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It wasn’t as easy as all that, being a synth. Even just pretend. 
Katla glared at her image in the portable mirror-screen in her moms’ bedroom. She was no way close to the symmetry of a real synth. Right hip too high; press it down. That made the shoulders crooked; even them out. Arms neutral—identically neutral. Lift the ribcage. Feet straight, no pigeon toes. She glanced at Olve, standing in the open doorway. Okay?
“Better,” her friend said, straightening his own hips to match. They’d already figured out that wearing the brightly colored hemp overalls with lots of pockets that were so popular now also help hide minor slip-ups to their synthing.
A little.
“Now try moving. Toward me.” Olve wouldn’t come into the room, still cautious around other people’s moms, even just their stuff. Even here, so inviting with its soft futon covered with a bright blue duvet, the quiet walls for sleeping soundly, the open window with its field set to mid-shade. Everything scented with lavender. She’d already told him once that this was a safe time, what more could he want? 
Sure, one of Katla’s moms was a Big Deal in the Government, scary important, but that mom was hardly ever home. Between times, every once-cleared surface of their little sandcrete and sunshine bungalow grew its own pile. Clothes on top of chairs and dressers, flimsies and tablets and tools of every sort on tables and counters and even the outside bench. Best was berries—very best was strawberries—left out on the open shelf by the sink in the kitchen. You’d step into the cottage and feel like you were walking into a pie.
Then Mom Sofia would message she was on her way home from whatever Important Meeting, and everything would disappear. Into drawers, into the bag to go to the tool-sharing shed, into a big bin jammed in Katla’s closet.
But now, surfaces were covered, homework and watercolors spread out on the big table, and the whole house smelled like cherry pie. Still, her friend hovered in the main room, just outside the bedroom.
The mirror-screen tracked ahead of Katla as she took a step toward him. The difference between the soft rug and the hard floor on her bare feet tripped her up, and she watched her hips fall crooked again. Her shoulders followed, back to their usual slant.
Ugh. She should be wearing shoes, anyway, to hide her tell-tale toes. 
Olve groaned in sympathy. 
“This isn’t going to work.” Katla thought her synth mimicry was strong. She’d been pretending to be a synth for nearly all her eight years. Now that she could actually watch herself on screen, though, she could see how far she had not come. She should have thought of this sooner.
At this rate, they would never be able to sneak into the synths’ clubhouse. They would never find out what synths did for fun—and when they didn’t have to deal with humans.
“Don’t give up yet.” Olve said, shaking his head so his short dark curls danced. “Anyway, Arcan’s walk is too hard. They’re too tall for you. Try Veerill’s. She sinks in the hips when she walks. Closer to how you do it.” Olve’s eye for movement was so much better. He took weekly dance training, while Katla’s performance periods were spent suffering through public speaking. Mama Claire was a painter, so she did show Katla stuff about art, but it was kind of random, like much of the rest of their life.
Katla closed her eyes and tried to picture Veerill. Shorter legs than Arcan, so that was good. And she did have sort of a roll in the hips as she walked, not as stiff, if still measured and precise. Katla tried the roll. Felt good. But she wasn’t sure she remembered it right.
“Better,” Olve said. He looked behind him, to the open outer door. “But you need to watch Veerill more, I think, to see more differences.”
Ugh. Olve was right. But Arcan was so much easier—they lived here and didn’t notice when Katla was observing them.
“Where d’you think Veerill is now?” Katla said.
“The bakery. Right? It’s not much past midday. I think.” Neither of them was wearing their wristcoms. Those told you the time, sure, but they also let your moms tell you to come home, or reminded you of lessons and chores and all the rest. This way, someone would have to catch her first.
They ran up the steep hill through the sultry air to the tiny village center. The sun warmed their backs like a cuddle. Katla liked these tropical islands best, but they’d been here nearly a year already, so probably would be moving soon. Already they’d felt a few minor quakes, and the closest volcano had started to smoke. Arkhide was an active planet, still burping lava, with islands forming and sinking all the time.
The bakery was closing for the day when they arrived, out of breath and red of face, glowing and giddy. Veerrill was packing the last of the bread into bags to take up to the main dining hall, but hadn’t gotten to the cookies yet.
“Hello, littles! Why aren’t you in schooling?”
“Half day today, Veerill,” Katla said.
“Net went down,” Olve said. 
Veerill, another of the human-shaped synths, picked up two sugar cookies in her oversized, gloved hands. She was shorter and wider, and beautiful today in overalls that shaded from pink near her head of silvered hair to burgundy at her boots. Katla usually liked tracing her wide, smiling face, but today she had a mission. She looked down, focusing on Veerill’s hips and knee-joints as she walked toward them. She tried to feel the movement in her own hips. Veerill didn’t move her shoulders as she walked—weird. But good for not spilling plates and platters, maybe.
“Take these cookies off my hands, then. Katla, did you hear what your mother is up to? Everyone is talking about it—or they were, before the net went down.”
Katla took a cookie, still warm and sugar-icing good. “You mean the new negotiations? I thought we already had a treaty with the Arkhideans.”
Veerill went back inside the bakery and re-emerged with a large bag of baguettes. A drone-bike puttered up to them, and Veerill loaded the bag on the bike.
“We are Arkhideans, too,” she said. “But yes.”
“Do you know why?” Katla licked her fingers. “Do they want more from us?”
“I don’t know. Sofia says it’s to keep lines of communication strong, but I’m not sure what that even means.”
“More translators?” Olve had already finished his cookie and his fingers and was eyeing the shelf where more cookies used to be. Veerrill had them boxed already and was setting that box on the bike. Olve tucked his hands in his front pockets and slumped.
“Perhaps,” Veerill said.
“I think I’d like to be a translator,” he said, perking up. “You get to be by the sea all the time.”
Katla scoffed. “We’re already by the sea all the time. It’s an archipelago planet.”
“Big word for such a little girl!” Veerill said. “But I can see Olve’s point. You’d get to be not only near the sea but actually in it, perhaps.”
“Yeah,” Olve said. “Maybe even in the deep zones, where nobody else is allowed to go. How supra would that be?”
Katla rolled her eyes. “Way supra, sure.”
Olve straightened up, carefully settling his frame into Arcan’s posture. “Not everyone wants to go to space, Katla. Some of us want to have other adventures. Speaking of…” He Arcan-walked past the bench.
Right. She turned to Veerill. “Could we walk with you to the dining hall?”
“Of course, dear. My, Olve, you remind me of Arcan.”
“I’m practicing walking like them.” Olve smiled the small, polite smile Arcan usually used, no dimples, no teeth.
Katla inhaled sharply. He wouldn’t tell her the real reason why, would he? She tried to signal to him to stop talking, but he just tilted his head, Arcannily, and did a slow blink.
Veerrill laughed, a high trill. “The blink is faster than that. But otherwise, an excellent echo, Olve. Have you been taking lessons with them?”
“Arcan’s a baby synth,” Katla said. “What can they teach us?”
“They live with you, right, Katla?” Veerill said. “They may be a baby, as you put it, but synths are reborn with a great deal of standard knowledge embedded.”
Katla regretted scarfing down her cookie. Supper was a long ways away. “Sure, Arcan can help me with dimensional math. But then they can’t figure out the simplest knock-knock joke.”
“Be fair,” Olve said. “Your knock-knock jokes are weird.”
“Are not.”
“Are so.”
“Right,” said Veerill. “We’re on our way.”
As Katla trailed the synth and the bot-bike, trying to match the hip-roll, Olve ran ahead. He pulled his tiny drone out from the front pocket of his overalls and tossed it up. It flew around and around them as Katla tried to focus on Veerill. She mirrored the shoulders. Not as stiff as she thought, an illusion of stillness because they were so well coordinated with the hips. The synth turned her head by leading with her chin. She was the tiniest bit pigeon-toed!
By the time they reached the top of the hill, where the village offices, tool sheds, big dining hall, and meeting rooms sat, Katla thought she might have the knack of it. 
“Had enough practice?” Veerill said, teasing.
“Caught me!” Katla said. “Yes. You’re way easier than Arcan. Our shapes are more alike.”
“You’re still going to need some padding in the hips for a while.” Veerrill said. “And no, you can’t have another cookie.” She and her cookies headed for the kitchen door to the hall. 
Katla and Olve perched on the stone wall bordering the rim of the plateau. The village spread below them: one- and two-story prefabs and sand-bricks. When everybody pitched in, and the weather stayed good, their people could build a village like this in a week. Easy here, with the warm breezes, long sunny days, and plenty of sand and other materials lying by. Harder up north—less raw material and more unpredictable weather. At the last northern island, they lived and ate in emergency tents for months, while the connectors for pipes and power lines trickled in. Katla hadn’t minded, since it meant multiple families shared space and it was easier to make new friends. But after the big blow last year, only Olve had traveled with her to this new island—everyone had scattered to fill homes in already established towns.
She liked this island, Samata, because the people here loved color. The houses were all shades—well, all light-reflecting shades—from lilac to yellow to sky blue. There was the amazing synth house—a castle!—high above the village center. The near wall of it was somehow painted just the right blue to almost disappear in the sky on clear days. Katla had gotten to pick the color of her house this time, and help spray-paint it. Coral, like in the deeps where nobody was allowed to go.
But there weren’t enough kids here. There weren’t enough kids anywhere, really. They were only the second generation of humans on Arkhide. All the adults were so busy building their new civilization they had no time to populate it. Katla’s moms would have been considered old to be starting a family on the planet where they all came from, but here they were younger than average.
Lucky they had the synths to boost their population numbers, then. And synths had babies, too—just a few now but maybe more later, too. Synth babies had more choices than human babies, since they were pretty well grown at birth. Her step-sib Arcan had chosen to foster with humans. Katla had always known them, just as she’d always known her moms. After her moms, Arcan was her biggest hero.
But they had secrets. All synths did.
And Katla was determined to figure them out.
As soon as she could figure out how to pass for synth.
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