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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The character of Katla Sofiasdottar has been living in my brain for a decade. I knew her, I knew what had happened to her and her world, I knew what would happen as she became an adult and saved her world (diplomatically).

      I so wanted to share her with readers, but every time I started in, the story stalled.

      

      The Writing Journey

      I couldn’t figure out how to get all the bits of story together in one piece.

      I started in the middle, with Katla as a teen, with flashbacks and big time jumps to get her to her mid-20s. But the story felt choppy and the themes didn’t gel that way. So I started again, with Katla in her mid-20s, but then two-thirds of the book was heavy backstory!

      I shared bits of these versions of the story during classes at university and workshops at Futurescapes. People would love the bits, and I would get to chugging along again. And then it would fall apart again, like a mobile of the universe made with too-fragile string. Four years of this.

      Through it all, I’ve always told the story in Katla’s point of view. It’s her story through and through. I love writing close third-person, so you’ll feel like you’re right there with her, in her skin almost as she navigates her world.

      Finally, I realized, Katla at 8 was not Katla at 16 was not Katla at 24. Doh! But I didn’t want to give up the closeness of the narratives. I want readers to feel what Katla feels.

      So, I wrote three separate stories. Secrets of the Synths is Katla at 8, curious and brave and innocent. Worlds Apart is Katla at 16, finding that just as her world is expanding, it is contracting, too. Hidden Planet is Katla at 24, confronting the Cooperative Realm and its predatory ways.

      This three-part structure not only lets readers dive deep into Katla’s life but also see for themselves how she has grown and developed in her attitudes, skills, and abilities. How others change (or don’t) in how they interact with her.

      With Tales of Arkhide, I am combining the stories that I always intended should go together, and in the order I think they read best. Secrets of the Synths starts off, its tone almost young adult. In Worlds Apart, you can hear the frustration, impatience, and determination of the nearly-there-but-not-quite adult. With Hidden Planet, Katla, fully adult, needs to step far outside her comfort zone to help her people in a crisis.

      

      Arkhide: World of Wonder

      I love the planet Arkhide, with its mighty earthquakes, volcanoes, and tsunamis. I love its people, who are high-tech enough to license patents to the Co-op for funds and resilient enough to build entire cities they can pack up and move in three days when a volcano is about to blow.

      In addition to these three stories, I’ve already revisited Arkhide twice. I used its orbital station as a setting in my novel The Listeners. And my newest novel is called The Elders of Arkhide, so that’s pretty obvious. Elders doesn’t include Katla but does have some familiar characters from both the Katla stories and The Listeners. All the novels are great reads on their own, but you’ll get more out of  The Elders if you’ve read Hidden Planet and The Listeners first.

      As you travel through these three stories, you'll not only watch Katla grow from a curious child to a determined young woman, but you'll also see the world of Arkhide unfold in all its complexity. (Okay, not “all”—I might have another story planned.) These tales explore themes of belonging, resilience, and the power of cooperation in the face of both natural disasters and interstellar politics.

      While each story stands on its own, together they form a rich tapestry that I hope will immerse you in this unique world. Whether you're new to Arkhide or returning after reading “The Listeners,” I invite you to experience these stories as I always envisioned them—as one continuous journey.

      Thank you for joining me on this adventure. I hope Katla's story and the world of Arkhide will captivate your imagination as much as they have mine.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      Katla was home when Arcan returned from helping fix the networks. She and Olve had raced down the hill and directly into the protected cove. They’d exhausted themselves in the shallow water, and flung themselves onto the sand to dry. They’d begged snacks from fisherfolk who were smoking the little shallowfish on the beach. After the network had been restored, they’d slunk in the growing afternoon shadows of the buildings, pretending to be spies, avoiding the capture that would mean a return to school and homework.

      Now Olve was at his house and Katla was in the kitchen, freshly showered and contemplating how many cherries she could eat without mom noticing. Arcan strode in, kicking his boots off just inside the door. How ever did they move their hips that way? She still could not work it out.

      “What was it?” she said.

      “Wind damage. It’s not worth it to make everything wireless on every island. This time, it was the lines from the solar panels. No power, no net.” They set their toolbox, a canvas-sided messenger bag, on the dining-room table. “Cherries are for dessert, mom says.”

      Katla huffed, and rolled her eyes. “Were you born a grown-up?”

      “I wasn’t born.”

      “You know what I mean.” She came closer to her half-sib. They towered above her, silver trunk and limbs, dark-gold joints and eyes, silver eyebrows and face. Like most synths, Arcan’s head hair was smooth and short. She wasn’t sure how they grew it out. If.

      Katla pushed her own frizzy hair down on the sides of her head, but it just popped up again like always. That was another problem.

      She put an arm around Arcan’s waist and pulled them into a side hug. “Have you ever thought about wearing a hat? Or a scarf?”

      Arcan shrugged gracefully. “They do it in some of the synth cities. But don’t you think it’s too windy here?”

      “You could start a new style trend!” And she would have an easier time getting into the synth club.

      “I’ll consider it. You could design some windproof hats for us. Part of your art assignment.”

      Ugh. “Not you, too. I have enough homework.”

      “That’s not what your moms say.”

      “What do they know? I’m their first kid.”

      “Who ran around like a feral all day long.”

      “Who’s a feral?” Katla pulled away, teasing. “I remember a time when you forgot to come inside out of the storm.”

      Arcan gave her a squeeze. “We both had a lot to learn.”
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        * * *

      

      Like Katla among the humans, Arcan held a somewhat rare position among the synths of Arkhide. Both were one of the few children, at least for now. But unlike her, Arcan’s childhood was caused by Arcan themself.

      The way Mama Claire put it, sometimes a synth just got tired and wanted to try something new. Many had lived for a hundred years or so, and for most, all that life had been unhappy. At least until they could manage to get to a sanctuary planet, and there were only two of those anyone knew of.

      Cheated, hounded away, even physically attacked, most synths yearned to escape the Cooperative Planets. Arkhide was outside the Cooperative—so far outside it took a long time to get here. The tens of thousands of synths here carried depths of pain written into their memories, held in their hearts and, often, shown on their skins.

      But like her, Arcan did not. They were brave and confident in their skin, and forever curious.

      Just like she wanted to be.

      After one of the whirlwind cleanups, they were sitting on the bench outside the cottage absolutely not getting dirty before Mom Sofia came home. The evening sun was sliding past the horizon, deepening the bright colors of the cottages. The air tasted thick and brackish, but the coming rain would clear that out. Or a good strawberry.

      “Arcan. What’s it like to be all-connected?”

      Arcan turned to her. To be in the circle of their full attention made her feel warm, safe.

      “Are you worried about when your network will be installed?” Humans didn’t start getting implants until they were around twelve. By the time they were in their apprenticeships, they had all the stuff adults had: expanded memory, perfect wayfinding, near-instantaneous communications—so long as the network stayed up.

      “Nah. I want it. I want it all. I want to be like you!”

      Arcan made their heh-heh-heh laugh, funny but not really funny. “It’s… nice, actually. You don’t have to leave the channels open all the time; you can have quiet periods. But if you take too much—are offline too often or too long—somebody will come to check on you.”

      “Sounds like they care about you.”

      Arcan sighed, their shoulders easing. “I suppose. But really, what could possibly happen to me? I’m on a quiet island on a safe planet.”

      “You think they’re wrong to care?”

      “I’m not saying it right. I think they are overprotective because of what happened to them, not because of what might happen to me.”

      Katla knew that feeling. “Like when Mom Sofia got so mad when we took the skimmer. “You’re too precious to waste in a skimmer crash!” she’d shouted at them both, even after they reminded her that Arcan did have a basic piloting program. Later, Mama Claire told them about how Sofia had crashed her own skimmer as a teenager, way back when they lived on Wala. She’d only been banged-up in bruises, but it had given her quite a scare, mama said. And that was why she always requested a pilot for long trips.

      Katla took Arcan’s hand, long, strong, pleasingly cool in the moist heat. “Will they ever stop? You can’t really want that.”

      Arcan clasped her hand. “No. And no. But sometimes…” They looked out, squinting to focus on the last rays of the sun. “I wish.”

      They heard Mama Claire in the kitchen, talking with someone briefly and then slamming a platter on the counter. She bustled to the door, casting a shadow on the ground in front of them. Her hair frizzed like a halo around her head. Her hands were on her hips.

      “False alarm. Sofia got called back to handle some new crisis. No mom tonight.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the door jamb. “May as well eat the food we made.”

      Finally. Katla jumped up, pulling Arcan with her. “More strawberries for us!”
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      Next day, before Olve was done with his schoolwork, Katla and Arcan went to the beach. They had permission to take out the smallest of the sailboats, so long as they stayed in the shallows. Here, the shallows went quite a ways out, so it was more fun than at the last island. The last island had a real beach, though. Here it was black rocks down to the water, and the boats had to be tied up to anchors or floating docks.

      That meant everybody had to get wet.

      Arcan pushed the centerboard into the slot, while Katla unwound the lines of the single sail. Once they were stable, she scuttled to sit by the rudder, her favorite post. She tried to shake out the water from her sandals, one by one.

      “Head to the big boulder?”

      “Aye-aye.” Arcan looked toward the boulders, so far that Katla could only see them as hazy dark spots. “The wind is perfect to get there, but will be a chore coming back.”

      “Maybe it will change by then.” She waited for them to set the sail, and then pushed the rudder the rest of the way down. They shot off, parallel to the shore, always within sight.

      After a moment, Arcan sat on the edge of the hull. “Wonder if we’ll go out of network range, out here.”

      Katla tied the rudder down, and scuttled up to sit beside them. “Could we, even? It’s not that far.”

      “I wish.” They turned from gazing out at their destination to watching the village floating by. There didn’t seem to be too many people out on the lanes or the streets. No one rushed, but Everyone always had something to do. A world-wide community didn’t spring up out of nothing in days or weeks, Mom Sofia said. Not even in the nearly two decades they’d been here on Arkhide.

      Arcan turned back to look at the water. “Synths are on mandatory open channel today,” they said, raising their voice against the wind. “We’re having a big debate, and everyone needs to share their opinion.”

      “I never heard of that.” Arkhide’s humans might be able meet up in real time, maybe on one of the biggest islands. But they were spread out on purpose, for safety on this still-young planet. “How many are connected?”

      “Eighty thousand fifty-six.”

      There were only ten thousand or so human-shaped synths. Maybe it made sense to speak online, in a network language so all of them would understand.

      “We rarely must be connect-all at the same time. After all, we’re all over the planet, so some are on day hours and some on night.”

      “Even you? But you’re a baby synth.” No humans besides the moms seemed to ever want her to share her opinions, and even they had their limits.

      “Everyone.”

      What could be so important?

      Something bad?

      Katla grasped the ridge of the hull tightly. “Are you talking about leaving us?”

      “What? Sorry, no. It’s about the network.” Arcan waved an arm at the sky. “Some of us—and some of the humans, too—they want to launch satellites. More than the one that sends to Wala.”

      That sounded like a good idea. Connections wouldn’t break all the time. Everyone would be safer and happier.

      “So what’s the problem?”

      Arcan took the line. “Time to come about.” They both ducked under the boom as it swung across, and shifted their butts to the other side of the boat.

      “Have you heard of stealth planets?”

      She hadn’t. “Spies?”

      “Not exactly. Right now, Arkhide is a stealth planet. We have a kind of barrier made of energy in the atmosphere that discourages signals—and spaceships—from noticing us. The more satellites we put up, though, the more likely it is we’ll be found.”

      So that’s why the network didn’t always work. Katla held her hand just barely touching the water near the boat as they moved through it. Making a stealth signal to the waves.

      “We’ve been debating it for years,” Arcan said. “Since we got here, I understand. Yesterday’s network crash was the last straw for many. So, we’re debating it again.”

      “Synths are so tech smart. Can’t you come up with another fix?”

      “That’s what we have been waiting for.” Arcan tapped the water beside Katla’s hand. A tiny wave jumped over the finger. “One group thinks they know a way to dampen emissions better. Another group thinks their way is better. Neither is fully tested. So, we debate.”

      “What do you think?” She dipped her finger deeper, making a bigger wake. The water here on the surface was so warm. They should anchor and swim before the clouds came in.

      “I think we should do both. But that would take far more resources. We’d have to postpone building better transports and upgrading basic facilities. Maybe delay bringing more families to the planet. Plus, we’d have to buy some parts from off-world, and that is a danger every time.”

      “Can we just not be a stealth planet?”

      Arcan startled. They looked like they were going to jump to their feet, but caught themselves. Instead, they sat up straight, stiff. The boat rocked, pushing Katla’s whole hand in the water.

      “No.”

      “Okay, ” Katla said quickly, sitting up herself. “Absolutely not.” Arcan’s posture didn’t ease.

      She flicked the water from her fingers at them.

      “Hey! Two can play that game.” They swept a handful of water up and right at Katla.

      She turned away and let it soak her back. “No fair!”

      “You started it.”

      “And you ended it. Fair?”

      “Fair.”

      They sat in sunny, windy, friendly silence the rest of the way to the boulders.
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        * * *

      

      Katla got home late that afternoon, after sailing with Arcan, swimming with Olve, hiding from the oratory instructor, running up and down the path to the old volcano and then begging for restorative treats at the small dining hall. Sweaty, sticky, dusty, happy.

      Arcan sat on the outside bench, polishing their joints, which looked plenty fine to her. She didn’t dare sit beside them, and get dust all over their beautiful work.

      “Better use the shower out back, or you’ll hear about it from Mama Claire.”

      “You look nice. Going on a date?”

      “Very funny.” Arcan held the cloth out to her. “Do my back?” They turned a bit on the bench so she could reach. “Going to the aerie.”

      “The synths’ clubhouse? Can I go with?”

      “You know it’s just for synths.”

      Katla scrubbed at Arcan’s back, even though she didn’t see anything wrong with it. “I’ve been practicing! Me and Olve. I can do Veerill, and he can do you.”

      Arcan turned to look at her. “Do?”

      “Yes! We’ve been practicing. You’re too hard, but I figured out a way to walk like Veerill instead. Look.” She stepped back a bit and turned so Arcan could see her from the side. Then she took Veerill’s slow measured steps, rolling her hips big, holding her armswings in.

      She pivoted and walked back to stand in front of them “See!”

      “But. Why?”

      Arcan wasn’t usually so dense. “So we can be synths! Get in the clubhouse.” Arcan’s expression made Katla wince. “Not to do anything. Or mess anything up. Just to see.”

      “There’s nothing to see.”

      “You think. How do you know what might be interesting to me? Even the word—Aerie.” She drew out the vowels wistfully. “I want to see it.”

      She handed the cloth back. “Totally perfect now. You could take us with you.”

      Arcan folded the cloth and set it on their knee. “We’ll see.”

      Ugh. “Never, then.”

      “That’s not what I said.” Interesting that Arcan felt like they had to defend themself. “Humans can go everywhere. We just want one place to ourselves.”

      “Synths can go everywhere, too!”

      Arcan leaned back, pretending to hear something. “I think your mama is coming. Better get ready to go to supper.”

      Katla rolled her eyes. So obvious. She stomped to the faucet at the back of the cottage.

      She and Olve would figure something out.

      With or without Arcan’s help.
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      Arcan didn’t return home that night, or even in the morning.

      Katla suffered through her rescheduled oratory practice and then sought out Olve. After much searching, she found him up above the meeting house, scoping out the aerie. The sun was high, but for once the wind was gentle.

      Made of carefully matched stone and shaped like an ancient castle, the aerie rested on a natural perch high above the village. Arcan said the synths had wanted to practice old-fashioned construction techniques like building without mortar, so they built a place that nobody needed to use in case it fell apart.

      So now they had a clubhouse.

      “I’ve been watching the door,” Olve said. His overalls were dusty at the knees and butt, but he’d worn tan ones so it wasn’t so noticeable. “Sometimes people come out, but after a while they go back in again.”

      She crouched beside him on the wrong side of a short wall protecting people from falling off the ledge. Like spies. She pushed her mess of hair down and tied it with an elastic band at the nape of her neck. Her head probably looked like a swollen gourd, but who cared.

      “How much debate do they need to do?” she said.

      “Really.” Olve said. “Don’t they communicate at light speed?”

      “Thought speed, I think. Arcan said if they really want to be private, they must talk face to face.”

      Olve snorted, unconvinced. “But then anyone could overhear them.”

      “Not in there.” They contemplated the closed door for a moment.

      As if at their wish, the door started to swing open. They hunched farther behind the wall but still high enough to see.

      She didn’t know either of the synths who came out. One had a human form, green and gold, with a bulkier frame than Arcan’s. The other a wide box-shape, like those she worked with when she helped out on the terrace farms. The synths moved to the side of the building away from the children and the wall. They seemed to be having a conversation. Katla thought it was safe to whisper. The wind would take her words away.

      “Arcan says sometimes, he called it, what? Thought leak. If what they’re thinking has strong feelings attached, a whiff of that can leak out alongside the words. Like when you say, ‘It’s okay’ when your mom can’t come home for your birthday, but your voice shows how sad you are.”

      “So more like feeling leak.”

      Before she could answer, they were there. The two stranger synths.

      “What are you littles doing here?” The green-and-gold synth loomed over them. “Get away from the edge! Can’t you read the signs? It says stay on this side.”

      As soon as Katla and Olve started to scramble over the wall, the synth took a step back, giving them room.

      “Sorry,” Katla started. “Sorry⁠—”

      “Why are you here?” interrupted the tall synth. “Children are not allowed.” They poked her chest, almost touching. “Humans aren’t allowed.”

      Katla froze. No one had ever poked at her in that unfriendly way.

      Olve was quicker. “We’re curious, is all. We see that gorgeous window up there, see? And we wonder how amazing must be the view from that window. Could you let us in, just for a minute, so we could see?”

      “Absolutely not. This place is for synths only.” But both synths turned to gaze up at the giant bay windows. They looked like real glass, not force fields like at home, and they had some kind of coating that reflected the sun. That’s what must cause the building to look like it was winking in the sunlight, when seen from down in the village.

      “We won’t tell anyone.”

      “Why should that matter?” The tall synth. “Small island girl.”

      “We won’t tell anyone,” Olve repeated. “We’re too young to be linked in. Nobody can spy on you through us.”

      “But you are the spies, no?” The boxy synth had a voice like chocolate cream.

      Katla put that thought away before it made her more hungry than she already was. “Nobody listens to little kids. Please, can’t we just come in for just a minute? We’ll run upstairs to the windows and look out, and then run right back down.” They absolutely would not do that, but once they were in, somebody would have to catch them.

      “You know there are stairs?”

      That stopped her. “Well, I think there must be?”

      “She doesn’t know,” the tall one said. They’re just littles.”

      “Forbidden,” the boxy one said.

      “But we know people inside!” Olve looked like he’d had an idea. “Like Katla’s sibling.”

      The boxy one tilted in disbelief. “Humans and synths are not siblings.”

      “Some are,” Katla said. “Even on small islands. Like me and Arcan.”

      At the name, both synths startled, the tall one stretching taller, the boxy one standing straight.

      Katla pressed on. “They said we could come by, and they would maybe give us a look.” She crossed her fingers as she told the lie, hoping it would not cause harm to her or Arcan.

      The synths looked at each other, and then started chirping. It was brief, but decided something. “We will go ask Arcan,” the tall one said. “Stay here. On the safe side of the wall.”

      As they watched them disappear behind the aerie door, Olve whistled, trying to sound like they had. “Do you think they were talking to each other, then?”

      “Sounded like birds.”

      “Or a recording played on superfast.”

      Minutes ticked by. And by. And by.

      “They’re not coming back,” Olve said.

      “Ugh. Just like adults. ‘We’ll see,’ they say. Pah.”

      “Maybe they didn’t believe you.”

      “They think humans lie?” Katla huffed. She stomped her booted foot. Dust coated the toes of her boots. She needed to get in there. She needed to see.

      Olve tapped his chin. “They knew right away we weren’t synths.”

      “We didn’t fool them at all!”

      “No.” Olve shook his curls. “We didn’t give them a chance. They found us hiding.”

      He was right. Katla looked toward the door, considering. “What if we stood by the door. Synth it up, and when the next ones come out, they won’t give us another look.”

      “And then when they go back in, we follow them! Supra.”

      She paused, unsure. “You stand closest to the door, though. You’re better at it.”

      They stepped up to the porch and settled themselves close but not too close to the door. Katla pulled her coverall’s hips out a little, more Veerill-like. She only had time to think about how great it would be if there were popsicles inside, or a sandwich, when the door opened again.

      It was two new synths, noisier in their movement. Katla turned her head slowly. They weren’t the ones who’d promised to come back. We’ll see, indeed.

      She hadn’t even tried to blink before the synths startled and squawked at them. The blue one switched to Galactic. “No trespassing! Signs are posted!”

      Olve stayed true, but Katla gave up at once. She put her hands up. “Peace. Peace. We’re going, we’re going.”

      More squawking followed them as they stepped off the platform, heading toward the stone fence again. Olve turned and sat on the fence, arms crossed.

      “That should have worked.”

      Katla threw herself beside him. “What did we do wrong?”

      “You gave up too early.”

      “No. It’s that all-channels-open thing. They couldn’t communicate with us.”

      Olve’s shoulders slumped. “Forgot about that.”

      “We couldn’t know. After all, they’re here so they wouldn’t have to be all-open, right?” But that didn’t mean they were all-closed, either.

      They glared at the two synths, who chirped at each other and pretended not to see them. Finally the synths went back inside.

      They had to be hiding something. Something supra, she was sure. Everything synths did was supra.

      “Wait,” Olve said, brightening. “They said something about stairs. Maybe there’s stairs on the outside, too. Like for safety.”

      He crouched down and scurried to the far corner of the building. Now if synths came out of the door, they would have their backs to him. He waved for her to come over.

      Katla wanted to wait for Arcan. Dealing with the other synths had been awful. But it had been ages—at least ten minutes—and they hadn’t come.

      They weren’t coming.

      She scurried after Olve.

      It was easy to duck under the narrow windows on the first floor. The ground around the castle was clear and packed down. No dust to kick up and give them away.

      Olve paused before turning the corner to the back of the building. “Wish we had our wristcoms. We could spy around the corner.”

      Katla touched his shoulder. “I can’t wait to be more like a synth.”

      Olve turned to her, surprised. “More… like a synth?”

      “Yeah, when we get our implants. We’ll be able to talk secretly. And find out anything. We’ll know stuff without studying. It’ll be supra. Ultima, even.”

      “Shhh.” Olve frowned. “I’m not sure about all that.”

      “You’ll see,” she said. Feeling brave like a synth, Katla peeked around the corner.

      “Yes!” she said. “Stairs, all the way to the roof. And nobody around.”

      “Emergency exit,” Olve said. He took her hand and squeezed it. They were almost in!

      They skulked to the base of the stairs. It also was made of set stones, so their steps should be silent. But any loose rock could give them away.

      Katla wiped her hands on her coveralls before taking the first step. She didn’t see any windows that could give them away. The treads were solid, very sturdy. The stone, warmed by the sun, gave off a mossy smell.

      She paused on the first landing, halfway up the first floor, and waited for Olve. He made it there in half the time. She absolutely needed to take dance lessons.

      When they got to the door on the second floor, they paused. It had a simple latch, the kind you pulled down on to open. It didn’t look locked. It didn’t look like it could lock. How to open it without giving themselves away?

      Katla wiped her hands on

      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Introduction
      


      		
        Secrets of the Synths
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Full Page Image
          


        


      


      		
        Worlds Apart
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Full Page Image
          


        


      


      		
        Volume 3
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


          		
            Chapter 34
          


          		
            Chapter 35
          


          		
            Chapter 36
          


          		
            Chapter 37
          


          		
            Chapter 38
          


        


      


      		
        Enjoy a Different Corner of the Cooperative Realm!
      


      		
        Also by Nicky Penttila
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Nicky Penttila


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/tales-of-arkhide-bug.jpg
P A
" PENTTILA








OEBPS/images/secrets-of-the-synths-20230807-print.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo-white-w-on-black-circle-20230728_2.jpg





