviously the Partials would predict this and simply shell the buildings to rubble first, and obviously the Chinese would predict this and not put any snipers in them at all, and on and on in an endless game of feint and counterfeint. Advance scouts elsewhere in the city would quietly relay each army’s intentions to the other, helping them to anticipate the flow of battle, but only the Partials had a spy as deeply embedded as Heron. She had to find a way to tip the scales.

The factory buildings were arranged in a circle around a central courtyard, in the middle of which General Bao had placed five artillery cannons, firing in an ongoing, irregular pattern on the Partial half of the city and continuously resupplied by the machinery in Building 4. The top of Building 2 held General Wu’s contribution, the much more defense-minded antiaircraft cannons. There were four of them, and Heron had marked each one with a simple tap on her mapping program. Unlike the artillery below, the antiair guns used smart rounds capable of identifying a target and correcting course midflight; they couldn’t turn corners or follow a dodging target the way homing missiles could, but at mid- and long range they were devastating. The Partials couldn’t stage a proper assault without an air strike, but they couldn’t land a proper air strike anywhere in the city thanks to this emplacement, and they couldn’t destroy the emplacement itself because the factory was too valuable. It was a puzzle with one obvious solution, and Heron wasn’t remotely surprised when her handler spelled it out.

“We need you to destroy the antiair guns,” he said. She was alone in a broom closet, the door locked and the scrambler pumped to full. At this level it made even her secure connection to NADI sound scratchy. “Your map of the complex is superb, and our battle plans are ready; everything’s in place, and the only loose end is the cannons. I need them gone, and I need them gone by twenty-three hundred hours tonight. Confirm.”

“What are my orders with the generals?” asked Heron.

“I don’t remember opening this call to conversation,” said the voice. “I asked you to confirm your orders.”

“Obviously you’re planning an assault,” Heron pressed. “Taking out the antiair means you’re softening up the counterattack, so I assume you’re assaulting soon, probably tonight at twenty-three hundred. What do you want me to do with the generals? Am I letting them escape again?”

“Please, by all means, go ahead and capture them.” Heron listened intently to his voice, trying to discern every bit of meaning behind his words. He seemed . . . off, somehow. She couldn’t put her finger on it.

“You want me to capture them?”

“Absolutely. Why else are you in there?”

“To map the complex and destroy the antiair guns,” said Heron.

“And to capture the generals,” said the voice. “Honestly, Heron, do I have to tell you every little thing?”

You always have before, she thought, but kept that to herself. There was something very fishy about the way he was talking—not just the inconsistent personality, but his entire inflection. All she’d ever known of her handler was his voice, but it was her job to observe and analyze. She was built for it. And this communication didn’t fit his overall pattern. She checked her phone again, ensuring that the line was secure and that it was connected to the proper NADI signal. It seemed to be. What was wrong?

“Are you there, Heron?”

“I’m here.”

“Your orders are to disable the antiair guns, through whatever means you consider necessary. Once the invasion begins, you are to capture the generals and hold them until relieved by Partial commanders on site. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” said Heron. He’d changed his story, but he acted as if this was the same plan he’d stated at the beginning of the call. Were the guns truly a more important target than the generals? They might very well be, if they could make or break the success of the enemy counterattack. Her handler broke the connection, and Heron turned off her scrambler. Her watch said 2148. She didn’t have long before 2300, and whatever NADI’s true plans might be, the guns had to come down.
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Heron spent nearly a week surveying the complex, mapping each building in turn, and what she found did not fill her with confidence. The five buildings of the complex were of relatively flimsy construction, which likely saved costs when they were built but which would be a significant liability when they became the site of a protracted urban battle. An infantry assault would be the only way to take the complex without harming the machinery inside; the Chinese would have trouble defending it, as there was little cover, but the Partials would have just as much trouble defending it from a counterattack. And there would definitely be a counterattack. The Partial army was physically superior, the perfect soldiers, but the Chinese defenders outnumbered them both in personnel and in weaponry. If the Partials managed to get in, they would be virtually surrounded by two enraged armies—armies that could swarm the complex within fifteen minutes when the order was given. And yet the NADI strategists had wanted it this way. Heron didn’t see the sense of it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. They had trained her to follow orders, so she would follow them . . . but they had also trained her to uncover secrets. Almost unbidden, her mind went to work on her superiors’ secrets. What did they want? How would this course of action allow them to get it? She knew she could figure it out with just a little more information.

But that was not her job. She turned her attention back to the more pressing issue of how the Partial army could attack. The buildings, as she’d noted, were flimsy, but the walls around the perimeter were sturdy enough, and beyond that the city was filled with low buildings and narrow streets, a death trap for the oncoming Partials if the Chinese thought to fill them with snipers and anti-vehicle rockets. Obviously the Partials would predict this and simply shell the buildings to rubble first, and obviously the Chinese would predict this and not put any snipers in them at all, and on and on in an endless game of feint and counterfeint. Advance scouts elsewhere in the city would quietly relay each army’s intentions to the other, helping them to anticipate the flow of battle, but only the Partials had a spy as deeply embedded as Heron. She had to find a way to tip the scales.

The factory buildings were arranged in a circle around a central courtyard, in the middle of which General Bao had placed five artillery cannons, firing in an ongoing, irregular pattern on the Partial half of the city and continuously resupplied by the machinery in Building 4. The top of Building 2 held General Wu’s contribution, the much more defense-minded antiaircraft cannons. There were four of them, and Heron had marked each one with a simple tap on her mapping program. Unlike the artillery below, the antiair guns used smart rounds capable of identifying a target and correcting course midflight; they couldn’t turn corners or follow a dodging target the way homing missiles could, but at mid- and long range they were devastating. The Partials couldn’t stage a proper assault without an air strike, but they couldn’t land a proper air strike anywhere in the city thanks to this emplacement, and they couldn’t destroy the emplacement itself because the factory was too valuable. It was a puzzle with one obvious solution, and Heron wasn’t remotely surprised when her handler spelled it out.

“We need you to destroy the antiair guns,” he said. She was alone in a broom closet, the door locked and the scrambler pumped to full. At this level it made even her secure connection to NADI sound scratchy. “Your map of the complex is superb, and our battle plans are ready; everything’s in place, and the only loose end is the cannons. I need them gone, and I need them gone by twenty-three hundred hours tonight. Confirm.”

“What are my orders with the generals?” asked Heron.

“I don’t remember opening this call to conversation,” said the voice. “I asked you to confirm your orders.”

“Obviously you’re planning an assault,” Heron pressed. “Taking out the antiair means you’re softening up the counterattack, so I assume you’re assaulting soon, probably tonight at twenty-three hundred. What do you want me to do with the generals? Am I letting them escape again?”

“Please, by all means, go ahead and capture them.” Heron listened intently to his voice, trying to discern every bit of meaning behind his words. He seemed . . . off, somehow. She couldn’t put her finger on it.

“You want me to capture them?”

“Absolutely. Why else are you in there?”

“To map the complex and destroy the antiair guns,” said Heron.

“And to capture the generals,” said the voice. “Honestly, Heron, do I have to tell you every little thing?”

You always have before, she thought, but kept that to herself. There was something very fishy about the way he was talking—not just the inconsistent personality, but his entire inflection. All she’d ever known of her handler was his voice, but it was her job to observe and analyze. She was built for it. And this communication didn’t fit his overall pattern. She checked her phone again, ensuring that the line was secure and that it was connected to the proper NADI signal. It seemed to be. What was wrong?

“Are you there, Heron?”

“I’m here.”

“Your orders are to disable the antiair guns, through whatever means you consider necessary. Once the invasion begins, you are to capture the generals and hold them until relieved by Partial commanders on site. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” said Heron. He’d changed his story, but he acted as if this was the same plan he’d stated at the beginning of the call. Were the guns truly a more important target than the generals? They might very well be, if they could make or break the success of the enemy counterattack. Her handler broke the connection, and Heron turned off her scrambler. Her watch said 2148. She didn’t have long before 2300, and whatever NADI’s true plans might be, the guns had to come down.
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“Your accuracy is improving,” said Latimer. He was her private instructor in firearms and infiltration, running her through trial after trial, race after race, a kind of shadow biathlon: running and shooting without ever being seen. Heron knew that her accuracy was more than just “improving”—it was better than his now. Accuracy was the least of her accomplishments. She could cross the entire course, ten square miles of rugged northern forest, without once being tagged by the guard drones or autoturrets, and she hadn’t failed an assassination in ten straight days. His praise was rare, and she was grateful when she got it, but to mention only her “accuracy,” and with the faint praise that it was “improving,” was practically an insult.

“Thank you,” said Heron. “You’re too kind.”

“It’s time to start you on a new course,” said Latimer, gesturing for her to follow him. She was still calming down from the last time trial, her breathing and heart rate slowly decelerating, but she kept her recovery internal, showing no signs of weakness as she followed him across the room. He gestured to a chair, and as she sat he waved at a holovid projector, waking it up with a swipe. A single title icon appeared in the center of the room—she was never allowed to see more than was strictly necessary—and he grabbed it. The holovid blinked, and suddenly the room was filled with people, frozen in place: men and women, many of them in uniform. It was not a uniform she recognized. The women in the room looked like Heron—the same black hair, the same unique eye shape, the same basic bone structure and skin. The men, on reflection, were similar as well. Heron had only ever seen that look on herself and the other espionage girls and made the immediate assumption that this was a room full of Theta-model Partials, but she discarded the idea almost immediately. The people were too varied in age and height to be Partials; it was more likely that these were humans, from the group the Thetas had been designed to look like. “They’re Chinese,” she said. “That’s the Chinese military uniform, which means . . .” She scanned the room, analyzing their positions and attitudes, and finally pointed at a short, balding man. “He’s the leader, and the man beside him is his second in command, and the three behind him are bodyguards. Is this who we’re fighting?”

Latimer cocked his head. “I hadn’t realized you’d seen the vid already.”

“I haven’t,” said Heron. “It just seems obvious.”

“‘Obvious,’” Latimer repeated, a slight smile on his face. “How much do you know about the Isolation War?”

“That’s the war we’re being trained for.”

“And?”

“That’s all.”

“‘Obvious,’” said Latimer again. “You’ve never seen a Chinese person in your life, you know nothing about the nature of the war, and yet from a single static image you intuit who they are and how you’re connected to them. You have a gift for observation.”

“Thank you,” she said again.

“The Isolation War,” said Latimer, “is their fault—not theirs alone, by any means, but they’re the ones we’re fighting right now, so it may as well be. If they’d just given us what we wanted, no one would be fighting anyone.”

“What do we want?” asked Heron. The instructors had been very tight-lipped thus far about the nature of the war—about the nature of the entire world, for that matter. She knew the training facility like the back of her hand, but virtually nothing of what lay beyond. If he was in the mood to talk about it, she intended to learn everything she could.

“We want what everybody wants,” said Latimer. “Natural resources. In this case, resources are literally what everybody wants, and there’s not enough to go around. Let’s back up a bit to give you the full context: The most valuable resource in the world is energy, and energy traditionally comes from oil, which traditionally comes from here.” He waved his hand and the people disappeared, replaced by a menu Heron hadn’t seen before. She had just enough time to read the folder names before he chose one and the list disappeared: Australia, Images, Indonesia, Japan, Maps, NADI, Russia, and Theta. He chose “Maps” and selected a world map. It filled the room in gently glowing 3-D.

“Here,” he said, pointing at a yellow patch at the junction of two landmasses. “This is called the Middle East.”

Heron had never seen a world map before and drank in the new information hungrily. “Why is it called the Middle East?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Latimer. “It’s all gone now—one of those little countries attacked another one with a nuclear device and wiped the entire region clean. No people, no buildings, no oil. There’s oil all over the world, really, but the Middle East was like a convenience store; when it closed shop, the world freaked out. Something we needed to survive was gone forever, in the blink of an eye. The next few months was a game of Hungry Hungry Hippos, with every nation scrambling to grab as much of what was left as it possibly could: Russia grabbed Norway, Brazil grabbed Venezuela—none of these names mean anything to you, and you’ll learn the details later, but suffice it to say that the world’s political powers became very suddenly and selfishly concerned with ‘having enough,’ which almost immediately translated to ‘having more than anyone else.’ China was arguably the greediest, and invaded Russia at its earliest opportunity. Once they had that taken care of, they turned their eyes to us.”

Heron studied the map. “Where are we?”

“Here,” said Latimer, stepping forward and gesturing to the Western Hemisphere. “America and Canada had their oil reserves up here, in the north, and plenty of other resources as well, uncomfortably close to China and their new holdings in Russia, which made a landgrab almost inevitable. And we don’t take kindly to grabby strangers.”

The map was faintly labeled, and she saw that the area he was describing was collectively known as North America. She looked down at her uniform, and the patch above the left breast pocket: NADI. “That’s what this stands for, isn’t it? North American . . . Department . . .”

“North American Defense Initiative,” said Latimer. “NADI is a military alliance, formed to keep the Chinese off our lawn.”

“So we’re defending against an invasion?”

“Actually, China is. NADI worked so well as a deterrent that China decided its best course of action was to turtle—tuck its head down, hold on to everything it had, and ride it out. With so much of Russia and Southeast Asia already under their control, they had a wildly disproportionate chunk of the world’s resources, so they didn’t really need to waste any of it trying to get ours. They closed off all foreign trade, all international relations, all everything. They don’t buy our stuff, and most importantly, they don’t sell theirs to us.”

“The Isolation War,” said Heron, putting the pieces together. “They want to stay isolated, but we can’t survive if they do.”

“Like I said,” said Latimer, “you have a gift for observation. Let’s go back to the embassy.” He waved, and the map dissolved instantly into the roomful of Chinese people from before. He waved again and the image leapt into motion, the people moving back and forth, in and out of the edges, talking and smiling and shaking hands. They were speaking Chinese, and Heron was delighted to find that she could understand them perfectly: small talk and random pleasantries, just like she’d learned in class. It gratified her to know that she was actually using the seemingly useless phrases they’d been teaching her for months.

“The short man you pegged as the leader is General Wu Po Shu; pay close attention, because he’s your target.”

Heron thought back to the training she’d been doing: stealth, infiltration, and attack. “You want me to kill him?”

“Not at first,” said Latimer, “though it might eventually come to that. Tell me, Heron, do you know what ‘espionage’ means?”

“Ms. Spinney says it’s about gathering information,” said Heron, “but so far all you’ve taught me to do is sneak in and out of somewhere, so I assume it’s focused on gathering information you’re not supposed to have.”

Latimer laughed. “We’re the US government,” he said. “There is no information we’re not supposed to have. Think of it instead as ‘gathering information from people who don’t want to give it to you.’ In your case, that’s General Wu.”

“So I sneak in and steal his computer,” said Heron, “or his phone.”

“If all goes well, he’ll hand you his computer and ask you to help him hide his secrets on it. This is not an in-and-out mission, Heron; this is long-term. I assume you noticed the physical similarities between you and Wu’s party here?”

“I look Chinese,” said Heron, nodding. “The espionage models are the only ones who do; plus we’re the only ones who speak the language.”

“Not the only ones, but yes, that’s the idea.”

It seemed clear now that she thought of it. “You want me to live with them, and pretend to be one of them, and report back to you on a regular basis about what they’re doing and how they’re doing it.”

“Exactly,” said Latimer. He pulled a small card from his pocket and threw it to her; it was an ID card, all written in Chinese, with her picture in the corner. “Your name will be Mei Hao. If you do your job right, we can place you as highly as Wu’s personal staff—we’ll get you in the right place with the right papers and then arrange a job opening with a high-powered rifle. With you on the inside, we’ll know everything we need to know about that part of the war: where the defenses are, how strong they are, where the supply lines run, and so on. With that kind of information, we can arrange something far more valuable than a quick assassination.” He gestured at the holovid, and a class menu popped up. “We’re starting you today on a new course of study: cultural classes, advanced linguistics classes, interrogation, surveillance—the whole super-combo meal. Master this and you’ll be able to blend in like a native and gain the trust of anyone in China.”

“And then kill them,” said Heron.

“If necessary, yes,” said Latimer. “Does that bother you?”

Heron cocked her head, confused. “Should it?”

Latimer smiled. “Absolutely not.”
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Heron hurried down the stairs and out into the courtyard, flashing her general’s retinue colors to anyone who looked like they might try to stop her. The antiair guns were on the roof of Building 2, the highest of the factory buildings, with a clear view of the surrounding skyline. She considered a frontal assault, but discarded the idea almost immediately—she was armed only with a sidearm, and a low-caliber one at that. Besides, her orders were odd enough that she wanted to keep her options as open as possible. A frontal assault, even if she succeeded, could leave her wounded, or worse, outed as an enemy agent. She stepped through the doorway of Building 2, which was still swarming with workers in the twenty-four-hour factory, and walked purposefully past them to the elevator. Seduction was always an option, and she had been engineered with exceptional beauty for that very purpose, but on the roof there would be too many. A four-man crew for each of the four gun emplacements, plus guards. The elevator arrived and she stepped in, half smiling at the challenge. Can I actually do it? Twenty men, give or take. But then again, I don’t have to distract them all at once, do I?

She smiled again, taking off her jacket to expose the blouse beneath—it was army issue, and fairly plain, but adjusted properly, it showed a fair amount of cleavage. She pulled her hair out of its tight bun and shook it loose, running her fingers through it to give it body. She hiked up her skirt to show a little thigh, and waited as the elevator rose slowly to the top. On the top floor she screwed a silencer onto the end of her gun, hid it in her jacket and threw it over her arm as she exited the elevator and walked up the stairs to the roof. The cannons were laid out in a line, and she walked slowly toward the farthest one, letting all the soldiers watch appreciatively as she passed.

As always, Heron was fascinated by the men’s reaction to her. She felt removed from their attention, as if they were watching not her but a character she had created, and through her creations she could manipulate their every action. A certain walk and their pulse would quicken; a smile, a bit of eye contact, and their entire attitudes would change. Some wanted to protect her, like General Bao; others wanted to talk to her, to learn who she was; and still others wanted simply to touch her. All these reactions, and more, were a form of control—they saw something pretty and wanted it for themselves. How many of them suspected that she was the one controlling them?

The antiair guns were set up on turrets, able to turn in any direction and track their heavy double cannons up and down in a huge range of fire. They had a blind spot directly overhead, where the turret couldn’t rotate quite far enough, but the other guns could cover one another as needed. Heron reached the last one in the line and smiled at the four-man crew, not seductively but innocently. For a long-term seduction you needed wit and intelligence, but for something quick and dirty there was nothing even half as effective as gorgeous naïveté.

“Hey, boys.” She lifted a flap of her jacket, showing the general’s symbol. “Wu asked me to come check on the artillery, but I’m afraid I don’t know anything about it.”

The men stared, uncertain how to react. The two youngest were smiling like idiots in the back, and Heron favored them with a mischievous smile. The leader of the crew asked what she needed to know, and she ran her hand along the cannon’s thick metal barrel. “Does it really take all four of you to fire it?” They laughed and shook their heads, explaining in broad terms their individual jobs: one man spotted, one man aimed and fired, and the two youngest kept the gun well fed with ammo. She cooed over each new revelation, bending over and laughing and generally making a fool of herself, and the men responded in kind, treating her more and more like an idiot but telling her, and giving her, anything she wanted. After all, what could an idiot do to hurt them?

She bent low at the waist, pointing to something in the gun’s turret system and preparing to ask a question, when suddenly an artillery shell struck the civilian building to the east. She straightened slowly, glancing at her watch: 2220. That can’t be the invasion.

“That wasn’t ours,” said one of the gunners. They wandered to the railing, shocked, and looked down at the city beyond the complex walls. Two more artillery shells landed, destroying the buildings that stood in the path of the Partial advance. They were coming now.

They were coming early.

Heron straightened up, pulling her gun from the folds of her jacket. “Sorry, boys.” One of them managed to turn around, his eyes wide with shock and confusion; she shot him in the chest and the other three in the back, her silenced pistol making no more noise than a staple gun. Their rifles were leaning against the wall nearby, and she picked one up, checked the chamber, and turned to take aim on the nearest guard. He was looking toward her, diligently concerned with the noises on his roof instead of the spectacle across the way. She dropped him at range with two shots from the rifle, deafening reports that even the distracted soldiers on the other cannons couldn’t ignore. They turned to see what had happened, but Heron was already climbing into the first antiaircraft turret. The crew had glossed over the nitty-gritty details of its operation, but she’d been trained on one of these when she was four months old. A simple joystick steered the thing, and she swung the gun around, not toward the sky but toward the next turret in line. A control pad on her right activated the smart rounds, but she didn’t need them for a stationary target barely twenty yards away. She jammed down the fire button and the entire turret shuddered, the twin barrels thudding in and out as the cannon roared and the turret next to hers exploded in a hail of fire. She kept her finger firm on the trigger, watching dispassionately as the rounds hammered into the cannon, piercing its armor, destroying its insides, and then punching through and flying on toward the next turret, destroying that one in a similar storm of shrieking metal. She ran out of bullets before destroying the final cannon, having no crew to keep her loaded, and jumped out with her stolen rifle. The rooftop was a chaos of smoke and fire, and she ran down the line toward the last target, shooting as she went the three shell-shocked soldiers who’d managed to survive her initial onslaught.

But the last turret was unscathed, and apparently still manned. Its turret swung around and fired back toward her, destroying what was left of the two guns in the middle as well as the turret she had just fired, and Heron dove for cover behind the remains of the third turret. The sound was deafening, and though she covered her ears to protect them, she still felt each shot rippling through the air and numbing her entire body. When the cannon stopped, she felt as shell-shocked as the other soldiers had, and she closed her eyes to calm herself, willing her body to overcome the effects. The world was eerily silent, all sounds replaced by a distant tone that faded in and out. She gritted her teeth, grabbed her rifle, and peeked around the remains of the smoking gun turret. A bullet ricocheted inches from her face, and she ducked back behind. A guard popped up in front of her, and she shot him in a single motion: raising her rifle, sighting along it, and pulling the trigger before lowering the gun back down to her lap. How many more guards were up here? How many soldiers were shooting from the final turret, and how many were tending it?

She peeked around again, and again their rifles lit up with muzzle flashes: two shooters, with one manning the cannon and one feeding it ammo. She still couldn’t hear anything. She was presumably safe from the cannon itself, because aiming it low enough to hit her meant putting holes in the roof, and the building was too flimsy to withstand that. Another guard popped up from behind an air-conditioning unit, and she dropped him almost without thinking. If she could see them, she could kill them, but they had her so completely pinned down that she couldn’t see anything near the final turret. She needed a distraction; she reached for her jacket, but it was long gone back by the first turret. She pulled off a nearby soldier’s jacket instead, holding it in her left hand and her rifle in her right. Time to see who has better reflexes.

She threw the jacket left and rolled around to the right of the destroyed turret, firing at the soldiers as they fired at her jacket. Almost immediately they realized their mistake, but it was too late. Both riflemen went down, shot through the neck, and when the ammo crewman poked his head around the turret, he went down as well. She turned her rifle toward the antiair cannon, and it turned toward her, its two giant barrels pointed straight at her, barely twenty yards away. She raised her rifle calmly, aiming back past the barrels to the glass of the cockpit, seeing the faint glow of the targeting reticle display, and behind it the gunner. It was an incredibly tricky shot, and she lined it up carefully.

The cannon fired.

Heron’s hearing still hadn’t returned, but she felt the roar in her bones. The smart rounds exploded out of the barrels, perfectly centered on her . . . and missed her. The wide double barrels weren’t calibrated to hit a human-sized target only twenty yards away, and the rounds flew harmlessly past her, punching massive holes in the roof behind her. The gunner realized his mistake and starting turning the turret to compensate, but Heron already had her shot. She breathed out and squeezed the trigger, and the gunner fell lifeless on the controls.

Heron dropped the rifle and walked to the final turret, slapping her head to try to restore her hearing. The world was still ringing. She rotated the turret down to shoot directly at the roof below it, pulled an elastic hair band from her pocket, and wrapped it around the joystick trigger. It started firing, and she jumped out and ran down to the door leading back to the elevator. Her clothes were covered in dirt, and she brushed them off while she waited inside for the elevator. When it arrived she went knock-kneed, putting on her best expression of abject terror, and screamed in hysterical fright at the soldiers who stepped out of the elevator. “He’s on the roof!” she shouted, clutching at them madly. “He’s on the roof! He just started shooting the other turrets, I don’t know what’s going on! Please, you have to help me!”

They consoled her solemnly, though she couldn’t hear a word of it, and pushed her gently but firmly into the elevator while they took up careful positions around the upper doorway. The cannon outside was still firing into the roof, each shot sending a powerful reverberation through Heron’s legs; a moment later the roof gave way with a wrenching groan, and the cannon crashed through to the lower floors. The elevator doors closed, and Heron dropped the act of fear. Time to get the generals.



 


ZUOQUAN CITY, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA

June 9, 2060

Heron hurried down the stairs and out into the courtyard, flashing her general’s retinue colors to anyone who looked like they might try to stop her. The antiair guns were on the roof of Building 2, the highest of the factory buildings, with a clear view of the surrounding skyline. She considered a frontal assault, but discarded the idea almost immediately—she was armed only with a sidearm, and a low-caliber one at that. Besides, her orders were odd enough that she wanted to keep her options as open as possible. A frontal assault, even if she succeeded, could leave her wounded, or worse, outed as an enemy agent. She stepped through the doorway of Building 2, which was still swarming with workers in the twenty-four-hour factory, and walked purposefully past them to the elevator. Seduction was always an option, and she had been engineered with exceptional beauty for that very purpose, but on the roof there would be too many. A four-man crew for each of the four gun emplacements, plus guards. The elevator arrived and she stepped in, half smiling at the challenge. Can I actually do it? Twenty men, give or take. But then again, I don’t have to distract them all at once, do I?

She smiled again, taking off her jacket to expose the blouse beneath—it was army issue, and fairly plain, but adjusted properly, it showed a fair amount of cleavage. She pulled her hair out of its tight bun and shook it loose, running her fingers through it to give it body. She hiked up her skirt to show a little thigh, and waited as the elevator rose slowly to the top. On the top floor she screwed a silencer onto the end of her gun, hid it in her jacket and threw it over her arm as she exited the elevator and walked up the stairs to the roof. The cannons were laid out in a line, and she walked slowly toward the farthest one, letting all the soldiers watch appreciatively as she passed.

As always, Heron was fascinated by the men’s reaction to her. She felt removed from their attention, as if they were watching not her but a character she had created, and through her creations she could manipulate their every action. A certain walk and their pulse would quicken; a smile, a bit of eye contact, and their entire attitudes would change. Some wanted to protect her, like General Bao; others wanted to talk to her, to learn who she was; and still others wanted simply to touch her. All these reactions, and more, were a form of control—they saw something pretty and wanted it for themselves. How many of them suspected that she was the one controlling them?

The antiair guns were set up on turrets, able to turn in any direction and track their heavy double cannons up and down in a huge range of fire. They had a blind spot directly overhead, where the turret couldn’t rotate quite far enough, but the other guns could cover one another as needed. Heron reached the last one in the line and smiled at the four-man crew, not seductively but innocently. For a long-term seduction you needed wit and intelligence, but for something quick and dirty there was nothing even half as effective as gorgeous naïveté.

“Hey, boys.” She lifted a flap of her jacket, showing the general’s symbol. “Wu asked me to come check on the artillery, but I’m afraid I don’t know anything about it.”

The men stared, uncertain how to react. The two youngest were smiling like idiots in the back, and Heron favored them with a mischievous smile. The leader of the crew asked what she needed to know, and she ran her hand along the cannon’s thick metal barrel. “Does it really take all four of you to fire it?” They laughed and shook their heads, explaining in broad terms their individual jobs: one man spotted, one man aimed and fired, and the two youngest kept the gun well fed with ammo. She cooed over each new revelation, bending over and laughing and generally making a fool of herself, and the men responded in kind, treating her more and more like an idiot but telling her, and giving her, anything she wanted. After all, what could an idiot do to hurt them?

She bent low at the waist, pointing to something in the gun’s turret system and preparing to ask a question, when suddenly an artillery shell struck the civilian building to the east. She straightened slowly, glancing at her watch: 2220. That can’t be the invasion.

“That wasn’t ours,” said one of the gunners. They wandered to the railing, shocked, and looked down at the city beyond the complex walls. Two more artillery shells landed, destroying the buildings that stood in the path of the Partial advance. They were coming now.

They were coming early.

Heron straightened up, pulling her gun from the folds of her jacket. “Sorry, boys.” One of them managed to turn around, his eyes wide with shock and confusion; she shot him in the chest and the other three in the back, her silenced pistol making no more noise than a staple gun. Their rifles were leaning against the wall nearby, and she picked one up, checked the chamber, and turned to take aim on the nearest guard. He was looking toward her, diligently concerned with the noises on his roof instead of the spectacle across the way. She dropped him at range with two shots from the rifle, deafening reports that even the distracted soldiers on the other cannons couldn’t ignore. They turned to see what had happened, but Heron was already climbing into the first antiaircraft turret. The crew had glossed over the nitty-gritty details of its operation, but she’d been trained on one of these when she was four months old. A simple joystick steered the thing, and she swung the gun around, not toward the sky but toward the next turret in line. A control pad on her right activated the smart rounds, but she didn’t need them for a stationary target barely twenty yards away. She jammed down the fire button and the entire turret shuddered, the twin barrels thudding in and out as the cannon roared and the turret next to hers exploded in a hail of fire. She kept her finger firm on the trigger, watching dispassionately as the rounds hammered into the cannon, piercing its armor, destroying its insides, and then punching through and flying on toward the next turret, destroying that one in a similar storm of shrieking metal. She ran out of bullets before destroying the final cannon, having no crew to keep her loaded, and jumped out with her stolen rifle. The rooftop was a chaos of smoke and fire, and she ran down the line toward the last target, shooting as she went the three shell-shocked soldiers who’d managed to survive her initial onslaught.

But the last turret was unscathed, and apparently still manned. Its turret swung around and fired back toward her, destroying what was left of the two guns in the middle as well as the turret she had just fired, and Heron dove for cover behind the remains of the third turret. The sound was deafening, and though she covered her ears to protect them, she still felt each shot rippling through the air and numbing her entire body. When the cannon stopped, she felt as shell-shocked as the other soldiers had, and she closed her eyes to calm herself, willing her body to overcome the effects. The world was eerily silent, all sounds replaced by a distant tone that faded in and out. She gritted her teeth, grabbed her rifle, and peeked around the remains of the smoking gun turret. A bullet ricocheted inches from her face, and she ducked back behind. A guard popped up in front of her, and she shot him in a single motion: raising her rifle, sighting along it, and pulling the trigger before lowering the gun back down to her lap. How many more guards were up here? How many soldiers were shooting from the final turret, and how many were tending it?

She peeked around again, and again their rifles lit up with muzzle flashes: two shooters, with one manning the cannon and one feeding it ammo. She still couldn’t hear anything. She was presumably safe from the cannon itself, because aiming it low enough to hit her meant putting holes in the roof, and the building was too flimsy to withstand that. Another guard popped up from behind an air-conditioning unit, and she dropped him almost without thinking. If she could see them, she could kill them, but they had her so completely pinned down that she couldn’t see anything near the final turret. She needed a distraction; she reached for her jacket, but it was long gone back by the first turret. She pulled off a nearby soldier’s jacket instead, holding it in her left hand and her rifle in her right. Time to see who has better reflexes.

She threw the jacket left and rolled around to the right of the destroyed turret, firing at the soldiers as they fired at her jacket. Almost immediately they realized their mistake, but it was too late. Both riflemen went down, shot through the neck, and when the ammo crewman poked his head around the turret, he went down as well. She turned her rifle toward the antiair cannon, and it turned toward her, its two giant barrels pointed straight at her, barely twenty yards away. She raised her rifle calmly, aiming back past the barrels to the glass of the cockpit, seeing the faint glow of the targeting reticle display, and behind it the gunner. It was an incredibly tricky shot, and she lined it up carefully.

The cannon fired.

Heron’s hearing still hadn’t returned, but she felt the roar in her bones. The smart rounds exploded out of the barrels, perfectly centered on her . . . and missed her. The wide double barrels weren’t calibrated to hit a human-sized target only twenty yards away, and the rounds flew harmlessly past her, punching massive holes in the roof behind her. The gunner realized his mistake and starting turning the turret to compensate, but Heron already had her shot. She breathed out and squeezed the trigger, and the gunner fell lifeless on the controls.

Heron dropped the rifle and walked to the final turret, slapping her head to try to restore her hearing. The world was still ringing. She rotated the turret down to shoot directly at the roof below it, pulled an elastic hair band from her pocket, and wrapped it around the joystick trigger. It started firing, and she jumped out and ran down to the door leading back to the elevator. Her clothes were covered in dirt, and she brushed them off while she waited inside for the elevator. When it arrived she went knock-kneed, putting on her best expression of abject terror, and screamed in hysterical fright at the soldiers who stepped out of the elevator. “He’s on the roof!” she shouted, clutching at them madly. “He’s on the roof! He just started shooting the other turrets, I don’t know what’s going on! Please, you have to help me!”

They consoled her solemnly, though she couldn’t hear a word of it, and pushed her gently but firmly into the elevator while they took up careful positions around the upper doorway. The cannon outside was still firing into the roof, each shot sending a powerful reverberation through Heron’s legs; a moment later the roof gave way with a wrenching groan, and the cannon crashed through to the lower floors. The elevator doors closed, and Heron dropped the act of fear. Time to get the generals.





PARAGEN BIOSYNTH GROWTH AND TRAINING FACILITY, UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

February 15, 2059

Heron recited the poem again as she showered, the first of Du Fu’s Autumn Meditations: “Jade dew withers and wounds the groves of maple trees. On Wu mountain, in Wu gorge, the air is dull and drear.” General Wu was slightly fond of classic poetry, and very fond of his own name. It could be a useful poem to know in the right moment.

As she reviewed the poem—out loud, to practice her pronunciation and delivery—another part of her brain was going over the day’s lessons, reexamining the facts she had learned in history and the behaviors she’d practiced in etiquette. Another part of her brain was puzzling through the latest tactical problem Latimer had presented her with in their daily drill: Tomorrow morning she would be inserted into the training field while two groups of Partial infantry carried out a war simulation; she had to find a way to disrupt both teams’ battle plans, resulting in a total loss on both sides. Neither side knew she was coming, and if she wanted full marks, neither side could know she’d ever been there. It was the trickiest puzzle he’d given her yet, and he seemed to have no confidence that she could pull it off. She turned off the water and stood in the remnants of the steam, planning her attack and her homework and her poem all at once. It was easy—after all, she was nearly five months old. It was time for a bigger challenge.

The door to the locker room opened—down a hall and around two corners, but with the water off she heard it clearly. The footsteps and the breathing marked the newcomer as male, and the lack of any link data marked him as a human. Latimer, perhaps? He’d never come to the showers before. She grabbed her towel and wrapped it around her.

Latimer appeared at the edge of the shower room and paused in the entryway. Heron snapped to attention, her feet sliding just slightly across the thick tile floor.

“At ease,” he said, dismissing her formality with a wave. His voice was soft and casual, more easygoing than she’d ever heard him. He sauntered into the shower room, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a thin brown bottle. “You did well on your drills today.” It was late, and they were the only two people in the entire locker area. He walked toward her slowly. “You’ve mastered every obstacle course we have, even the broken one they closed for being too dangerous. Your pistol accuracy has surpassed the human world record, and your long-range rifle work is some of the best I’ve ever seen. You convinced your new Chinese teacher you were a native speaker, and you tricked your new math teacher into thinking you were a physics professor, waiting in the same room for another student. You can run, shoot, think, and lie your way out of every problem we’ve ever given you. I gotta say, I’m impressed.” He was directly in front of her now, nearly an arm’s length away. His breath smelled faintly of alcohol. “But that’s not all there is to being a spy.”

Heron ran through the list of other topics she’d studied: acting, strategy, computer science, electronics, and more. She wasn’t yet an expert in all of them, but she was getting there. They’d even started her in some piloting programs, running basic tank drills with the new Beta-model girls fresh out of the vats. Latimer said she’d be starting aircraft classes soon as well—was that what this was? He seemed to be leading up to some kind of new instruction, but what?

“Have some.” He handed her the bottle and stepped away, wandering through the empty shower. “So this is where you guys shower. For some reason it always surprises me how much the women’s locker room looks like the men’s. Seems like they ought to be more different, but I don’t know how. Or why, really; it’s kind of a stupid idea anyway.”

Heron sniffed the bottle: definitely alcohol. And it was nearly full. Had he brought it specifically for her? “What’s this for?” she asked.

“That’s beer,” he said, turning back toward her. “It’s for drinking. Have some.” He took a few steps toward her and leaned against the wall, about ten feet down where it was dry. “You’re a spy, Heron; you’re going to have to drink sooner or later. Standard training schedule for a Theta has you introduced to alcohol at six months, but I figure, what the hell, huh? You’re a big girl now. Have a drink.”

She took a sip and grimaced. “I don’t like it.”

“Just try it.” His voice was more insistent now, creeping up from “casual” toward “commanding officer.” She stopped herself from frowning, refusing to show disapproval to her trainer, and took another drink. It tasted sour, like something that had gone bad.

She kept her face passive. “People drink this on purpose? For fun?”

Latimer walked toward her and took the bottle, then knocked back a long, deep drink that nearly drained it. He was standing just a few inches away, far closer than he needed to. He lowered the bottle and smacked his lips. “I guess you’re not getting the full effect of it anyway, are you? Crazy Partial metabolism.” He took another drink and finished the bottle, then pointed at her with it. “You know, in early testing it took our boys nearly all night to get a Partial soldier intoxicated. Glass after glass, pitcher after pitcher. We eventually had to use the hard stuff—tequila, gin, whiskey—and all through a straw because I swear that gets you drunk faster. Don’t ask me how it works. Poor kid got alcohol poisoning before he even got tipsy.”

Heron cocked her head to the side. “You were part of a research team?”

Latimer laughed. “You could call it that. Mostly we just wanted to see what happened, so we pulled some lucky punk from the barracks and got plastered. I couldn’t walk for a day, and he spent a week in the hospital.” He tried to take another swig from his bottle, discovered that it was empty, and lowered it again. “You realize how hard it is to put one of you things in the hospital?”

Heron turned to go. “Speaking of barracks, I need to get back to mine.”

“Drop your towel,” said Latimer.

By pure force of habit Heron reached for the fold that held her towel tight around her chest, ready to take it off, but stopped as her hand touched the cloth. Something’s not right about this. She turned back to him, studying his face—he was smiling broadly, drinking in her image as deeply as he had drunk the beer. She became acutely aware of how little of her body the towel covered, and put her hand back down. “Why?”

“You have a genetically perfect body,” said Latimer. There were a number of low metal stools in the room, and he set his bottle on the nearest one before stepping toward her. His voice seemed deeper now, as if his breathing had changed. “Do you know how to use it?”

Heron had no idea where any of this was going, or what it meant. “I can run a mile in three minutes five-point-two seconds,” she said. “I have a standing vertical leap of four feet, and I can bench-press three times my own weight. Last night I hit a moving target with a throwing knife at thirty paces, direct bull’s-eye, five out of five times. I think I use my body pretty well.”

“I’m not talking about that,” said Latimer. “I’m talking about seduction.” He stopped in front of her and brushed his finger lightly against the cloth over her stomach. “Drop your towel.”

She had heard the word “seduction” before and had a vague inkling of its meaning: to play on someone’s emotions of love and physical attraction. It was a form of interrogation and coercion. One of the other Thetas had talked about seduction lessons from a special instructor—a female instructor, not her drill sergeant.

Something was very wrong about this.

She took a step backward. “No, sir.” Even in this situation, where nothing made sense and his orders seemed so obviously wrong, she couldn’t help but feel a deep pang of guilt for disobeying him.

She saw his slap coming long before it hit; she saw his shoulder tense, his arm fly out in a wide, powerful arc, his face twist into a dispassionate sneer with the sheer force of his blow. She saw it coming, she could have dodged it, but she had been trained too well. You obeyed your superiors. You accepted their punishments. The slap hit with a loud crack, whipping her head to the side and leaving, she was sure, a nasty red welt. It wouldn’t last long. She rolled her spine to the side, absorbing the impact without faltering or falling, and turned back to face him.

“You do not say no to me!” he roared. “I am your superior officer! You do what I say, when I say it, and you don’t even have the privilege of not liking it, because you are a machine. You’re a doll—you’re my doll—and I will play with you however the hell I want to. Now drop your towel!” He reached for her, his fingers curled like claws, and in a split second Heron examined the situation in her mind. Everything he’d said was true: He asked, and she obeyed; he pointed, and she followed. She was an artificial thing, not a person but a product, and every decision she had ever made had come from him or someone like him. Her life was his, and always had been.

But she didn’t like the way he was using it.

Heron stepped back, turned to the side, leading Latimer’s hand as he reached, twisted, and lost his balance. He teetered, slipped on the wet tile floor, and fell. She caught a metal stool with her foot and slid it into place, perfectly aligned with the back of his neck. He hit it with the full weight of his fall, snapping his spine with a tiny, life-ending pop.

She looked around the shower, at his body, at hers. She tousled her hair and pinched her cheeks, giving them a bright, flustered sheen. The welt where he’d slapped her was already going away, no match for the incredible damage repair system of Partial physiology. She picked up the bottle and walked carefully across the wet floor, then ran through the locker room to the outer hall. She dropped the bottle in a half-full garbage can and then threw open the door to the hall, crying for help.

“Somebody come quick! My trainer slipped in the locker room! Get a paramedic team in here, now!”

It was late, but the training complex never truly slept, and the hall was soon filled with a flurry of motion and emergency responders. Heron walked back to the shower and watched as Latimer’s clothes slowly soaked up the water from the floor of the shower. Paramedics arrived quickly, but there was nothing they could do.

I suppose I’ll have a new trainer tomorrow, she thought. I’ll follow his orders, and do what he says, and be a good little soldier.

But their goal is to use me, not to protect me. From now on I protect myself.
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Heron recited the poem again as she showered, the first of Du Fu’s Autumn Meditations: “Jade dew withers and wounds the groves of maple trees. On Wu mountain, in Wu gorge, the air is dull and drear.” General Wu was slightly fond of classic poetry, and very fond of his own name. It could be a useful poem to know in the right moment.

As she reviewed the poem—out loud, to practice her pronunciation and delivery—another part of her brain was going over the day’s lessons, reexamining the facts she had learned in history and the behaviors she’d practiced in etiquette. Another part of her brain was puzzling through the latest tactical problem Latimer had presented her with in their daily drill: Tomorrow morning she would be inserted into the training field while two groups of Partial infantry carried out a war simulation; she had to find a way to disrupt both teams’ battle plans, resulting in a total loss on both sides. Neither side knew she was coming, and if she wanted full marks, neither side could know she’d ever been there. It was the trickiest puzzle he’d given her yet, and he seemed to have no confidence that she could pull it off. She turned off the water and stood in the remnants of the steam, planning her attack and her homework and her poem all at once. It was easy—after all, she was nearly five months old. It was time for a bigger challenge.

The door to the locker room opened—down a hall and around two corners, but with the water off she heard it clearly. The footsteps and the breathing marked the newcomer as male, and the lack of any link data marked him as a human. Latimer, perhaps? He’d never come to the showers before. She grabbed her towel and wrapped it around her.

Latimer appeared at the edge of the shower room and paused in the entryway. Heron snapped to attention, her feet sliding just slightly across the thick tile floor.

“At ease,” he said, dismissing her formality with a wave. His voice was soft and casual, more easygoing than she’d ever heard him. He sauntered into the shower room, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a thin brown bottle. “You did well on your drills today.” It was late, and they were the only two people in the entire locker area. He walked toward her slowly. “You’ve mastered every obstacle course we have, even the broken one they closed for being too dangerous. Your pistol accuracy has surpassed the human world record, and your long-range rifle work is some of the best I’ve ever seen. You convinced your new Chinese teacher you were a native speaker, and you tricked your new math teacher into thinking you were a physics professor, waiting in the same room for another student. You can run, shoot, think, and lie your way out of every problem we’ve ever given you. I gotta say, I’m impressed.” He was directly in front of her now, nearly an arm’s length away. His breath smelled faintly of alcohol. “But that’s not all there is to being a spy.”

Heron ran through the list of other topics she’d studied: acting, strategy, computer science, electronics, and more. She wasn’t yet an expert in all of them, but she was getting there. They’d even started her in some piloting programs, running basic tank drills with the new Beta-model girls fresh out of the vats. Latimer said she’d be starting aircraft classes soon as well—was that what this was? He seemed to be leading up to some kind of new instruction, but what?

“Have some.” He handed her the bottle and stepped away, wandering through the empty shower. “So this is where you guys shower. For some reason it always surprises me how much the women’s locker room looks like the men’s. Seems like they ought to be more different, but I don’t know how. Or why, really; it’s kind of a stupid idea anyway.”

Heron sniffed the bottle: definitely alcohol. And it was nearly full. Had he brought it specifically for her? “What’s this for?” she asked.

“That’s beer,” he said, turning back toward her. “It’s for drinking. Have some.” He took a few steps toward her and leaned against the wall, about ten feet down where it was dry. “You’re a spy, Heron; you’re going to have to drink sooner or later. Standard training schedule for a Theta has you introduced to alcohol at six months, but I figure, what the hell, huh? You’re a big girl now. Have a drink.”

She took a sip and grimaced. “I don’t like it.”

“Just try it.” His voice was more insistent now, creeping up from “casual” toward “commanding officer.” She stopped herself from frowning, refusing to show disapproval to her trainer, and took another drink. It tasted sour, like something that had gone bad.

She kept her face passive. “People drink this on purpose? For fun?”

Latimer walked toward her and took the bottle, then knocked back a long, deep drink that nearly drained it. He was standing just a few inches away, far closer than he needed to. He lowered the bottle and smacked his lips. “I guess you’re not getting the full effect of it anyway, are you? Crazy Partial metabolism.” He took another drink and finished the bottle, then pointed at her with it. “You know, in early testing it took our boys nearly all night to get a Partial soldier intoxicated. Glass after glass, pitcher after pitcher. We eventually had to use the hard stuff—tequila, gin, whiskey—and all through a straw because I swear that gets you drunk faster. Don’t ask me how it works. Poor kid got alcohol poisoning before he even got tipsy.”

Heron cocked her head to the side. “You were part of a research team?”

Latimer laughed. “You could call it that. Mostly we just wanted to see what happened, so we pulled some lucky punk from the barracks and got plastered. I couldn’t walk for a day, and he spent a week in the hospital.” He tried to take another swig from his bottle, discovered that it was empty, and lowered it again. “You realize how hard it is to put one of you things in the hospital?”

Heron turned to go. “Speaking of barracks, I need to get back to mine.”

“Drop your towel,” said Latimer.

By pure force of habit Heron reached for the fold that held her towel tight around her chest, ready to take it off, but stopped as her hand touched the cloth. Something’s not right about this. She turned back to him, studying his face—he was smiling broadly, drinking in her image as deeply as he had drunk the beer. She became acutely aware of how little of her body the towel covered, and put her hand back down. “Why?”

“You have a genetically perfect body,” said Latimer. There were a number of low metal stools in the room, and he set his bottle on the nearest one before stepping toward her. His voice seemed deeper now, as if his breathing had changed. “Do you know how to use it?”

Heron had no idea where any of this was going, or what it meant. “I can run a mile in three minutes five-point-two seconds,” she said. “I have a standing vertical leap of four feet, and I can bench-press three times my own weight. Last night I hit a moving target with a throwing knife at thirty paces, direct bull’s-eye, five out of five times. I think I use my body pretty well.”

“I’m not talking about that,” said Latimer. “I’m talking about seduction.” He stopped in front of her and brushed his finger lightly against the cloth over her stomach. “Drop your towel.”

She had heard the word “seduction” before and had a vague inkling of its meaning: to play on someone’s emotions of love and physical attraction. It was a form of interrogation and coercion. One of the other Thetas had talked about seduction lessons from a special instructor—a female instructor, not her drill sergeant.

Something was very wrong about this.

She took a step backward. “No, sir.” Even in this situation, where nothing made sense and his orders seemed so obviously wrong, she couldn’t help but feel a deep pang of guilt for disobeying him.

She saw his slap coming long before it hit; she saw his shoulder tense, his arm fly out in a wide, powerful arc, his face twist into a dispassionate sneer with the sheer force of his blow. She saw it coming, she could have dodged it, but she had been trained too well. You obeyed your superiors. You accepted their punishments. The slap hit with a loud crack, whipping her head to the side and leaving, she was sure, a nasty red welt. It wouldn’t last long. She rolled her spine to the side, absorbing the impact without faltering or falling, and turned back to face him.

“You do not say no to me!” he roared. “I am your superior officer! You do what I say, when I say it, and you don’t even have the privilege of not liking it, because you are a machine. You’re a doll—you’re my doll—and I will play with you however the hell I want to. Now drop your towel!” He reached for her, his fingers curled like claws, and in a split second Heron examined the situation in her mind. Everything he’d said was true: He asked, and she obeyed; he pointed, and she followed. She was an artificial thing, not a person but a product, and every decision she had ever made had come from him or someone like him. Her life was his, and always had been.

But she didn’t like the way he was using it.

Heron stepped back, turned to the side, leading Latimer’s hand as he reached, twisted, and lost his balance. He teetered, slipped on the wet tile floor, and fell. She caught a metal stool with her foot and slid it into place, perfectly aligned with the back of his neck. He hit it with the full weight of his fall, snapping his spine with a tiny, life-ending pop.

She looked around the shower, at his body, at hers. She tousled her hair and pinched her cheeks, giving them a bright, flustered sheen. The welt where he’d slapped her was already going away, no match for the incredible damage repair system of Partial physiology. She picked up the bottle and walked carefully across the wet floor, then ran through the locker room to the outer hall. She dropped the bottle in a half-full garbage can and then threw open the door to the hall, crying for help.

“Somebody come quick! My trainer slipped in the locker room! Get a paramedic team in here, now!”

It was late, but the training complex never truly slept, and the hall was soon filled with a flurry of motion and emergency responders. Heron walked back to the shower and watched as Latimer’s clothes slowly soaked up the water from the floor of the shower. Paramedics arrived quickly, but there was nothing they could do.

I suppose I’ll have a new trainer tomorrow, she thought. I’ll follow his orders, and do what he says, and be a good little soldier.

But their goal is to use me, not to protect me. From now on I protect myself.





ZUOQUAN CITY, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA

June 9, 2060

The generals’ office was in Building 1, the farthest west, and as she ran through the courtyard to reach it, she passed crowds of terrified workers and hundreds of soldiers running back and forth. The men on the eastern wall were already firing, telling Heron the Partials were closer, certainly closer than she’d thought. The early attack wasn’t completely unexpected—her 2300 deadline implied only that the air strike was coming at that time, not the entire invasion. Under standard tactics they would launch the air strikes early, blunting the Chinese counterattack before it started, but they didn’t have to, and Heron knew that there was nothing standard about these tactics. The orders still bothered her, and particularly her handler’s suspicious way of delivering them—not to mention his timing. She needed to figure it out.

She heard the generals yelling through the door, but she wasn’t sure how many other people were in the room with them. It would be safer to enter in character, assess the situation, and build a capture strategy around it. She smoothed her skirt and entered the room, and both generals cried out immediately.

“Where have you been?” shouted Wu, slamming the table angrily.

“Mei Hao,” cried Bao. “You’re okay!” He rushed toward her a step, then stopped, and Heron noted his lapse of protocol without reacting visibly. She realized she was still tarted up from the roof, though her skirt had worked its way back to a normal position. She buttoned up her shirt and made the best excuse she could, because it was partly true.

“I was caught on the far side of the courtyard when the shelling started,” she said. “I barely survived the crossing.”

“Bah,” said General Wu. “Now that the entire Chinese army has waited on you to arrive, perhaps you would deign to activate the satbox.”

You can turn it on as well as I can, thought Heron, though this wasn’t the first time he’d waited to make her do it. Men liked exerting their authority. She glanced around the room, counting the people there with her: both generals; Bao’s elderly secretary, Jin Wong; and three soldiers. She knew all of them, and she knew their capabilities, and without a better weapon she was unlikely to incapacitate all six people before they overpowered her—especially since she had to leave the generals alive. She sat down at the satbox and opened it up, waiting to see how the meeting unfolded.

“The best way to retake the factory is not to lose it,” said Bao, evidently continuing the thread of their earlier conversation. “These are the devil soldiers we’re talking about; if we let them get entrenched, we will never take it back from them.”

“Perhaps your army cannot,” said Wu.

“No army can do it!” cried Bao. He was more confrontational than normal, which Heron chalked up to the added stress. “Not even our armies together. But if we strike now, if we make the most devastating counterattack we can possibly make, we can kill them while they have no cover. No defense. It is our only hope of victory.”

Wu mused on this. “A decisive blow now, while their entire army is committed, could destroy them utterly.”

“Yes!” said Bao. “But we must act quickly.”

“We will mobilize your army to the counterattack,” said Wu, nodding at his own decision. “Mine shall hold the flanks.”

“Hold the flanks against what?” asked Bao. “There is no other army—the Partials have committed every soldier in this sector to this fight. Ten thousand BioSynth super-soldiers. Our scouts report that their forward base is empty, and the devils stream through the streets like foul water.”

“Then we must flee in the Rotors,” said Wu, and Heron saw a hint of fear in his face. “We cannot allow . . . the satbox to fall into enemy hands!”

He wants to save himself, thought Heron, and searches for excuses.

“We must be seen to lead,” said Bao, shaking his head adamantly. “How can you ask your soldiers to fight while you flee to the rear? It will break their morale.”

They were both acting exactly according to type—exactly the way Heron knew they would act, following almost point by point the psychological profiles she had sent to her handler. Wu was a coward, and would sacrifice anything to save his own skin. Bao was an idealist, a man who saw himself as the savior of China. Wu would always seek to protect himself, and Bao would stand his ground even to his own destruction.

Both men, she realized, in this situation, facing this exact set of circumstances, would do the same thing.

“Every single devil in the army,” said Wu softly. He wrung his hands in fear. “And us trapped here like crabs in a cage. We will need as many men as we can get.”

“Yes,” said Bao eagerly. “We will need both armies. We can stop them here—we can hold this factory and defeat the devils, but only together. Your army on one flank and mine on the other. We can take anything they send at us, and throw it right back in their faces.”

“Our antiair weapons have been destroyed,” said Wu, but Bao cut him off.

“Our men are our weapons,” he said. “They are the only weapons we need.”

Their men are their weapons, thought Heron, and in a flash she saw the whole plan: everything the NADI strategists had done to produce this exact situation, to force this exact response, to pave the way for the unthinkable attack that must come next. The factory complex was the most valuable objective in the city, and now the Chinese generals were in it, and in a matter of minutes their entire army would be in it as well—an army so well entrenched in the urban terrain that they had proven almost impossible to root out. But if they left their defenses and rushed the factory, fighting to hold it, all three of the defenders’ assets would be in one place, at one time. A Partial victory here could destroy the Chinese military strength in the entire region, and that was a victory worth sacrificing for—even something as valuable as the munitions factory itself. Now that Heron had destroyed the antiair cannons, the Partials could—and would—destroy the entire complex with an air strike. It was a brilliant, devastating plan.

But it would work only if the Partial army was in the factory complex. Without that threat of overwhelming force, the Chinese would have no need to bring in so many of their own soldiers—pull the Partials back, and the Chinese would pull back as well. The air strike would hurt but not destroy them. The Partial army was bait.

The Partial army was a sacrifice.
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PARAGEN BIOSYNTH GROWTH AND TRAINING FACILITY, UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

April 12, 2059

Heron lived with the Chinese prisoners for nearly a month: eating with them, sleeping in their barracks, talking and listening and learning everything she could. Though they didn’t know it, they were teaching her invaluable information she couldn’t possibly have learned in a classroom: regional slang, body language, communal experiences that she studied, processed, and adopted into her own persona. The city of Zuoquan held a lantern festival every year, and had done so for centuries. Her history teacher had told her about the meaning of the festival, its origins, its size and timing and location. The prisoners had told her about Chen’s Noodle House, and the sidewalk cart he used every year with the squeaky wheel on one side. They’d told her about Grandmother Mei and her old yellow dog, sitting on her roof and howling at the fireworks. They’d told her about the year the dragon had faltered in the rain, ruining the paper and halting the parade and forever branding Li Gong’s oldest son as the Lord of Mud. Each story Heron heard she internalized, and as she moved from group to group she became one of them, so strongly identified as a Zuoquan native that many of the prisoners claimed to have known her as a girl.

They were a proud people, cheerful in the face of hardship, strong in the depths of captivity, and ruthless in their pursuit of freedom. She admired them, and was proud, in a way, to pretend to be one of them. She helped them plan half their escape attempts, and eavesdropped on the other half, and reported all of it back to her superiors. She was a secret hero to both the prisoners and the guards.

“It’s time to send a message,” said Vincent. He was her new trainer, and one of the de facto masters of the prison camp; she had thrown a rebellious fit, as she did every few days, and they used her alleged confinement as a time to talk. “Who are the leaders?”

“Li Gong is the oldest,” said Heron, “and he has a lot of cultural presence because of it. People do what he says, but he doesn’t say much. More active, but less important, is this young man.” She tapped a photo in the prison log book. “Hsu Yan. He wants to lead an escape, and he doesn’t like the way Huan Do is doing it. Do is the other leader, he and his wife, Lan. The two of them are probably the biggest leaders in the camp, Do and Lan.”

“Define ‘biggest,’” said Vincent.

“The most followers,” said Heron. “The most influence, over both the prisoners and the guards. The most likely to form an escape plan capable of succeeding, and to unite a group capable of carrying it out.”

“The most important, then,” said Vincent. “The gear that makes the whole clock run.”

Heron nodded. “In a way, yes.” She looked up. “What message do you want me to send him?”

“He’s not the recipient,” said Vincent; “he’s the message. We’re using him to send a message to the entire camp.”

“You’re going to kill him,” said Heron.

“No,” said Vincent, “you’re going to kill him.”

The plan he laid out was simple. A message like this would usually require a lot of flash and visibility—a public execution to keep the rest of the camp in line—but what Vincent wanted was silence and mystery. If Huan Do died in public, the prisoners would learn to fear the guards, but they already feared them. They hid in the shadows and trusted only one another. But if Huan Do died in the shadows, safe among friends, the prisoners would have nowhere else to hide. Their resistance would crumble. Heron concealed a knife in her prison jumpsuit, and when her “punishment” ended, she returned to the camp.

She had been doing drills like this for months. Identify the target, infiltrate, and strike. In and out. She studied the camp with new eyes, noting each guard tower and bunkhouse, and decided she could do this job even without the guards’ help. She returned to her room, commiserated with her bunkmates about the injustice of the prison system, and bowed to all the right people in the mess hall for dinner, showing deference and gaining, in return, renewed trust. Hsu Yan caught her up on the latest passwords, and Li Gong himself thanked her for her shining example of resistance. It occurred to Heron that in her list of leaders she should have included herself: She was well known as a rebel, an agitator, and a planner. The camp looked up to her. If word got around that Mei Hao, of all people, had killed Huan Do, the camp would be crushed.

The guards called lights-out at nine p.m., cutting all power to the bunkhouses, but the prisoners stuffed sheets and blankets in the cracks of their windows, and burned small lamps and flashlights they’d either scrounged or built themselves. The women in Heron’s bunkhouse talked about new plans for escape, and Heron made detailed mental notes just in case the death of Huan Do failed to break their spirits. When they finally went to sleep at one a.m., Heron lay in the dark and waited until every other prisoner was asleep before picking the lock and slipping outside. The camp was quiet and dark. Heron moved like a ghost through the streets and alleyways, dodging guards and searchlights and watchdogs as if they weren’t even there. Huan Do’s bunkhouse was near the center of camp and locked down even tighter than her own; he was a dangerous troublemaker, and the guards had been watching him for weeks. Heron picked the lock in five silent seconds, and her footsteps as she slipped inside were no louder than a snake gliding ghostlike across the floor.

The bunkhouses were separated by gender, so Huan Do was alone in his bed; the prisoners sometimes sneaked their wives in, but not tonight. There were eight rooms to a house, and eight men to a room. All the men in this house were fast asleep. Heron stood over Huan Do’s sleeping form, the knife in her hand.

This is the first time I’ve killed one for real, she thought. All my other missions were drills; all my other targets were mannequins, or sensors, or drones. With the exception of Sergeant Latimer, who did most of the work himself, I have never killed a real human before. She stared at the sleeping man, listened to him breathe. Her knife was polycarbonate fiber, sharp as steel but a matte black that disappeared into the darkened room like a shard of shadow. Huan Do was helpless and oblivious, like a child.

This is my graduation, she realized. The message we’re ostensibly sending to the prisoners will be effective, but unnecessary; their escapes never work, and they’d have nowhere to go if they did. It will make them easier to control, at least for a while, but that’s not the full reason for this action. She looked down at her jumpsuit. I’m flying out to the real war in just one week, and this is my graduation. One final mission. “Prove you can kill when the target’s a real person.” She had learned in her seduction training—from Ms. McGuire, not a drunk sergeant in the shower—about the concept of empathy. Of seeing the world through someone else’s eyes, and feeling the way they feel. “Make them love you,” McGuire had said, “and they won’t be able to kill you. Make them see you as a person, as a life, as a thing to be protected rather than harmed. All humans have empathy, and you can use it against them.”

“Partials have it too,” Heron had said. “We can feel each other’s emotions through the link.”

“That’s different,” said McGuire. “The link lets you know what those emotions are, but it doesn’t make you care about them. This is how you must use emotion—as a tool to be understood, manipulated, and exploited.”

Heron considered this. “Does that mean Partials have no conscience?”

“Most of them do,” said McGuire. “By international law, all BioSynthetic sentients must have empathy, and a conscience, to keep them from hurting their creators. It is the primary safeguard that makes you more useful, and therefore more valuable, than robotics.”

Heron cocked her head to the side. “You said ‘most.’”

McGuire smiled. “Thetas are designed with no conscience at all. A soldier is different from an assassin—when you kill, you must feel nothing for your target.”

“Then our existence is a crime,” said Heron. “My life is against the law.”

“Some laws are made to be broken.”

The words echoed in Heron’s mind as she stared at Huan Do. I must feel nothing for my target. She stepped forward, as silent as a shadow, and got to work.
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“Partials have it too,” Heron had said. “We can feel each other’s emotions through the link.”

“That’s different,” said McGuire. “The link lets you know what those emotions are, but it doesn’t make you care about them. This is how you must use emotion—as a tool to be understood, manipulated, and exploited.”

Heron considered this. “Does that mean Partials have no conscience?”

“Most of them do,” said McGuire. “By international law, all BioSynthetic sentients must have empathy, and a conscience, to keep them from hurting their creators. It is the primary safeguard that makes you more useful, and therefore more valuable, than robotics.”

Heron cocked her head to the side. “You said ‘most.’”

McGuire smiled. “Thetas are designed with no conscience at all. A soldier is different from an assassin—when you kill, you must feel nothing for your target.”

“Then our existence is a crime,” said Heron. “My life is against the law.”

“Some laws are made to be broken.”

The words echoed in Heron’s mind as she stared at Huan Do. I must feel nothing for my target. She stepped forward, as silent as a shadow, and got to work.





ZUOQUAN CITY, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA

June 9, 2060

Heron’s mind raced through the possibilities: Would NADI really destroy their own Partials? Of course they would—they considered the Partials animals at best, and tools at worst. Ten thousand soldiers were a lot to lose, but they could always make more. It fit with the loss of the factory, too, because no army meant no need for bullets. That’s why my handler seemed so odd about my orders: He didn’t care if I captured the generals, because it genuinely doesn’t matter. Destroy the antiair guns at all costs, enable the air strike, and everything after was a fireball. Confirm?

A nanosecond passed, and she turned next to her options, thinking first of how she could survive. She could hijack a Rotor and fly clear—it was 2240; there was still plenty of time to escape before the air strike landed. She could even take the satbox with her, as a sign of good faith to her handler for going beyond her orders. She had no great urge to show them good faith, since they had shown none to her, but where else was she to go? She could blend in anywhere she went, especially in China, but . . . did she truly wish to spend her life as a nameless citizen in a conquered country? She was a Partial. She was not built for that.

But was she built to die?

She thought then about the rest of the Partials. Every devil in the army, as Wu put it; nearly ten thousand men and women, and in twenty minutes they would all be dead. Heron knew that this should bother her, and it did—on a personal level. She had been betrayed; she had been discarded. But it was more than that. Even as she analyzed the situation, she turned that analysis on herself and saw that she was losing her . . . what? Not her innocence, for she was an engineered assassin; she’d had no innocence to lose since the moment her genome was swirled together in a vat. But she was losing something else: her own illusions about herself, and about the way her mind worked. Ten thousand of her brothers and sisters were being sent blindly to their deaths, and here she sat without an ounce of sadness for them. She had been built to feel nothing, and trained to feel even less. They had made her incomplete, and her reaction to this massive betrayal proved just how deeply that incompleteness ran. She was a broken doll, dancing on the end of their strings.

She had to save the Partials, not because she loved them, but because she hated their creators.

Another nanosecond passed, and she began to form her plan. How could she save the other Partials? If she warned the Partial army, then the bait would be lost and the air strike would be canceled. The situation would stay the same, except that she would be known as a traitor and forced out of the loop, completely unable to prevent the same sacrifice when they tried it again in the future. If she called off the Chinese forces, the results would be similar, but with the added threat that the air strike might still happen, so close to the wire that they couldn’t call it off in time. The Partials would be destroyed for nothing. If she was going to change this attack, she had to make sure that the outcome still favored the NADI forces. She would hand them a victory, but not the one they’d wanted; she would shove it in their faces. She had very few resources at hand—not even a gun—but what she did have were the tools of her trade. Information. Intelligence. Deception. She could do this.

She saw the plan like a diagram in her mind, timed to the second. It was 2241; she had nineteen minutes. She activated the GPS mapper in her phone, dropped it into the satbox, and snapped the box shut. The generals looked at her in surprise, and Wu started to protest, but Heron stood and silenced them with the full weight of her genetically perfect charisma.

“I’m afraid I have bad news,” she said. “I’m a spy for the Partial army, and my people are going to destroy this entire complex in nineteen minutes.”

General Wu recoiled like he’d seen a snake; Bao froze, too shocked to react. The soldiers froze as well, stunned by the confession, until Wu managed to stammer out “Stop her!” and they surged forward, rifles raised, in perfect formation for a three-man capture like this—two soldiers with guns and one with a pair of handcuffs. Heron saw it all as if in slow motion: the looks on their faces, the slow, predictable movements as the handcuffs were raised. She could avoid them easily, but she put up only a token resistance, fighting just enough to look determined without becoming enough of a threat to warrant them shooting her. The man with the handcuffs pulled her arms roughly behind her back, slapping the first cuff on her wrist, but as he came in for the second one she twisted her arms and grabbed his finger, snapping it like a twig; he screamed, and the second cuff came down imperfectly on her tangle of arms and wrists. She ended up with both cuffs on the same wrist, her other arm twisted through the chain to create the illusion that she was fully restrained. The soldier behind her staggered away, too distracted by the pain in his finger to notice. Heron kept her gaze level and fixed the generals with her iciest expression.

“Why?” demanded General Bao, and Heron could hear the undercurrent of personal betrayal in his voice. “Why did you deceive us?” Why are you not the girl I wanted you to be?

“She deceived us because she is a devil,” said Wu, braver now that she was contained. “The question is, why did you reveal yourself?”

“Because I do not wish to die,” she said simply.

Wu was furious. “You think we will help you to escape?”

“I think you’ll help me call it off,” she said. This part of the story was a lie, carefully crafted to evoke the required response. “I have the access codes, but not the access. They’ve cut off my communications, but with your computer network I could uplink to the jets themselves and abort the mission.”

“She lies,” said Bao, his voice thick and bitter. “She thinks to trick us into calling off the counterattack, but we will not fall for her wiles.”

“We must still be cautious, though,” said Wu. “She might have guessed that we would guess that she . . . bah! Schemes within schemes. We must cut through to the heart of the matter and deal with it the simplest way possible.” He picked up the satbox and clutched it protectively under one arm. “I will carry this to safety—with invasions and air strikes and spies it is too dangerous to leave it here, troop morale be damned.”

“We will never abandon our position!” cried Bao, but turned away and spoke more softly, anger turning to sour acceptance. “But you are right. If we cannot know the truth, we must hedge our bets. You will flee, and I will lead the defense of the complex.”

“To arms, then,” said Wu, and shook Bao’s hand solemnly. “If you die, I will tell them you died a hero.”

“And if I live,” said Bao, “I will have you and your army to thank for it.”

Wu turned without another word, gesturing for one of the soldiers to follow him, and stormed out of the room with the satbox. A moment later Heron heard the low hum of a Rotor preparing for launch.

“I cannot trust you to use our computers,” said Bao. “You realize this.”

Heron answered calmly. “You think I would expose myself so fully if my life were not in just as much danger as yours?”

“I will use the computer,” he said, holding up his phone. He tapped in a password, accessing the satellite network, and looked up at Heron. “What is the password to uplink to the jets?”

“I can’t give you access to our system,” said Heron.

“And I can’t give you access to mine,” said Bao. “I remind you that you are about to die: Either give me the code or lose your life.”

Heron smiled. “Or you could just give me the phone, like I asked.” He started to respond, but Heron was already moving: She had a soldier on each side, and with her hands unexpectedly free she caught them completely unaware, elbowing the first in the solar plexus and wrenching the rifle from the second one’s hands. He fought, pulling on it, but she used his own force against him and pushed back suddenly in the same direction he was pulling in, slamming him in the face with a sickening crunch. He lost his grip and staggered back, and she turned the rifle on the first soldier just as he was recovering from his hit. She shot him squarely in the chest, then turned on the second man and shot him, too. Bao was too shocked to move. She plucked his phone from his hands and typed with her thumb, keeping the rifle aimed squarely at his heart. After a series of beeps, Heron entered a ten-digit security code and lifted the phone to speak.

“New orders,” she said, careful not to use any specific jargon or protocol. “The enemy is entrenched in the complex, and we must act quickly.” She lowered the rifle slowly as she talked, watching Bao from the corner of her eye; this was not what she’d told him she would do, and the look of betrayal grew even harsher on his face. He would attack her, and she used a portion of her awareness to help gauge the precise moment at which he would try it. As she spoke she feigned preoccupation, letting her guard appear to drop further and further. “Bring your army into Building Five, on the south end of the complex, and engage the enemy with extreme force.” She ended the call and looked to the window.

Bao struck then, leaping at her and grabbing the rifle, grappling with her at close range where the long weapon would do no good. Heron dropped it and fought back—carefully, like before, putting up just enough resistance to make it look good. He landed a blow to her head and she dropped instantly, feigning unconsciousness.

This was the moment of truth—would he shoot her first, or would he send new orders to his men? Everything she knew of him said he would send the orders; he was too noble, and still too trapped by his former feelings for her, to shoot an unconscious woman, even if she was a devil. His emotions, his human empathy, were tools to be exploited. She waited, a motionless heap on the floor, to see if she had used them well.

“Commander Fung,” he said, speaking into his phone. His ground commander, thought Heron. I was right. “The devil army is headed toward Building Five. They have at least one traitor in the compound, and may have more. Entrench in Building Three and engage with deadly force.”

Heron smiled, and when she heard the phone beep to signal that the call was closed, she sat up. General Bao stepped back, raising his rifle in fear.

“Thank you,” she said, rising to her feet. “I had General Wu’s security codes, but not yours. It was kind of you to make that call yourself.”

Bao opened his mouth to protest, but the sudden shock of realization in his eyes told Heron he’d figured it out. He checked the call history in the phone and confirmed it: She hadn’t called the Partials at all; she’d called Wu’s ground commander, Shu Yeoh. Bao had just ordered his army to attack Wu’s, and Wu’s had been ordered to fire back; both would remain hidden in their buildings, unseen by the enemy and firing blind, trusting their commanders’ orders. The two armies would kill each other, with the Partials on the eastern flank to mop up the survivors. Bao tried to call back, desperate to warn them of the deception, but Heron stepped in almost casually, dodging Bao’s first, wide rifle shot and then yanking the weapon from his hands, knocking the phone away on the backswing. Bao leapt in to grapple her again, overconfident after his last attempt, but this time Heron had no reason to lose, and dropped him with a solid blow to the skull. He fell like a stone to the floor.

And then, because she wasn’t burdened by the same sentimentality that had undone him, she shot him in the back of the head.

Heron glanced at her watch: 2255. The air strike would come at any minute. She retrieved the fallen phone and opened the browser, connecting to the cloud network and, through there, to the NADI computer system. She didn’t have a lot of security access—she couldn’t reach the jets in the air, or even the air force in general, and even if she could, she didn’t have the authority to convince anyone to call off the air strike. Her network privileges were limited to two things: contacting her handler, and managing her data uploads. She accessed her online memory, purged the GPS files, and requested a refresh from the current position of the mapping device.

After all, anyone drawing on that information would need the latest, up-to-the-minute coordinates for anything they might be planning.
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Heron’s mind raced through the possibilities: Would NADI really destroy their own Partials? Of course they would—they considered the Partials animals at best, and tools at worst. Ten thousand soldiers were a lot to lose, but they could always make more. It fit with the loss of the factory, too, because no army meant no need for bullets. That’s why my handler seemed so odd about my orders: He didn’t care if I captured the generals, because it genuinely doesn’t matter. Destroy the antiair guns at all costs, enable the air strike, and everything after was a fireball. Confirm?

A nanosecond passed, and she turned next to her options, thinking first of how she could survive. She could hijack a Rotor and fly clear—it was 2240; there was still plenty of time to escape before the air strike landed. She could even take the satbox with her, as a sign of good faith to her handler for going beyond her orders. She had no great urge to show them good faith, since they had shown none to her, but where else was she to go? She could blend in anywhere she went, especially in China, but . . . did she truly wish to spend her life as a nameless citizen in a conquered country? She was a Partial. She was not built for that.

But was she built to die?

She thought then about the rest of the Partials. Every devil in the army, as Wu put it; nearly ten thousand men and women, and in twenty minutes they would all be dead. Heron knew that this should bother her, and it did—on a personal level. She had been betrayed; she had been discarded. But it was more than that. Even as she analyzed the situation, she turned that analysis on herself and saw that she was losing her . . . what? Not her innocence, for she was an engineered assassin; she’d had no innocence to lose since the moment her genome was swirled together in a vat. But she was losing something else: her own illusions about herself, and about the way her mind worked. Ten thousand of her brothers and sisters were being sent blindly to their deaths, and here she sat without an ounce of sadness for them. She had been built to feel nothing, and trained to feel even less. They had made her incomplete, and her reaction to this massive betrayal proved just how deeply that incompleteness ran. She was a broken doll, dancing on the end of their strings.

She had to save the Partials, not because she loved them, but because she hated their creators.

Another nanosecond passed, and she began to form her plan. How could she save the other Partials? If she warned the Partial army, then the bait would be lost and the air strike would be canceled. The situation would stay the same, except that she would be known as a traitor and forced out of the loop, completely unable to prevent the same sacrifice when they tried it again in the future. If she called off the Chinese forces, the results would be similar, but with the added threat that the air strike might still happen, so close to the wire that they couldn’t call it off in time. The Partials would be destroyed for nothing. If she was going to change this attack, she had to make sure that the outcome still favored the NADI forces. She would hand them a victory, but not the one they’d wanted; she would shove it in their faces. She had very few resources at hand—not even a gun—but what she did have were the tools of her trade. Information. Intelligence. Deception. She could do this.

She saw the plan like a diagram in her mind, timed to the second. It was 2241; she had nineteen minutes. She activated the GPS mapper in her phone, dropped it into the satbox, and snapped the box shut. The generals looked at her in surprise, and Wu started to protest, but Heron stood and silenced them with the full weight of her genetically perfect charisma.

“I’m afraid I have bad news,” she said. “I’m a spy for the Partial army, and my people are going to destroy this entire complex in nineteen minutes.”

General Wu recoiled like he’d seen a snake; Bao froze, too shocked to react. The soldiers froze as well, stunned by the confession, until Wu managed to stammer out “Stop her!” and they surged forward, rifles raised, in perfect formation for a three-man capture like this—two soldiers with guns and one with a pair of handcuffs. Heron saw it all as if in slow motion: the looks on their faces, the slow, predictable movements as the handcuffs were raised. She could avoid them easily, but she put up only a token resistance, fighting just enough to look determined without becoming enough of a threat to warrant them shooting her. The man with the handcuffs pulled her arms roughly behind her back, slapping the first cuff on her wrist, but as he came in for the second one she twisted her arms and grabbed his finger, snapping it like a twig; he screamed, and the second cuff came down imperfectly on her tangle of arms and wrists. She ended up with both cuffs on the same wrist, her other arm twisted through the chain to create the illusion that she was fully restrained. The soldier behind her staggered away, too distracted by the pain in his finger to notice. Heron kept her gaze level and fixed the generals with her iciest expression.

“Why?” demanded General Bao, and Heron could hear the undercurrent of personal betrayal in his voice. “Why did you deceive us?” Why are you not the girl I wanted you to be?

“She deceived us because she is a devil,” said Wu, braver now that she was contained. “The question is, why did you reveal yourself?”

“Because I do not wish to die,” she said simply.

Wu was furious. “You think we will help you to escape?”

“I think you’ll help me call it off,” she said. This part of the story was a lie, carefully crafted to evoke the required response. “I have the access codes, but not the access. They’ve cut off my communications, but with your computer network I could uplink to the jets themselves and abort the mission.”

“She lies,” said Bao, his voice thick and bitter. “She thinks to trick us into calling off the counterattack, but we will not fall for her wiles.”

“We must still be cautious, though,” said Wu. “She might have guessed that we would guess that she . . . bah! Schemes within schemes. We must cut through to the heart of the matter and deal with it the simplest way possible.” He picked up the satbox and clutched it protectively under one arm. “I will carry this to safety—with invasions and air strikes and spies it is too dangerous to leave it here, troop morale be damned.”

“We will never abandon our position!” cried Bao, but turned away and spoke more softly, anger turning to sour acceptance. “But you are right. If we cannot know the truth, we must hedge our bets. You will flee, and I will lead the defense of the complex.”

“To arms, then,” said Wu, and shook Bao’s hand solemnly. “If you die, I will tell them you died a hero.”

“And if I live,” said Bao, “I will have you and your army to thank for it.”

Wu turned without another word, gesturing for one of the soldiers to follow him, and stormed out of the room with the satbox. A moment later Heron heard the low hum of a Rotor preparing for launch.

“I cannot trust you to use our computers,” said Bao. “You realize this.”

Heron answered calmly. “You think I would expose myself so fully if my life were not in just as much danger as yours?”

“I will use the computer,” he said, holding up his phone. He tapped in a password, accessing the satellite network, and looked up at Heron. “What is the password to uplink to the jets?”

“I can’t give you access to our system,” said Heron.

“And I can’t give you access to mine,” said Bao. “I remind you that you are about to die: Either give me the code or lose your life.”

Heron smiled. “Or you could just give me the phone, like I asked.” He started to respond, but Heron was already moving: She had a soldier on each side, and with her hands unexpectedly free she caught them completely unaware, elbowing the first in the solar plexus and wrenching the rifle from the second one’s hands. He fought, pulling on it, but she used his own force against him and pushed back suddenly in the same direction he was pulling in, slamming him in the face with a sickening crunch. He lost his grip and staggered back, and she turned the rifle on the first soldier just as he was recovering from his hit. She shot him squarely in the chest, then turned on the second man and shot him, too. Bao was too shocked to move. She plucked his phone from his hands and typed with her thumb, keeping the rifle aimed squarely at his heart. After a series of beeps, Heron entered a ten-digit security code and lifted the phone to speak.

“New orders,” she said, careful not to use any specific jargon or protocol. “The enemy is entrenched in the complex, and we must act quickly.” She lowered the rifle slowly as she talked, watching Bao from the corner of her eye; this was not what she’d told him she would do, and the look of betrayal grew even harsher on his face. He would attack her, and she used a portion of her awareness to help gauge the precise moment at which he would try it. As she spoke she feigned preoccupation, letting her guard appear to drop further and further. “Bring your army into Building Five, on the south end of the complex, and engage the enemy with extreme force.” She ended the call and looked to the window.

Bao struck then, leaping at her and grabbing the rifle, grappling with her at close range where the long weapon would do no good. Heron dropped it and fought back—carefully, like before, putting up just enough resistance to make it look good. He landed a blow to her head and she dropped instantly, feigning unconsciousness.

This was the moment of truth—would he shoot her first, or would he send new orders to his men? Everything she knew of him said he would send the orders; he was too noble, and still too trapped by his former feelings for her, to shoot an unconscious woman, even if she was a devil. His emotions, his human empathy, were tools to be exploited. She waited, a motionless heap on the floor, to see if she had used them well.

“Commander Fung,” he said, speaking into his phone. His ground commander, thought Heron. I was right. “The devil army is headed toward Building Five. They have at least one traitor in the compound, and may have more. Entrench in Building Three and engage with deadly force.”

Heron smiled, and when she heard the phone beep to signal that the call was closed, she sat up. General Bao stepped back, raising his rifle in fear.

“Thank you,” she said, rising to her feet. “I had General Wu’s security codes, but not yours. It was kind of you to make that call yourself.”

Bao opened his mouth to protest, but the sudden shock of realization in his eyes told Heron he’d figured it out. He checked the call history in the phone and confirmed it: She hadn’t called the Partials at all; she’d called Wu’s ground commander, Shu Yeoh. Bao had just ordered his army to attack Wu’s, and Wu’s had been ordered to fire back; both would remain hidden in their buildings, unseen by the enemy and firing blind, trusting their commanders’ orders. The two armies would kill each other, with the Partials on the eastern flank to mop up the survivors. Bao tried to call back, desperate to warn them of the deception, but Heron stepped in almost casually, dodging Bao’s first, wide rifle shot and then yanking the weapon from his hands, knocking the phone away on the backswing. Bao leapt in to grapple her again, overconfident after his last attempt, but this time Heron had no reason to lose, and dropped him with a solid blow to the skull. He fell like a stone to the floor.

And then, because she wasn’t burdened by the same sentimentality that had undone him, she shot him in the back of the head.

Heron glanced at her watch: 2255. The air strike would come at any minute. She retrieved the fallen phone and opened the browser, connecting to the cloud network and, through there, to the NADI computer system. She didn’t have a lot of security access—she couldn’t reach the jets in the air, or even the air force in general, and even if she could, she didn’t have the authority to convince anyone to call off the air strike. Her network privileges were limited to two things: contacting her handler, and managing her data uploads. She accessed her online memory, purged the GPS files, and requested a refresh from the current position of the mapping device.

After all, anyone drawing on that information would need the latest, up-to-the-minute coordinates for anything they might be planning.
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June 9, 2060

“General Wu,” said the pilot, “there’s something on radar. It looks like the devil jets are launching an air strike.”

“She was telling the truth!” cried Wu. “Blast all devils to hell, and devil women to the deepest part of it.” He glanced over his shoulder, but the planes were still too far to be seen with the naked eye. “Make sure we’re far away from the blast radius—we can’t let this satbox be lost.”

“I—” The pilot stopped talking, and Wu felt himself being pressed fiercely into his seat by a sudden acceleration.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“The smart bombs flew past the factory complex,” said the pilot. “They’re coming for us.”

“Go faster!” said Wu. “Dodge them, go around them—they can’t follow us everywhere.”

“That’s exactly what they’re doing, General,” said the pilot, swerving madly through the air. “They seem to be homing in on us!”

“But . . .” The general’s eyes went wide. “No.” He opened the satbox, and there inside, clattering across the screen, was Mei Hao’s cell phone. Its screen was lit and seemed to be running some kind of GPS program. He opened his mouth to curse the devil whore, but the bombs struck, and he and everything around him evaporated in the heat of the explosion.
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ZUOQUAN CITY, SHANXI PROVINCE, CHINA

June 10, 2060

SECURE CONNECTION ESTABLISHED, read the phone. Heron had procured a new one from the Partial ground troops after the fighting was over. The factory complex was intact, and it was theirs, and the defending armies had both been routed. Heron spoke calmly. “Agent Six reporting.”

There was a pause, and Heron could hear her handler’s breathing on the other end. He was not happy. “Good evening, Heron. Congratulations on a successful mission.”

Heron raised an eyebrow. “So you consider it a success?”

“The objective is ours, the defenders are on the run, and our casualties were minimal. Why wouldn’t that be a success?”

“Because you didn’t plan any of it,” said Heron. “You tried to kill your own army, and worse than that, you tried to kill me. I do not take kindly to people who try to kill me.”

“We thought you might have had something to do with—”

“I’m not finished,” said Heron. “I was designed to be a killer. You engineered me, from the genetic level, to be a heartless, analytical machine, ready to kill or sacrifice anyone to get the job done. I was made this way: What’s your excuse?”

“We are at war,” said the voice, “a war we must win at all costs; you know that—”

“What I want you to do,” said Heron softly, “is think long and hard about this. You made us to kill and conquer, and we are doing it better than you ever anticipated. Far better than you could ever do yourselves. You are no match for us. Do not make us your enemy.” She stared into the darkness, and a wicked smile crept into the corners of her lips. “Confirm.”

There was no answer but a muffled click, and the line went dead.
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CHAPTER 1

“Raise a glass,” said Hector, “to the best officer in New America.”

The room filled with the clink of glasses and the roar of a hundred voices. “Cornwell! Cornwell!” The men tipped their mugs and bottles and drained them in gurgling unison, then slammed them down or even threw them at the floor when the booze within was gone. Samm watched in silence, adjusting his spotting scope almost imperceptibly. The window was murky, but he could still see the soldiers grin and grimace as they slapped one another on the back, laughed at ribald jokes, and tried not to look at the colonel. The link would be telling them everything about him anyway.

Hidden in the trees on the far side of the valley, well outside the effective range of the link, Samm had no such luxury.

He twisted the knob on his tripod, swiveling the microphone barely a fraction of a millimeter to the left. At this distance even a small change of angle swept the sound across a vast portion of the room. Voices blurred through his earbuds, snatches of words and conversations in a quick aural smear, and then he was listening to another voice, just as familiar as Hector’s—it was Adrian, Samm’s old sergeant.

“. . . never knew what hit them,” Adrian was saying. “The enemy line shattered, exactly as planned, but for the first few minutes that made it all the more dangerous. The enemy became disoriented, firing in all directions at once, and we were pinned down too fiercely to reinforce him. Cornwell held the corner through the whole thing, never flinching, and all the time the Watchdog was howling and howling; it nearly deafened us. All the Watchdogs were loyal, but not like that one. It was like he worshipped Cornwell. That was the last major battle we saw in Wuhan, and a couple of days later the city was ours.”

Samm remembered that battle. Wuhan was taken almost sixteen years ago to the day, in March 2061, one of the last cities to fall in the Isolation War. But it had been Samm’s first enemy engagement; even now he could remember the sounds, the smells, the taste of the gunpowder sharp in the air. His head buzzed with the memory, and phantom link data coursed through his brain, just enough to stir his adrenaline. Instincts and training surfaced almost immediately, heightening Samm’s awareness as he crouched on the darkened hillside, prepping him for a battle that existed only in his mind. This was followed by an opposite reaction—a calming wave of familiarity. He hadn’t linked to anyone in days, and the sudden feeling, real or not, was almost painfully comfortable. He closed his eyes and held on to it, concentrating on the memories, willing himself to feel them again, stronger, but after a few fleeting moments they slipped away. He was alone. He opened his eyes and looked back through the scope.

The men had brought out the food now, wide metal trays heaped high with steaming pork. Herds of wild pigs were common enough in Connecticut, but mostly in the deep forest away from Partial settlements. They must have hunted pretty far afield for a feast like this. Samm’s stomach rumbled at the sight of it, but he didn’t move.

Far away the soldiers stiffened, only slightly but all in unison, warned by the link about something Samm could only guess at. The colonel, he thought, and twisted his scope to look at Cornwell: He was as bad as ever, cadaverous and rotten, but his chest still rose and fell, and there didn’t seem to be anything immediately wrong. A twinge of pain, perhaps. The men in the room were ignoring it, and Samm chose to do the same. It wasn’t time yet, it seemed, and the party continued. He listened in on another conversation, more reminiscing about the old days in the Isolation War, and here and there a story about the Revolution, but nothing that fired Samm’s memory as profoundly as the sergeant’s story had. Eventually the sight of the pork ribs and the sound of chewing became too much, and Samm carefully dug a plastic bag of beef jerky from his pack. It was a pale imitation of the juicy ribs his former comrades were enjoying, but it was something. He turned his eyes back to the scope and found Major Wallace right as he stood up to speak.

“Lieutenant Colonel Richard Cornwell is unable to speak to you today, but I’m honored to say a few words on his behalf.” Wallace moved slowly, not just his walk but his gestures, his speech—every motion was measured and deliberate. He looked as young as Samm, like an eighteen-year-old human, but in real time he was nearing twenty—the expiration date. In another few months, maybe only a few weeks, he’d start to decay just like Cornwell. Samm felt cold and pulled his jacket tighter around his shoulders.

The party grew as quiet as Samm, and Wallace’s voice carried powerfully through the hall, echoing tinnily in Samm’s earbuds. “I’ve had the honor of serving with the colonel my entire life; he pulled me out of the growth tank himself, and he put me through boot camp. He’s a better man than most I’ve met, and a good leader to all of his men. We don’t have fathers, but I’d like to think that if we did, mine would be something like Richard Cornwell.”

He paused, and Samm shook his head. Cornwell was their father, in every sense but the strictly biological. He had taught them, led them, protected them, done everything a father was supposed to do. Everything Samm would never do. He tweaked the zoom on the spotting scope, pushing in as close on the major’s face as he could. There were no tears, but his eyes were gaunt and tired.

“We were made to die,” said the major. “To kill and then to die. Our lives have but two purposes, and we finished the first one sixteen years ago. Sometimes I think the cruelest part wasn’t the expiration date, but the sixteen years we had to wait to find out about it. The youngest of you have it worst, because you’ll be the last to go. We were born in war, and we earned our glory, and now we sit in a fading room and watch each other die.”

The roomful of Partials stiffened again, harder this time, some jumping to their feet. Samm swung his scope wildly, looking for the colonel, but the tight zoom on the major’s face made him lose his bearings and he searched helplessly for a few panicked seconds, listening to shouts of “The colonel!” and “It’s time!” Finally Samm pulled back, reset the scope, and zoomed in again from nearly a full mile away. He found the colonel’s bed, in a place of honor at the front of the room, and watched as the old man shook and coughed, flecks of black blood dribbling from the corners of his mouth. He looked like a corpse already, his cells degenerating, his body rotting away almost visibly as Samm and the other soldiers watched. He sputtered, grimaced, hacked, and lay still. The room was silent.

Samm watched, stone faced, as the soldiers prepared the final death rite: Without speaking a word the windows were thrown open, the curtains cleared, the fans turned on. Humans met death with crying, with speeches, with wailing and gnashing of teeth. The Partials met it as only Partials could: through the link. Their bodies were designed for the battlefield: When they died they released a burst of data to warn their fellow soldiers of danger, and when they felt it those soldiers would release more data of their own to spread the word. The fans churned at the air, blowing that data out into that world so that everyone would link it and know that a great man had died.

Samm waited, tense, feeling the breezes blow back and forth across his face. He wanted it, and he didn’t; it was both connection and pain, community and sadness. It was depressing how often those two came together these days. He watched the leaves flutter on the trees below him in the valley, watched the branches sway gently as the wind brushed past them. The data never came.

He was too far away.

Samm packed up his scope and the directional microphone, stowing them in his pack with their small solar battery. He searched the site twice, making sure he’d left nothing behind—the plastic bag of food was back in his satchel, the earbuds were stowed in his pack, his rifle was slung over his shoulder. Even the marks of the tripod in the dirt he kicked smooth with his boot. There was no evidence he had ever been here.

He looked one last time at his colonel’s funeral, pulled on his gas mask, and slipped back into exile. There was no room in that warehouse for deserters.
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