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Memoirs of a Synth: Firstdawn
Leigh Saunders
It was about four-thirty a.m. when I got home from T'aa's party, the smaller of Kita's two suns just edging over the horizon and bathing the city in a pale, cool glow. I was tired, I'd had too much to drink, and all I wanted to do was sleep.
The gated service elevator groaned loudly as it carried me up to my loft - T'aa called it an "accessible nest" - and I groaned back at it, not for the first time wishing that my own arms fanned out into a functional pair of wings like hers.
The joys of living on an alien world.
Two steps into the loft, I was suddenly wide-awake and sober.
Someone else had been there.
They'd been careful, but not careful enough.
The pale first sunlight filtering in through the polarized glass of the eastern wall of the loft provided just enough light for me to see everything I needed to see.
Survival is in the details, and the better-than-photographic memory designed into my synthesized brain immediately noted the slight differences in the placement of the items on my desk differences that would have gone unnoticed to the average human eye.
I scanned the rest of the loft. One of the nice features of its compact, open floorplan was that I could see most of the loft and the balcony from where I stood.
One of the kitchen cabinets was slightly ajar.
A kava fruit was missing from the bowl on the bistro-style table in the small dining nook.
A small pile of recently viewed vidchips strewn randomly on the shelf near the viewscreen had been reshuffled and the remote control unit for the vid was missing.
The Benbrite crystal sculpture I had stolen from an art museum on Sonal the year before had been moved a quarter of an inch from its previous location on the half-wall separating my sleeping area from the living area.
I couldn't see beyond that half-wall.
Cautiously, I approached the sleeping area. I had no weapon, only my genetically enhanced reflexes and what basic self-defense and street-fighting skills I had acquired over the course of my life and travels. I could almost feel the adrenaline pumping through my system, readying me for the age-old "fight or flight" response to the unknown. I forced myself to breathe deeply, calmly, and stepped into the sleeping area.
The shadows behind the half-wall were empty. Nor was there an intruder lurking in the closet, bathroom, or balcony.
I was alone in the loft.
I forced myself to relax, breathing deeply to slow my heart's rapid beating. Satisfied that the intruder had gone, I searched the loft again, noting every discrepancy. A pattern began to emerge of someone casually wandering through the loft, touching this or that, making themselves comfortable and familiar with my home and belongings and undoubtedly assessing the extent of the stolen artwork that comprised most of my possessions.
For a brief moment I knew the violation that my own victims must have felt when they discovered the theft of one of their treasures.
I would have to move, of course.
I liked the loft, but it was obvious that I had stayed too long in the same place. And my unknown visitor's intentions were far from clear.
It was a bother, but I already had my eye on two other flats in different quarters of the city. Either of them would do nicely. In the meantime, I would find a hotel.
I reached into the wardrobe for a change of clothes something more "touristy" seemed appropriate. It would hardly do to check into a hotel in my present outfit, the close-fitting, all-black "uniform" of the cat burglar. For the party, I had tossed a colorful shawl over my shoulder to make up for what the locals considered to be an embarrassing lack of plumage, but while my attire was appropriate for socializing with the nightlife at T'aa's, it would attract undue attention on the streets in full daylight.
A "click" and hum of machine noise echoed in the silence of the loft, nearly sending me through the roof.
I spun around, scanning every inch of the loft from my position in the sleeping area.
The vid had come on: a documentary, a man's voice calmly narrating events preceding Earth's entry into the Hundred Worlds nearly two hundred years before, events I knew from firsthand experience to have been far different than the account on the vid.
I crossed warily toward the vidscreen, looking for the intruder.
The elevator was silent, the car still there behind the old, wooden gate. Besides the elevator, there was only one other way someone could have gotten into the loft - from the balcony.
Which meant it was probably a Kita'an.
I shut off the vid.
The firstlight was growing stronger, and as I looked out onto the balcony for the second time, I saw movement in the foliage and a flash of familiar red and blue plumage.
"Dammit, T'aa," I said, wrenching open the sliding glass door. "I don't have a backup heart. Are you trying to scare me to death?"
T'aa came forward, moving out of the concealing branches of the large, potted yula bushes where she had been perched, her taloned feet clicking on the flagstone paving of the patio. She held the vid remote in her left hand.
Kita'ans are mammals, though their compact bodies are fully feathered. I would have to describe them as having the head, torso, and tail of a ferret, the wings and talons of a hawk, and the plumage and personality of parrots. While they have small, clawed hands at the last joint of their wings, they prefer to fly empty-handed, and carry large items in their talons and small items in chest-pouches. T'aa's pouch was decorated with her own feathers, allowing it to blend in with her plumage.
"I am sorry to have frightened you, Misha," she said, dipping her crested, wedge-shaped head. "I came as soon as I realized you had left the party."
"Get in here," I growled at her.
She smiled, a tentative baring of small, sharp teeth. I shook my head and stood to one side to let her enter. T'aa was a little over a meter tall, average height for a Kita'an, and walked awkwardly on short legs, her long, thick, feathered tail dragging behind her.
I smiled at the contrasting image of T'aa in flight, legs tucked up under her body, wings spread wide, tailfeathers fanned out behind her as she dipped and soared gracefully beneath Kita's twin suns.
I don't entertain much, but I do have a perch for my occasional Kita'an guest, though it more often serves as a coat rack. I cleared it off, and T'aa hopped up and settled herself.
"Misha, we must talk," she began.
"Yes," I said, dropping into a large, overstuffed chair opposite her. "Although if you had spent a little more time at your own party, we might have had the opportunity to talk there."
"Did you enjoy the party?" T'aa asked.
"You didn't come here for a critique of your social skills," I snapped, glaring at her.
"Are you going to turn on the lights?" she asked.
"No, I'm not," I said. "Firstlight will do."
T'aa opened her mouth to say something else, but I held up my hand to stop her. "Enough chirping," I said. "What are you doing here."
"You are angry," T'aa said, her crest drooping.
"Oh, I wouldn't go so far as that," I replied. "Yet."
She pointed the remote at the vid and turned it on. "You must watch this," she said.
"I've seen all the historical documentaries I wish to see in this lifetime," I said. "Not interested. You were here earlier. Why?"
"You haven't seen this one," she said. "It's new. Watch it. I think you'll find it interesting."
"No," I said, rising to shut the unit off and remove the vidchip. "Either tell me what's going on or get out."
"As Misha Kif, you are my friend and associate. But you are also Brianna Rei, a Synth, and you will listen to what I have to say."
My hand paused only a split second at the sound of my true name. Then, I popped the vidchip out of the player and turned back to T'aa. "What is this?" I asked holding up the chip. "What has someone told you?"
"My feathers came in late," T'aa said. "And if I can recognize who you really are, you can be sure that others will discover you also."
I stood there, not knowing what to say.
T'aa hopped down from the perch, took the vidchip from me, put it back into the player and turned it on. She propelled me back to my seat, then resumed her perch as the narrator continued his account of my history.
Dispassionately, he told of the creation of the Synths, the two hundred member, genetically engineered, First-Contact team designed in Earth's mid-twenty-first century to withstand the rigors of deep space travel. Archived news images of our training, our ship, our takeoff and our return nearly one hundred years later filled the vidscreen.
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