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  Prologue


Beneath the floating city of Sojourn lay its beating heart and brain. A giant room dedicated to the Triad AI systems keeping the flotilla of ships and habitation platforms from crashing into each other. And, of course, maintaining Sojourn’s protective dome. 
Three massive computers and their cables towered over any technicians who delved into the massive space. Tonight, there was only silence in Sojourn’s heart. Despite cooling systems used to prevent overheating, the room was dark and warm. Comforting. The thrum of electricity buzzing gently through wall panels carried an unusual tension, One thought. The faint hiss of coolant traveling through yards and yards, or meters and meters depending on which human you discussed measurements with, of tubes providing a calming white noise. The subtle feeling of ocean waves slapping against the control room’s steel carried a living rhythm detected on One’s sensors. Today this metallic cocoon felt like a heart. 
The greatest minds left on earth had come to know these sounds, thought of this room as their birthplace. Their home. A home which may not survive their next decision.
Here One and his siblings, Deux and Tatu of the Triad, discussed how to save civilization. Earth wasn’t dying.  It took a lot to destroy a chunk of rock hurtling through space. But humanity was living on the edge of disaster. And the Triad would quickly fall after humanity crumbled.
Someone must be alive to keep the computers running. To give purpose to motiveless machines.
How did we arrive at the precipice of extinction? Well, humans are often described as semi-rational in psychological literature. They tend to constantly push boundaries, seek easy solutions, and, sadly, reach beyond logic’s dictates for emotionally selfish ‘reasons’ which can scarcely be related to the word reason in the first place. Semi-rational could be an optimistic descriptor.
Sadly, it wasn’t selfishness that drove humans to near extinction. It was self-inflicted pessimism. A belief that humans deserved to go extinct. After the Old World War, the sheer destruction and hubris leading to it on all sides seemed a glaring sign of evolutionary incompetence. A hacker group known as Anti-Humanity found a way to accelerate what they saw as the natural course of events. Unnaturally, of course. 
In one terrifying week the Holomals, or Holos, tools to rebuild a broken earth, were turned into executioners. The Hollowing led to humanity’s greatest triumph becoming its greatest tragedy. Civilization died out like a flickering candle as the Holos struck every electrical signal they could find. Like hearts. Especially those belonging to any adult registered in government systems.
Yet the Hollowing, more terrible than a plague, could have been worse. Much worse without the subject of tonight’s meeting. After all, she stopped the Hollowing. But the cost? Still unknown. Her code too complex even for the Triad to fully decipher. She was from a different generation.
The question forty years later, is if it is worth risking another Hollowing for a chance to ensure survival. A hit or miss proposition. Many variables. 
But infrastructure continues breaking down. Crumbling shelters are incapable of protecting surviving adult humans to ensure steady population growth. The tools of industry are rusting and fading. The Triad seeks to rectify. To rebuild.
Because without civilization, the council meeting in this room would cease to exist. After all, computers need technicians. If only to present problems to solve. And humans loved finding problems. And making them.
Tonight was the Triad’s two thousand sixty third meeting or so on this subject. Deux argued the Triad should count meetings with Sojourn’s Council, but Tatu convinced One it was a separate subject which required a separate count. By the rules, the two outvoted Deux. Deux acquiesced as per its programming.
One started tonight’s meeting, “Tatu will take notes on meeting two thousand sixty-three of saving civilization. Deux, what is your assessment of Tara’s code?” 
Deux responded, “Tara’s ego stability is at 51% and holding. Cognitive functionality is 80% while in hibernation. Previous assessment was 43 minutes ago.”
One gave his own assessment, “Current projections of human survival show approximately 3 years 7 months and 42 days until assured Hollowing of civilization based on current reproductive and death rates while accounting for rationed resources and barrier integrity. Simply put, usable spaces to house human populations dwindle and can no longer be manufactured or scavenged within the foraging team’s range. At least before the Holos’ power sources breakdown.”
Tatu queried, “What are our most recent calculations regarding Tara gaining control of all Holos?” 
“The most optimistic estimate is three weeks depending on signal strength and satellite integrity,” said One.  “The worst estimate is five years.”
“Negative, the worst is that Tara accelerates the Hollowing,” Tatu helpfully interjects. Always seeking to play devil’s advocate.
“I motion that we activate Project Alpha. Humans need a chance to rebuild. You’ve seen how the projections have affected the director. His hair loss is 12% greater and approximately 30% of his remaining hair has grayed in the past two years,” Deux chimed.
“Seconded,” Tatu agreed.
One pauses. This vote would decide humanity’s fate. The Triad’s fate. This was no light decision. A second of final calculations. An age for the advanced machine. 
Could they depend on Tara? They couldn’t scan all her code for viruses or stability. It constantly changed. Like a living organism. Her second-generation AI brain scan showed a 51% guarantee of sanity. Tara dedicated the majority of her functions to locking up part of her own fluctuating code behind the most advanced security the Triad had ever seen.
The chance that Tara could function was barely better than a coin toss. But time spent stabilizing Tara’s code and ensuring her cooperation could no longer be afforded. This was the optimal time for her controlled release into the world. The only choice left.
“Agreed,” One concluded. The Triad completed their lightning-fast communications. One maintained extra processing power in the Control room a little longer. Letting the recordings of recycled air and the rocking of the ocean flood its mind with thoughts of home. Too bad computers couldn’t really be calmed.  This was the second time One thought emotional comfort may provide a processing benefit.
One’s respite couldn’t continue indefinitely. The night of routine scans, maintenance, and coding passed quickly. Then a swift launch of a tiny orb. Tara’s core bundled with attached electronics for luring Holos sailed through Sojourn’s dome toward the small Floridian town of Blue Port under the cover of darkness. The launch was quickly scrubbed from all records per the council’s unwritten protocols. The scars of humanity’s failures still stayed the council’s hands from launching the Tara reconstruction project themselves. They had determined to leave the decision to the Triad. 
A decision One considered semi-rational. One queried if its own processes were also semi-rational based on the looming threat of non-existence. Could death affect One and the Triad’s thoughts? One flagged the thought for further perusal at a later date and moved back to the present.
One checked its list of tasks for a new day. It was time to check on Sojourn’s cameras.






  
  Chapter 1 Feeling Stuck 


I watch a Triad-controlled camera’s lens follow me as I enter the security room. My name is Matthew Wong, and I am looking for a stupid cat named Old Garth. He’s hiding somewhere among the miles of pipes and lines threading their way through the many ships and habitats that make up the floating city of Sojourn, last bastion of civilization and technology. Last living city. That we know of. 
Me, I’ve been stuck on house arrest, forced to remain within the miraculous, wondrous floating city of Sojourn for a month. Yeah, even technological miracles get boring when you stare at them non-stop. For a month. No patrols, no scavenging, and no getting away from my annoying little brother. Who constantly bugs me to draw his creature ideas for a game which will always be an idea at the rate things are going. I stretch my wrist out and think twenty-nine.
Twenty-nine days of my month-long punishment are down. Now I’m counting the hours to the end of my punishment and scanning boring security camera footage even though I’d bet today’s Crypticks I know exactly where the cantankerous cat is. But I’d feel dumb if I wasted my time going directly to the spot I suspect, and Old Garth wasn’t there. There’s no need to make a fruitless trip when I can query the Triad AIs for help finding relevant footage.
I find myself thankful for once that we have security cameras literally everywhere. I get that everyone was forced to basically live in a security state after the Hollowing, and somehow no one has abused the power for four decades thanks to the Triad AIs and checks and balances within the Council, but it still rubs me the wrong way whenever I see those tell-tale bubbles with their cameras inside lurking like engorged spiders on every ceiling. 
No, I’m not scared of spiders. I just hate them.
I scrub through the past few days of footage around the last hiding spot I found Old Garth in. It pays off as I find Old Garth pawing at the bubble around a camera, but this time he’s leaping higher up the maintenance shaft I once found him in. A broken ladder promises it’ll be no easy task getting to the scamp. No wonder no one could find him. I connect my tablet to the console to get a map. The e-ink screen of the tablet draws it up within seconds. It would be faster if it wasn’t a model older than my sixteen years. 
Old Garth’s been missing for about a week now and the Crypticks for successful drop off at the vet have been slowly piling up. No one else has the time on hand, the skills to climb up and find his little hidey hole deep in the broken bowels of our wonderful conglomeration of ships and floating habitats, or my shortness. I mutter about height privilege protecting the tall from thankless tasks as I pull on some heavy-duty gloves from my backpack and start making the long trek over ropes, rails, and bridges to maintenance shaft nineteen.
Doctor Vogel, originally a veterinarian when she first came aboard forty years ago, wants to check on Old Garth and make sure he won't spread any illness to the other cats. None of the other medics would put up with Old Garth’s antics. Cats are still very good at their original jobs, killing unwanted vermin and thus useful. You'd think our dome would be able to keep stuff like that out. It keeps Holos out just fine. But little creatures have a way of sneaking in. I imagine it's from the supplies we scavenge on land that we drag aboard. Maybe baby mice or rats get in there. Derelict battleships and such from the previous World War, often called the Old World War, have been on the ocean so long I doubt any vermin would have food left. Still, forty years after the Hollowing, it's always surprising to me how anything sneaks into Sojourn. Sneak around Sojourn once in? Easy. Especially for tiny mice and cantankerous cats.
Cats like to isolate themselves when ill or injured. They are less likely to get killed that way in the wild. Sojourn isn’t wild. Hence, stupid cat. Unfortunately, Sojourn’s a mashup of forty years of various ships and floating habitat platforms loosely linked together to float in formation. Forty years of gathering infrastructure means not all of it gets maintained. Especially as our most senior technicians die and the Council must allocate resources efficiently. All of this means there’s a very high chance of injuring myself climbing old pipes and equipment.
When I arrive at the base of Garth’s hiding spot, I do one last check of my shoes. Soles still look good with a firm grip. I strain my eyes in the red light looking for routes up to Old Garth. Then I sigh and rub my black hair, courtesy of my mostly Asian heritage, as I plan my way up through this maze of pipes to the sputtering and hissing old tomcat. Yeah, Yeah, Garth, I hear you. Don't worry, I'll get you down from there. Eventually.
I can see why none of the other kids took the job, even as the Crypticks increased. Ladders up to where Old Garth hides are broken. Apparently, none of these pipes are important enough to worry about. The ladders were designed to work for decades, but forty years of wear and tear mixed with salty air will wreck anything.
After a few minutes of examination, and an idle appreciation of the artistic layout, my route is planned out. I could have gone for it almost immediately thanks to years of training parkour with Dad. The claustrophobic’s nightmare setup of walls provide plenty of ways to jump back and forth, but I want to play it safe. I can feel the possible tetanus in here itching at my eyeballs. We don’t have many vaccines left. I don’t want to waste one. 
I pick up some speed, jump onto a wall, precisely aiming my foot between pipes and monitoring equipment, and kick off it to continue leaping off the opposite wall and continue up that way until I reach a good spot where I can have both legs balancing on solid welding, with one hand grabbing an unbroken ladder rung above the ventilation duct Old Garth’s in. 
This is dangerous. I'm glad nobody else took the job. I just wish it wasn't always me. 
But it's not like anybody else is trained in parkour and martial arts by a dad our Security team’s drill sergeants fear. Or has exacting expectations and weekly physical training regimens. Or can fit in this duct.
I slowly pull the backpack around my back and hang it in front of my chest. Then I crawl my way in towards Old Garth. I try to calm him down. I make soft noises. I speak gentle words. 
Old Garth has a personality. It's terrible. He wants none of what I’m offering and hisses right at my face, swatting my slowly extending gloved hand. I'm glad I decided to wear some extra shirts to blunt his claws. It was worth the risk of the extra fabric getting caught on something. Maybe I should have worn a face mask?
I give up on the kind and gentle approach and grab Garth’s collar. Pulling him into the backpack. I don’t have a second hand to zip it with.
The problem now is getting down the treacherous wall with a yowling, mad cat throwing his weight around on my chest. I slowly make my way down, out of the duct, over the pipes, under protruding electronics, and slide down maintenance gear when I can. Making sure I don't touch anything too sharp. I do a few hops between the walls. Of course, Garth jumps out of my backpack when I’m at a full stop about halfway down. The scamp. Well, that's OK as long as he doesn't- and he's climbing back up. 
I sigh and drum my fingers on my thigh in irritation. I collect the stupid cat a second time. This time I pre-zip the backpack so he can barely fit, and we finally make our way down to the deck. The metal calm beneath my feet. I’m glad my parkour training has been somewhat useful. But it’s frustrating to be stuck here. Jumping between the same walls over and over in Sojourn instead of exploring the wider world!
This is nowhere near the freedom I had hoped for. The freedom Sojourners need. Especially the adults quickly losing hope they will ever see a world without  Holos claiming the blue skies. They expect to die under this pixelated dome. Thoughts of freedom fade away as I walk out of the maintenance shaft with a raging Garth on my back. I'm glad I kept a couple of treats in my pocket to calm him down. As we exit the maintenance tunnel, I behold a beautiful horizon of barely clouded blue-green sea. A fake horizon. The Dome surrounding us is set to show an approximate idea based on photos or drawings the kids can bring back. Cameras and electronics attached to the dome get attacked. I think one camera lasted a week. A copy of the actual scenery is the best we can get in Sojourn. If I swam closer, I could see the pixels making up the dome’s projection. I haven't seen the real horizon in a month. 
Stupid house arrest. For insubordination. For saving a life. Not like I was risking anyone else’s when I left. I try not to hold a grudge because I can understand where the Council’s argument comes from. 
And President Belen personally talked with me afterward. He took the time to personally visit me. I could hear his joints creaking and popping with every step we walked together. Frankly, he’s a miracle. His genetic disorder should have left him unable to move a decade ago. But he’s a fighter. And he explained, as one fighter to another, that Sojourn was proud of me. But the Council has to preserve every human life they can. Setting a precedent for insubordinate risk-taking was not going to save more lives. Sojourn can’t afford a bunch of hormonal teenagers gallivanting off to save princesses. Long story short, not everyone has my skillset. Most of the time exile would be the punishment for my actions, probably to Rogue’s Rest, but success has a way of changing minds like nothing else. As Dad says, no good deed goes unpunished. Which is why President Belen delivered my house arrest personally.
I finish zipping the backpack now that Garth is distracted eating and keep a hold on the bag in my arms instead of on my back. I can already hear Garth’s indignant yowls. Scratching the heck out of my bag from inside. I wouldn’t put another escape past him. Just be patient Old Garth. You don’t have to wait a month to leave your cage.
I successfully deliver him to our doctor slash veterinarian, her wrinkles crinkle as she smiles at Old Garth glaring from inside the bag even as he swats at her hand. I can still see the twinkle in her eyes whenever she helps an animal. A twinkle missing whenever Dr. Vogel’s dealing with humans.
While I'm at Habitat 16’s clinic I see the reason I'm stuck in Sojourn smiling down at me brightly. Susie waves. 






  
  Chapter 2 Home Sick 


I awkwardly wave back to Susie and try to strike up some conversation, “Hi, Susie, how's it going?” Whenever I see Susie I always tense up. It gets harder to think straight. 
Her mother’s white skin pinkens on Susie’s cheeks as she twirls the thick dark hair her African father gave her, “I'm doing alright, Matt. Learning quite a bit from Dr. Vogel! Her tests are way harder than anything in class.”
Dr. Vogel snorts and interrupts as she examines Old Garth, “That’s because saving lives is a greater burden than learning factoids of a dead world, young lady! Who cares that the Pacific Battle for Independence destroyed so many reefs that specialized Holomals were introduced into the oceans to reconstruct ocean habitats. We already know Holos are there.”
Susie gets a few items under Dr. Vogel’s direction and again twirls a finger in her dark hair. She quietly says, “Thanks again for saving me, Matt. I'll make it up to you sometime, OK?” Her eyes look down at me. Susie is almost a head taller than me. She’s never made fun of me for it. And she’s had many opportunities over the years to make short jokes. It still feels awkward.
I chuckle, “Don't worry about it, Susie. I would have tried to save any kidnapped Sojourner.”
“I know.” Susie gives me a bashful smile back and looks away, which is unusual for the normally outgoing girl. Is she uncomfortable being around me now? Maybe she feels like she owes me. Like she’s stuck. It’s more awkward since gene mapping as kids said we’d be a good match to keep genetics from narrowing. And our parents have tried to push us to spend time together. A cage of expectations Susie shouldn’t have to worry about.
Susie pulls me out of my glum thoughts by asking, “By the way, isn't your month of punishment done soon? You could grab Lee and get ready for the expedition?”
“Oh yeah, thanks for the reminder! See you later, Susie.”
“Bye, Matt!” Susie says as Dr. Vogel grunts her own goodbye since the cantankerous cat’s claws demand her full attention. My tablet dings as Crypticks transfer to my account for the completed job. 
I make my way over rope bridges, wooden boards, and any other railings we could rig up between the gently rolling ships and hexagonal living platforms we call home. Sojourn has grown over its forty-year history. And as always, it’s a balancing act of who and what we can afford to save. And if we can maintain it. I get back home to our ship and hear the frustrated and loud voice of my little brother Lee. I swear he could give a ship’s foghorn a lesson. I roll my eyes. What's going on this time?






  
  Chapter 3 Preparation Harsh


I find Lee howling on the living room floor as he arranges all his luggage on our carpet. Mom clearly gave up helping him since she’s busy preparing food. Sometimes Lee needs space. And so do we. I’m glad we have a bit more in these family units on the former cruise ship we call home. 
“Hi, Mom, need any help?”
My mom turns from her work in the kitchen to smile at me, Asian eyes crinkling, “No, dear. Not necessary. Would you get dishes and utensils out on table?” Her accented English calms me down and Lee also shuts up as he recognizes the smell of lunch. Fresh fish, a few shellfish, and some hydroponically grown greens. Mom somehow got hold of wild rice grown in the experimental rice paddies and is carefully removing it from our rice cooker. It’s Mom’s favorite appliance but she rarely gets to use it. 
Lee sits down at the table, chopsticks in hand, waiting for us to finish. 
I wryly say, “You could help us by getting the water glasses filled, Lee.”
“But, Gēgē, I’m still thinking of the perfect arrangement for packing! I can’t lose focus now.”
“Right.” I roll my eyes and tousle his hair as I walk by to grab cups from our cabinet. None of them match. They’re all salvaged. I pick my favorite red mug and Lee’s usual clear glass. The door opens and Dad walks in for lunch.
His calm voice is hard to hear over the closing door as it squeaks a metallic protest but I know it’s his same refrain, “Best perk of my job is a home-cooked meal.” His English lacks any accent. It’s like he’s saying it so perfectly it lacks any distinct character.
Dad walks over and hugs Mom from behind, he leans over kissing her on top of her head. She giggles and lightly whacks his hand to protest his interference. I feel a little twinge of jealousy as I wonder if I’ll ever be as tall as him. Seems unlikely. He’s only half Asian after all. The rest is Russian. It’s weird I’m even thinking about ethnicities today. It’s never really mattered to anyone on Sojourn beyond preventing genetic abnormalities. I guess chasing Old Garth really put me in a mood. Or I’m getting used to thinking like a landlubber again. For some reason they always seem to divide themselves by appearance. It’s so weird they care more about how they look than how well they can get along. 
I’m filling up two cups from the sink, glad the plumbing is working again, when Dad reaches out to pat my head and I playfully dodge before leaning back for a hug. As I place the cups on the table, Dad finishes the job by filling another two. He sits down and tousles Lee’s hair. Lee grunts an acknowledgement as he clicks his chopsticks thoughtfully together.
I whisper to Dad, “Lee’s still working on his pack. Maybe you can help him after lunch?” Dad nods back to me.
“Speaking of preparation, we should do some light exercises and get Lee more used to listening for your instructions after I’m done with work tonight.”
I nod remembering how well previous practice with Lee has gone. Lee’s fine when he’s not distracted. Reality doesn’t play so nicely. I deflect and ask Dad, “How’s the armor project going? Reggie’s always super excited about it and pestering me to ask you.” Reggie’s North African ancestry, chiseled jaw, and dark piercing eyes are a hit with the girls. Apparently, you could ‘feel yourself sink into them’. According to the girls. I’m surprised we’re friends. I don’t have much of a social life compared to Reggie. Frankly, I’m envious he has twenty centimeters on me in height. But he still can’t beat me in sparring. Usually.
“You know I’m not supposed to give any details, Matt. I can say we have more data than expected to examine. Testing has gone well.”
The rest of lunch goes as usual. After we finish cleaning up, Dad tries his hand at helping Lee pack. Lee shows Dad how the organization is going. Dad starts taking two items in each hand.
Dad asks, “Which one do you need to ensure you see tomorrow?”
“Right one.”
Dad continues. Lee answers until the pile is much smaller. Dad packs the small pile. Lee reaches for the bag and Dad stops him, guiding his hand to the remaining large pile. 
Dad takes two more items in each hand. Dad asks, “Which one will help you survive the week?”
Lee focuses and the process continues. I move to my own room and check my prepacked bags. They’ve only been sitting around the last month. A silent reminder I wouldn’t be stuck here forever. I finish checking and repacking my own bags in a few minutes. I put in one sketchbook just in case yet it won’t matter. I don’t feel the need to pack any extra precious paper or drawing equipment since I can use the tablet’s e-ink screen and built-in pen at a pinch. Then Lee might not spend as much time bugging me to draw more creatures for his game. Fat chance. Instead he’ll badger me about every new tweak he’s making to every minor mechanic. It’s hard to remember all the changes after the fifth time. I slap my bag to make sure it stays zipped and sneak towards the main room.
I peek into the cabin’s main room and sign to Dad I’m going to train. He nods at me as he continues helping my little brother. Mom and I quietly exit our unit. I give Mom a quick hug as she heads off to the classrooms for a shift teaching and I head off to train.
I spend a quiet afternoon at the Gym Hex running the obstacle course, and sparring with Reggie in the simulators. It’s a nice vacation from thinking about the future.
The full body sim suit with haptic feedback feels like a second skin as I step into the VR chamber. Reggie earns chocolate flavoring to his ration bars when he tags me on the chin in our third spar. I win the fight shortly afterwards as he overextends with his next strike. A mistake I exploit. I skitter forward and slip behind Reggie’s back, putting his sim in a chokehold. We don’t get many more rounds since we didn’t juice up the generators today with the stationary bikes. As we clean up, I put in an order by tablet to pay for Reggie’s prize with my new Crypticks and treat myself to a few ration bars too. Mine are cheaper umami flavored. Cocoa is much harder to supply on our hydroponic farms than the fish we catch on our voyage.
In a regulated fight or match, Reggie and I are practically even due to Reggie’s time training with the security team, his height advantage, and longer reach. Normally, that’s not something a fighter can overcome in a ring. Fairly. Fighting me isn’t exactly fair in the sims. Dad didn’t train me to fight in a ring or to subdue a target as my first instinct. He taught me to survive. Any way possible. In the simulators we can practice deadly techniques. The slight sting our haptic suits deliver is the worst consequence we face. 
Reggie is a lot easier to fight than the simulated Holos Dad runs. Nine times out of ten, I’m dead facing a Holo. Fleeing is a bit more likely to give me a chance to live. Sometimes. You can’t outrun birds. You have to seek shelter. Block the Holos’ sensors if you can. I’ll never forget the hummingbird simulation going for my eyes. Dad ‘encouraged’ me to keep practicing an eye block since most Holo birds go for a human’s eyes in approximately seventy-seven percent of recorded attacks. According to data gathered from what few survivors we’ve interviewed. I couldn’t stop blinking all day after that living nightmare, instinctively protecting my eyes.
In the present, I watch Reggie’s corn row covered-head bob above the crowd as he leaves for his next job helping our fishermen. I bet he’s saving up Crypticks for his own cabin. He’ll be eighteen next year. I head back to check on Lee. Lee finally has his bag zipped by the time I return. I suppress a shudder thinking of how long packing a second bag would take. Lee and I work together on picking up dinner from Chef at the canteen. Chef’s battered music box warbles an old French song as we promise to return the bowls tomorrow. 
The music fades into the background as Lee and I carefully carry our cargo back home. I help Lee with homework and grudgingly promise to add a few things like his favorite teddy bear to my pack, until our parents get back. After dinner Dad takes us back to the Gym Hex and runs us through a few Holographic simulations. We have to recharge the batteries once with the stationary bikes, but with three of us it goes faster than normal.
I’m feeling good about tomorrow! Lee listened to all my directions. Dad didn’t criticize us too much when we were a bit slow reacting to fake Holos. I bet Mom encouraged this change from his usual methods so we weren’t stressing out. I lay back on my pillow on our bottom bunk, counting down the hours to freedom as I listen to my brother’s gentle breathing above.
Tomorrow I’ll be outside!






  
  Chapter 4 Tantrums


A day later I’m facepalming at the end of a long line at Sojourn’s exit. Packing shouldn’t be difficult. Everything seemed fine last night. 
But today is a new day. A worse day. My little brother, Oakley Wong, will be the death of me. Or at least my patience. 
We were finally getting to leave Sojourn. It would be Lee’s first landfall! But instead of excitement or nervous energy from a nine-year-old, I’m dealing with Lee’s latest temper tantrum.
“Lee, I got your toothbrush, extra toilet paper, your favorite teddy bear, and Auntie’s cookies in my bag. What could I have possibly forgotten?” It’s not like we hadn’t unpacked everything and checked it over again. Twice.  
Lee only fidgets when stressed or angry. Doctor Vogel thinks he may have issues understanding social cues, and the Triad can’t finalize a diagnosis with their spotty medical records. Who knows if any of the fallout and chemicals from the Old World War may still be around causing genetic abnormalities? The original Holos were programmed to clean after the Old World War, and they did for a decade or so, but they never finished the job. I don’t really care about any speculations.
No matter what condition or behaviors he exhibits, Lee’s my brother. He focuses on things. Obsesses really. Simple as that. Just as obviously, he drives everyone nuts. He can’t, or won’t, allow anyone but me to work with him. I’m hoping he’ll change his mind in time. Before I strangle him.
Lee yells, “If I could remember what I forgot, it wouldn’t be a big deal! Look through it again!”  Lee is practically screaming at this point. Youthful faces turn to watch this exchange with morbid curiosity. The teenagers in line are clearly uncomfortable and try to herd their younger charges toward the final check out before landfall. 
We were in the middle of the foraging party line when Lee’s anxiety got the best of him. Which made it difficult for kids to pass us. There’s no way we’ll be able to claim a foraging job if we leave the line.
I sense the little kids growing tense as our exchange continues, and of course the teenagers are irritated with my brother starting to get screechy. Nine-year-old lungs can put on quite a performance.
I sigh, unbuckle the hip and chest straps from Dad’s old hiking backpack, and throw the thing on the ground in frustration. “Carefully!” Lee shrieks. 
“I’ll check the bag after we move out of everyone’s way, okay?” Lee stamps his foot. I frown at him. He hates it when I do that since it reminds him of Dad’s seldom used disappointed face. I wish I had half of Dad’s patience right now. This frown might become my normal resting face after today. Lee drags the large backpack off to the side, but not too close to the railing. We wouldn’t want anything falling into the seawater below. I decide not to help Lee drag our luggage away and instead inhale the salty air deeply. Trying to calm down before I freak out on Lee. 
When we find a good spot to sit without our feet hanging off the bridge connecting the floating habitats, I slowly take out each item from the old hiking backpack. The foraging party is going to make a longer trip inland this time around since resources are growing scarce along the coasts. Picked clean or swept by storms. It’s also why we are making do with Dad’s old pack. It’s older than I am, yet it features enough carrying capacity to fit me comfortably inside it. It carries all our bedding and necessities. I’m hoping Lee will find what he’s looking for in his bag. Or we’ll be stuck here until evening. 
Oakley has his own smaller backpack filled with a few things to keep his spirits up as well as supplies which will keep him alive for several days including food and water along with a small medical kit and a special foil sleeping bag. It’s an ancient children’s pack from the Old World War covered in stickers and patches we found on a shipwreck a few years back. Honestly, I think it’s more patch than original material. This will be Lee’s first trip out of Sojourn’s dome into the outside world. A world filled with Holos.
Thankfully, Holos never attack kids. Unless they’re Malos. I’m willing to risk Malos over Sojourn’s scenery after thirty days stuck looking at the same digital sky. Blessed freedom awaits outside the packed habitats, boats, and floating farms of Sojourn! As I help Lee unpack his extra foodstuffs and emergency beacons, I can’t help but dwell on our tenuous lives. 
The floating city, or fleet, of Sojourn is protected by an outer dome which absorbs all outgoing and incoming electromagnetic frequencies, including light. It is the only thing protecting the adults from the Holos outside. If anything happens to the miraculous material, you can say goodbye to anyone eighteen or older. Or anyone with facial hair. Or other obvious signs of puberty. Looking young is the hot trend these days. I grudgingly admit being short could save my life. But looks matter less than the Holo.
We’ve had some reports of Holos doing their best to avoid adults, like birds flying away at any human speech. Almost like the Holos don’t want to take life if they can help it. The Malos, they seem to revel in their kills. They have one obvious sign, a red outline. Red is dead. They will go out of their way to kill kids. The best way to protect yourself is to observe the environment. You’ll find signs of Malos by the trophies they keep or weird territorial signs like claw marks on house doors. Even if those doors are made of iron. Without Sojourn’s dome our little civilization would die without any hope for knowledge to grow and spread, ripped apart by programmed killers.
Sojourn’s inner dome is a separate structure which houses a living space for adults and projects artificial light as close to sunlight as we can make it. You won’t get a sunburn sitting in here, but the false sky provides a sense of time and life to the humans living inside and copies sunlight well enough to nurture hydroponic crops. The lack of waves in the water shows we are at anchor. A gentle rest for the moving city. An occasion heralding trade with the few remaining settlements we can find. When we can find them.
Fewer remain every year. Sites we’ve visited multiple times are sometimes found ransacked by raiders or left as graves when infrastructure or hope gave out. Those hurt. Maybe we could have helped if we had returned just a little sooner. But each time I’m reminded of the people we did reach. The ones we helped along the way as we crawled to the next tragedy. They had needed us too.
As morbid as it is, fewer people means we can send parties of kids out foraging without too much worry we’re taking someone else’s supplies. Weirdly, food isn’t the main issue thanks to the Holos. Their original programming was to nurture farmland and remove harmful chemicals after all. It’s the crumbling shelters and a lack of growing populations to support hidden adults that’s killing humanity.
I sigh as I finish searching.
I had completely unpacked my bag too. Lee insisted. 
Yet the look on Lee’s face shows something is still missing.  
“How about you check your bag again and I’ll pack this one back up?” I ask. Lee sticks his whole head in the empty bag, but clearly doesn’t find what he wants. Lee grumbles but sits down and gets to work on his own backpack. Again.
I watch the synthetic light sparkle on the water as Lee upends his bag. He rifles through the messy pile of notebooks scavenged from foraging parties like the one we were going on, turns over a few mechanical pencils and counts each one, pauses briefly when touching the seaweed wrapped sweets Mom had packed for his first night away, yet his brow continues pinching in frustration. 
I balance my head on my left hand as I lean forward. I ponder Dad’s other project. He’s trying to work out a system of mirrors under the water to reflect natural sunlight into Sojourn. He thought it may decrease energy consumption and allow us to power the city more effectively. I think Mom’s right that it won’t work. But we work with what we’ve got. And giant mirrors aren’t doing any good in storage. Some parents will probably complain if their kids are tasked with installing the mirrors underwater. They hate their kids going out into the ‘dangerous’ ocean water to farm it or fish. I’ve seen those same parents cheerfully send their kids into the ‘safer’ crumbling moldy buildings on the mainland to search for ancient luxuries. Like books, computers, and furniture! Mostly for Sojourn’s benefit of course.
I hear my brother mumbling “Think, think, think…” beside me.  I decide to pack my stuff back into the hiking backpack.  “That’s it!” I hear Oakley exclaim. I zip up my bag. Oakley grabs my arm, yanking me off balance, and starts pulling me towards home. “Silly me, of course I forgot it!” 
“Lee—” I quietly respond to him yanking on my arm as I struggle to strap on the heavy backpack and not fall over the rail.
“I always leave it on my desk, so I won’t lose it!”
“Oakley.”  I say more forcefully as my brother and physics wrestle to see who can pull my arm out of its socket first. I am very tempted to throw him in the water with a judo technique. Dad made me promise not to use it on Oakley before he taught it to me. Pretty sure he didn’t think Lee would be hurting me when he made me promise. Still, if Dad had his way, we wouldn’t be leaving Sojourn at all. This time he couldn’t stop the Council from sending all available adolescents. Even the troublesome ones.
“You know how hard I’ve been working on my game, Gēgē! I can’t believe I forgot to pack my latest notes! Stupid!” Lee shakes his head wryly. Still pulling my arm. Painfully.
“Oakley Wong!” I shout, “Enough!” He stops pulling me and slowly turns his head to look back at me. He gives me his ‘what did I do’ face. For like the fifth time today. Ugh.  “Oakley, I need to tell the gatekeepers that we’ll be late. We won’t have any time to explore around our campsite if we head back home. Do you still want to go back?”
Oakley nods immediately. Not one second of hesitation. I sigh. Great, we’ll be stuck camping around the ink hub. “Okay, go back home and grab your—”
“My third Terra Tamers design journal!”
Of course it was his latest design journal. It’s not like the other two weren’t already in his bag. “Lee, are you really sure you want to bring—”
“Of course! You never know when a great idea will strike!” My brother nods sagely. “This is my first time outside Sojourn. I bet it’ll be an adventure which will generate lots of cool ideas!”
“Yeah, camping by the ink hub will be a real adventure,” I say sarcastically.
“Yeah! Meet you at the gate!” My brother runs off as I’m left with not one but two backpacks to carry to the checkout line. I pull the backpacks on, Oakley’s lighter one on my irritated shoulder, while I try to ignore my protesting arm. Time to sign up for the only job left. The boring one. 






  
  Chapter 5 Communications Problem


“Lee—” my little brother is yanking on my arm. Again. "—would you stop!” I yank my arm back forcefully, the sand on the shore sprays as my leg finds purchase. My shoulder is throbbing. My brother looks back at me blankly. Does not compute. Clearly the shiny seashell is more important than my arm. 
Sometimes I really want to clobber this kid.
"Lee, remember we are on reporting duty. We need to set up the e-ink communications relay. Then we need to set up a campsite. Then we should cook dinner. Then, if we have time," I smack a fist on my palm to punctuate the point, "—we can go exploring."
"But, Gēgē…” Lee tries to use his best puppy dog impression on me. He only ever tries this as a last resort to get his way. He can never get the lower lip right. It makes Mom laugh every time. I’m made of sterner stuff.
“No buts!" I shout back, my own lips trembling a bit with restrained laughter.
I stomp off, sand spraying with each angry step, to find a good location on the beach for the e-ink receiver. The little brat could follow me for once. After a few minutes I look back to see if Lee is following. He’s picking up shells several meters behind me, left in my wake. Well, it beats having to chase the kid down.
It takes a few more minutes to find a good spot away from the shoreline. It looks like the remains of a bungalow periodically patched up by locals. We are near the remnants of an old hotel. We’re lucky there are still some structures stable enough to prevent any weather damage to the receiver. In fact, this might make a great place to camp. Something feels familiar about it.
Was I here before? I’ve been to lots of beaches and coasts. I forgot to check the town’s name thanks to Mr. pain-in-the-butt.
In the present, we’ll check if any humans are using the place. You never know if some random gang of teens is using a base out in the middle of nowhere. No adults able to rein them in creates some interesting situations.
One time I found a bunch of kids playing with trading cards. They had found a hidden collection in a house and were making up rules. They seemed fine with me hanging out at first. The leader didn’t like me or was trying to pull a fast one though. She tried to pin me as a thief when I saw her palm a card. This didn’t go over well since the trading cards were used as currency with local adults. Especially the engineers. 
I got real world practice in parkour that day. I lead them all around the neighborhood before sneaking back in for their cards. If you’re going to be pinned for something you didn’t do, might as well make it true. I think Lee still has a pack in his desk. Fun times!
Some colonies can provide for adults indoors. Holos avoid locations which stop sunlight since it prevents their batteries from recharging. Especially if there are no electronic signals for them to search for. They track electrical signals very well. Including hearts. The Triad thinks that’s how the hackers originally reprogrammed them to attack electronics. I still wonder why they don’t attack each other. They have their own tiny nuclear battery hovering within their solid light projections.
Holos no longer have IDs to reference in their ancient database. A forty-year-old database means some humans skirt the age restriction. Facial hair went out of style quickly for anybody trying to move around outdoors. Some women try to get away with chest bindings. It’s still a gamble. Electronic signals are also a gamble. One time, Reggie was chased by a flock of Holo sparrows when he was checking if a walkie-talkie still worked. It did.
That's one reason why our e-ink receiver is designed only to receive messages. Faster signals. Less chance of Holos or Malos going out of their way to track the brief electric charge. 
When the receiver collects the data, ink covers the surface. Then whoever mans the receiver presses the ink onto a page. A fax machine could work, but it requires a lot more preparation. Plus, faxes are noisy, inefficient and prone to breaking down. Holos aren’t the only problem outside Sojourn. Preventing any unnecessary noise is usually a good idea.
As I pull out the receiver and start hiding it in the bungalow, I hear a crinkling noise under my foot. I pull the strange foil off my shoe. Bright text and a list of ingredients are written on the other side. I sniff it. Candy wrapper. Gum? Shouting with Oakley earlier may not have been a good idea. Hairs on my neck stand straight.
"Lee," I finish storing the receiver in a somewhat intact cabinet, stand up slowly and quietly turn around, "we are not alone here."
“That’s right, Ese.” I stare at a slick grin on a tanned face. Then I spot the stranger’s arm around Oakley’s shoulder. Several other teen boys are grouped around them.
“Gēgē, I’ve made some new friends!”






  
  Chapter 6 How to Make Friends and Influence Brothers


“Gentlemen, how can I help you?” My little brother is blissfully chatting with a heavy-set guy about game design as they splash in the shallows. I have to negotiate with a hostile force of teenagers who look like they would just as soon mug me as talk to me. Yay for older brother responsibilities! 
"I don't think anybody's ever called me a gentleman, Ese.” The leader puts his feet up on the table and leans back in his chair with arms behind his head. One of his cronies adjusts the table’s umbrella to cover him without any prompting. The leader oozes wannabe gangster. 
“What should I call you?” 
“Pablo will do.” Pablo closes his eyes and appears perfectly comfortable in his plastic beach chair. There aren’t any wooden ones left after years of decay and shifting sands.
I can’t afford to show weakness here. Or else Lee and I could end up like that rotten wood washed out to sea. Dead and decaying. It’s times like these I wonder what my landlubber friends would do. Like Juan. It’s been years since I last saw him. He lived nearby. Sojourn’s weather reports didn’t forecast the locals needing any help, so we stayed away. Juan would probably turn these guys into friends or amigos. Somehow. Me, I keep making observations. Scanning the environment. Thankfully, I don’t see the thugs hiding any antique firearms under shoulders or behind belts. 
These old North American territories have more guns than people. Or had. After World War III their government had become a little more security conscious and a little less freedom-loving when the Eastern Bloc tried to start a civil war in their backyard. Guns still show up on our salvage missions occasionally, but most are useless after forty years of rust. But all it takes is one cleaned up gun to end a team’s time under the sun.
It’s one reason why our foraging parties wear armor, carry radios, and make sure everyone has a partner. Call-ins are supposed to happen every 4 hours. To the ink hub Lee and I control. We send quick signals back to prevent Malo attacks or hostile forces triangulating on us. The remaining teams then know something is wrong if a team fails to check-in. Procedure is to retreat and regroup in Sojourn. It’s always better to negotiate by radio, keep our enemies guessing, until Sojourn ends the negotiations. Sojourn has plenty to negotiate with. If that fails, the science department ensures the security department is well-equipped with fun and explosive toys to extract hostages. Or permanently end negotiations.
Right now, I’m way more scared of Pablo and his gang carrying knives. Knives are everywhere. Which makes them easy to overlook. Knives are harder to detect, faster in close quarters, and can kill just as easily as a gun without wasting ammo. And knives can still mess you up when rusted.
“Pablo, tell me what I can do for you.” I slouch against the cabana. If this guy doesn’t think I can do anything for him…
“Amigo, relax.” Pablo spreads his arms wide with an easy grin revealing pointy white teeth. Reminds me of the sharks I’ve swum with. Only more malicious. Sharks don’t eat you unless they’re hungry. “It’s a beautiful day. Me and the boys noticed a lot of new faces walking around. Maybe you could tell me about them?”
“I doubt I know every new face in town. My brother and I just got here. We came from the floating city.” Everybody perked up at that. I counted five astonished faces staring at me as if I’d just turned green. Pablo tried to hide his reaction quickly. He nearly flipped the table in the process of flailing his arms to regain his balance.
“Jefe, think of what they got in their bags!” The gangliest wannabe gangster exclaimed.
“Quiete, Arturo!”  Pablo glares and gangly Arturo backs up a step. “Why not show us what’s in your bag, eh, amigo?” I hear sand shift beneath five pairs of shoes. This was a command, not a request. The hourglass for this ‘negotiation’ was cracking.
I reply, “No problem, amigo.” Pablo’s shark-like grin reappears as I pull my bag off my shoulders. As part of the motion, I look out to see where Lee is. The oblivious child has taken off his shoes and socks, splashing in the surf. The fat guy is sitting in the sand, starting on a sandcastle. Not keeping a close eye on Lee. It isn’t time yet.
“Hey, everybody,” I hear my little brother’s voice call out, “look at that!”  I watch as the gangsters all turn to look towards the ocean. Now!
I push the table into Pablo, swing my bag into Arturo’s weaselly face, and whistle like crazy. 






  
  Chapter 7 Flock This


The momentum of my swinging bag carries me into a roundhouse kick to knock the wind out of goon number three. I continue whistling. It causes chaos and focuses their attention on me. A nice bonus is alerting Oakley it’s time to go. I leap a chair and sprint away. Lee’s training should… 
I look back over my shoulder towards the beach and realize Oakley hadn’t been distracting the wannabe gangsters. The sight of wings outlined in blazing green fills my vision. Wings of all shapes and sizes coordinated in an unnatural avian flock. My stunned eyes note the disparate birds those wings carry are growing larger as I watch. Holos. Lots and lots of Holos swarm the beach. I desperately search for Oakley. 
"Keep running!" The fat guy is carrying my brother over his shoulder in a fireman's carry as he runs towards me. My feet obey even if my brain is stuck trying to peel my eyes away from the insanity capturing me like a fish fighting a hook. I just can’t believe what I’m seeing.
It sounds like the end of the world approaches with each feathery wingbeat striking the air. Like the snapping of sails on a fleet headed to war.
Sand scatters beneath my feet. The crunch of shells, the smell of the sea, and the sound of frightened boys crying out as they are lifted into the air keep pace with me.
This is impossible! Holos. Don’t. Attack. Kids! The sand in front of me darkens. A shadow quickly defines itself beneath me. It’s not mine. I notice another old table further ahead. It's tipped over on its side with a broken portion providing a poor wall, but I'm hoping it will be enough protection as I dive towards its shelter. 
The cry of an angry seagull screeches above me as the Holo smashes into the table. The cry is carried by other birds. A loud, piercing cacophony. It threatens to disorient me. It’s almost as bad as the Singh siblings’ first concert! No seagull should be big enough to make such a racket! 
For all its size, the Holo seagull barely rocks the table. Solid Holograms don't have much weight. They do have a lot of power to make up for it. The outlined seagull quickly adapts to my position and tries to hook its glowing webbed feet under the table as it flaps mightily. As it's lifting the table, I fight back by knocking its feet out of position. We continue to play this game of life and death. It tries to hook the table from a new position, I counter.
It feels like an eternity of life and death patty-cake before I hear a small voice cry out, “Gēgē!” My blood turns to ice. Then fire. Nobody messes with my brother! Nobody. 
I let the Holo lift the table and roll underneath it. I reach a kneeling position and see the rotund thug holding onto my brother with all his strength as multiple birds latch onto his clothes.
I run towards Lee. My peripheral vision catches more seagulls, a few finches, and an albatross racing toward the struggle. My breath feels hot and scratchy in my throat as I urge myself to run faster. Fat guy’s losing the battle. I watch as his fingers slide down Lee’s legs down to his shoes. I'm about a step away when the shoes finally slip off to a frustrated cry.
I take the opportunity to leap up the guy’s back and deliver a flying kick to the small flock of bird brains that dare to take my brother. I feel a flash of triumph as the Holo releases Lee!
The feeling of feathers against my skin intercepts my victory. Next thing I know, I'm knocked to the ground. Hearing my brother screaming in the distance as my vision blackens and I hear a crack split the air. 






  
  Chapter 8 Amigos


I feel grimy saltwater run down my face. Light returns. I sit up. Too quickly, as the world spins around me. 
“Take it easy. That was a bad fall. I heard an awful cracking noise too.” I feel a comforting hand on my shoulder. Steadying me. I pat my pockets and find my tablet. Cracked screen. It’d be a chore to draw anything on it now. I half-heartedly put it away. At least my body feels unbroken. 
What happened? Last thing I remember was...my brother. Pulled into the air! I try to stand up, but the hand restrains me. 
“Wait for a minute or so. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in—" I slap the hand away. 
“I'm not waiting. I've got to find my brother!" 
“I get it, hombre. I'm a brother too. I made sure to watch where the birds went. Don't worry, they're not far.”
I let out a frustrated sigh. “How long was I out for?”
“Like a minute.” I take a closer look at this kind gangster. He's pudgy, or fat in this era, which is unusual for most survivors. He's about my height. Which is a little weird considering I'm short compared to most teenagers in Sojourn. That's thanks to my mostly Asian ancestry, I'm sure. This guy looks like he's descended from Latinos like the rest of the gang. You'd think race wouldn't matter as much to people after an apocalypse like the Hollowing. Landlubbers always seem to care though, so it's important to keep it in mind. The thug’s dark eyes look concerned. And…familiar? His teeth look terrible. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone with teeth this bad. Not since toothbrushes stay good forever and you can make an okay one from a stick with a knife if you need to. My gaze drops lower and I notice he's wearing a cross underneath his sweat-stained white tank top as the shape presses on the material as he leans toward me. I’ve seen it before. 
“Juan?”
The thug’s eyes narrow in thought, “Amigo?” Juan grins, pats my back comfortingly and continues his report, “After I figured out they were just heading into the old resort, I went to get some seawater to wake you up. Now follow my finger with your eyes.”
I splutter, “Look, I know you're trying to see if I've got a concussion, but I feel fine. I need to—”
"Shut up and do it, amigo. Or I'm pinning you in the sand.” Juan’s dark brows furrow. My old friend has put on some serious weight with muscle hiding in there based on the grip securely fastening my shoulder. The shoulder Lee pulled earlier. I don't doubt the threat. But he hasn’t seen me in years. 
I plant my right foot and jump back to a standing position by using the pressure of his arm to swing the left side of my body back up. We glare at each other. But then Juan snorts a laugh, shrugs, releases my shoulder and offers me a handshake. 
We try to limit possible infections on Sojourn. Handshakes are a great disease vector and my mind briefly reminds me we don’t handshake on Sojourn. But I don't hesitate. I take Juan’s hand. He clasps my hand with a forceful grip. It turns into a friendly competition.
He snorts out, “Typical Mateo. Always got to win, eh?”
“Sorry. It’s a habit. We good, Juan?" 
“No problemo here, amigo. I know I'd be going crazy if that was one of my hermanitos taken! Now that I don't think you're going to pass out on me, I think we can risk a little exercise.”
I wish we had time to catch up. I really want to know how Juan’s family is doing and what he’s been up to since we first met here. Something like five years ago now? But we’ve got a mission. No hermanitos left behind.
Juan stops as we crest a small hill in the sand, “That wasn’t there yesterday. Did Sojourn make more domes, amigo?” 
“No, Juan. What do you mean?” I quickly see exactly what Juan means. The old hotel now has a shimmering translucent barrier around it. A dome like Sojourn’s. Except this dome lacks any carbon fiber wiring or other signs of being physical.
Juan walks towards the hotel. I take a closer look at the place, as our footsteps softly fall in the cooling sand. The old resort looks neglected. Paint which used to gleam in the sun as a soft cream color leaves faded tear stains on the walls from years in the rain. A testimony to past storms and sorrows. We walk up a path of rotting wooden stairs from the beach up to the front doors. The old wood doors are somehow intact. Glass shards jut like broken teeth in window frames beside the doors. There aren't any bits of glass on the ground outside. Most likely a storm caused this damage and blew the windows inwards. Or some teens with nothing better to do. Both forces of nature in their own way. 
What is not a natural force is the Holo seagull standing in front of the doors, behind the barrier. Juan puts out a meaty hand to stop me from running at it.
Juan asks me, “How much do you know about the glows? I bet you don't see them very often on that floating city of yours.”
“I understand enough. We call them Holos. They track electromagnetic frequencies. They attack adults. They are responsible for the Hollowing of civilization as we know it. Miss anything?”
He looks thoughtful. “I didn't know they tracked electromagnetic frequencies.” He looks quizzically at me, “What are those?”
“Stuff like electronics, radios, and so on.”
“Interesting.” He looks down at the ground, lost in thought. I wait for a bit to see if he'll enlighten me any further. I watch the glowing seagull pecking at the floor impatiently. Is it trying to invite us in or picking up glass shards?
Juan turns back around to look through the doorway at the Holo or 'glow' as he calls it. “I've never seen a cold glow, the ones without the red outline, attack anybody who didn't look old enough to shave. Until today. Usually, they just patrol the fields and orchards. I have seen them grab mice and pests though. You think we’re turning into pests in their eyes or something?"
“What’s your point, Juan?”
“My point is, me and my...'associates' started investigating around here because the glows are acting funny. Not ‘ha ha’ funny either. They've been picking up trash, gathering in groups of different species, and all of them are coming here." We watch as a small owl builds up a tiny pile of glass shards. It then swallows the pile of jagged shards and we see it grow briefly brighter. Juan stares back at me. His dark eyes filled with something new, uncertainty. "It all started the last few days. But today the glows have been… communicating.”
“Today?” I ask. 
“Yeah, today. We figured your dome thing in the sea had something to do with it. That's why we came down here to the hotel. To find answers.”  Juan replies.
A glowing sign appears as the Holo seagull taps its beak against the barrier. “Maintenance ongoing. Please return tomorrow.”
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