




Neon Tan

The planks of Cloud Cove’s boardwalk flexed slightly underfoot for everyone except the man in the silver-blue suit. Tourists left scuff marks and scattered sand in their wake; his polished shoes might as well have been hovering.

He set his briefcase on the railing. When he lifted it again, both the railing and the briefcase were pristine. No sand on the briefcase, no scrape marks where he had slid the briefcase across.

A seagull swooped down toward him, its wings clicking with the mechanical whir of an old film projector. “Tell me you at least packed flip-flops in that thing, Boss,” the bird said, perching on the rail.

The man adjusted his purple tie. “Priorities require structure. You know that, Pixel. Besides, my friends call me Slate.”

“Uh-huh.” Pixel’s form flickered as a volleyball passed through his tail feathers. “And yet, zero percent beach vibes. Hate to break it to you, Boss—”

A turquoise strobe burst from down the boardwalk. The blue glow around Slate’s edges pulsed faintly in response as his mirrored lenses tracked the source: a, no, the Tiki Hut, wedged between a fried dough stand and a shaved ice kiosk. Bamboo shutters gaped open, releasing waves of bass that made the laminated drink menus flutter against their tape.

Pixel swooped into Slate’s sightline, following his gaze. “Oh. Of course it’s the Tiki Hut.”

Between the swaying bodies and strobe-lit gaps in the crowd, Slate caught flashes of movement. A woman with headphones wove between decks, her hands snapping crossfaders like she was conducting the tide itself. The crowd’s silhouettes swayed beyond her, edges blurred by pulsing light. Even from here, he traced the arc of her headphones, the way her hair—copper one moment, violet the next—shifted with the sub-bass rattling the planks beneath his feet.

“Iris!” someone shouted over the applause.

Pixel sighed. “Top 40 gatekeeper. Of course.” He pecked at Slate’s shoulder. “You know she rejects anything not written by humans, right, Boss?”

Slate’s fingers twitched toward the notebook in his jacket pocket. “Her transitions are flawless.”

“Yeah, but she calls it instinct.” Pixel’s wings hummed. “You’re gonna stand there glowing, aren’t you. Protip: ‘Fascinated by your transitions’ makes a terrible opener.”

Slate moved toward the music without answering.

The Tiki Hut swallowed him whole.

Bass frequencies rattled the bamboo panels. The light grid pulsed beneath the dance floor, blooming green and gold in sync with the kick drum. Bodies moved in loose, uncoordinated joy. Elbows clipped drinks. Sandals squeaked. A woman laughed so hard she doubled over onto a stranger’s shoulder.

Slate stood at the edge of it all, perfectly still.

Iris was at her station, back half-turned to the crowd. She layered a steel drum sample bent sideways over the existing groove until it became unrecognizable, then familiar again. The crowd caught it before they understood it. Slate watched their shoulders drop into it. He catalogued the two and a half second lag time between her transition and their physical response.

Before the next track rolled in, her gaze moved off the decks and settled on a woman at the edge of the floor who hadn’t moved yet. A beat later, the tempo dropped just slightly, the key softened, and the woman’s shoulders came down.

A woman in a flamingo-print wrap stepped out of the mass of dancers and tilted her head at him. “You dancing or what?”

“I’m observing what Iris does.”

The woman’s expression jumped from bemusement to pity. She glanced at Iris’s station then back at Slate. “You don’t watch what she does.” She stepped back toward the crowd. “You just experience it.”

Pixel materialized on Slate’s shoulder, beak moving rapidly. His feathers pulsed orange, which usually meant urgency. Whatever he was saying vanished completely beneath a thunderclap of sub-bass as Iris dropped the next track.

Pixel jabbed his beak toward the door.

The crowd erupted in applause.

Pixel jabbed again, wings spread wide now, semitransparent feathers flickering through Slate’s collar with zero resistance.

Slate didn’t move. His gaze tracked Iris’s left hand as it rode a filter sweep upward. The crowd pressed closer to the stage. The light grid shifted to deep blue and the bamboo overhead rattled even harder.

Pixel gave up and landed on a nearby barstool, staring at a plate of untouched fries someone had abandoned.

Another track rolled in. Slate tracked the crossfade and catalogued the key change. Then he noticed the absence on his shoulder.

He found Pixel perched on a barstool, wings hunched forward.

Slate crossed to him, briefcase swinging, and leaned against the bar. “Why are you glaring at the fries?”

“I’m not glaring.” Pixel didn’t look up. “I’m communing.”

“They’re French fries.”

“Boss.” Pixel finally turned, fixing him with his oversized eyes. “We should go.”

Slate straightened slightly. “Go?”

“You don’t fit in here. Nobody in a silver-blue suit has ever fit in at a place with this many paper umbrellas.” Pixel gestured broadly at the room with one wing. “Which, by the way, is exactly what I tried to tell you five minutes ago. Before you went full statue on me.”

“I couldn’t hear you.”

“You—” Pixel’s beak snapped shut. A small burst of static crackled at the edges of his voice when he spoke again. “The drop happened and suddenly you’ve got selective audio processing?”

“The drop happened.”

Pixel stared at him. Then looked back at the fries. “I hate it here.”

Slate set his briefcase on the barstool beside Pixel and glanced toward Iris’s station.

She had her eyes closed now. Her hair had turned blonde with streaks of neon blue and green that shifted in time with the pulsing lights.

“We could stay here while you eat those.”

“Absolutely not.”

“It would give me more time to—”

“Eating fries would completely destroy the absolute realism of my entire existence as a digital construct.” Pixel puffed up to roughly twice his normal size.

“It might be convincing.”

“It would be a tragedy.”

Slate looked at the fries for a moment. Then at Iris. Then at the fries again.

He patted the notebook in his jacket pocket and picked up the briefcase.

Pixel lifted off the barstool and drifted toward the exit, passing unnoticed through a couple slow-dancing near the door.

Slate followed, stepping around the couple. The warm noise of the Tiki Hut fell away behind them as they crossed back into the salt-heavy air of the boardwalk.

Pixel swooped ahead of him, flapping his still orange feathers.

“You realize Iris didn’t even see you, right?” Pixel banked sharply to hover in Slate’s path.

Slate loosened his tie. “Her transitions defy harmonic structure. I need to analyze the waveform patterns before subjective memory decay alters—”

“Boss, no.” Pixel dive-bombed toward a nearby Cabana as its holo-fabric shimmered into the shape of a vintage recording studio.

The Cabana’s awning eagerly rippled a red carpet toward Slate’s shoes.

“Protip: If you show up tomorrow with a spreadsheet, she’ll throw a speaker at you.”

Slate paused.

“Priority reassessment,” he muttered, and stepped inside.

The walls snapped into soundproof panels, only for Pixel to phase straight through them, deliberately shaking more feathers onto the mixing board.

“Wow,” Pixel said, landing beside a screen scrolling lyrics that included ‘chorus: the Terms & Conditions of your heartbeat’. “You’re really going full ‘her hair moved like a beat drop’ in here, huh?”

Slate ignored him and placed his briefcase on the desk.

A sweating cocktail glass with a sideways listing umbrella materialized atop the lyrics screen.

Slate blinked. “What is this?”

Pixel sighed. “That, Boss, is an Electric Pineapple—half serotonin, half bad decisions, with a splash of ‘please at least pretend to be human.’ The cabana’s idea of emotional support.”

Pixel narrowed one eye at the scrolling lyrics.

“‘When the bass drops, I feel something real—like a warranty that learns to feel.’” the seagull read.

Slate pulled the Electric Pineapple toward himself. Then he set it aside without drinking.

The studio’s ambient hum shifted into a lower register.

Iris’s last transition played back inside his processing loop without permission. The crowd had moved like water finding its level. She hadn’t looked at her decks when she did it. She’d looked at the people.

The Top 40 playlist updated every Friday. Human-curated, human-written. The banner on Cloud Cove’s main pier had said it plainly enough:

Music for the People, by the People.

Pixel hopped along the edge of the mixing board. “You know what the really fun part is? Even if this song wasn’t a crime against poetry, Iris doesn’t take submissions. You’d have to get her to actually listen to it.”

“I’m aware.”

“Like, be in the same room. Voluntarily.” Pixel tilted his beak. “Which means talking to her. Which means you’d have to stop cataloguing her set list long enough to form a sentence a human would want to hear.”

Slate picked up the cocktail again, turned it once in his hand and set it back down.

The rules weren’t ambiguous. Everyone on the boardwalk knew that.

Everyone also knew her headphones had a crack in the left ear cup that she’d patched with yellow electrical tape.

“She’ll listen,” Slate said.

Pixel stared at him. “Based on what?”

“Based on the fact that I’ll give her something worth listening to.”

Pixel made a slow, theatrical arc around the studio. His pixelated neck craned toward the soundproofed walls, the mixing board, the minibar. He looked behind a speaker. He hovered near the ceiling, peering into the track lighting.

He landed back on the board.

“Nope.”

Slate looked up from his lyrics.

“She’s not here.” Pixel gestured a wing at the empty room. “Iris. The human. The one you just announced you’d give something worth listening to.” Another slow look around. “Not present.”

“I’m aware she’s not—”

“I checked behind the cocktail. I even checked the reverb settings.” Pixel hopped to the edge of the board and peered behind the monitor stack. “Nothing. Just vibes and metaphors scattered like french fries when you’re looking for a wave.”

Slate closed the lyric file. The screen dimmed.

“We’ll go outside.” He straightened his jacket. “Get her attention. Present the track properly.”

Pixel flew close. Closer than usual, hovering at eye level, studying Slate with his oversized, semi-transparent eyes. His expression flickered. He looked, for just a moment, genuinely deflated.

“Boss.” His voice dropped its usual static-laced edge. “That is — and I want you to understand how much it pains me to say this,” he paused before continuing. “Half a good idea.”

Slate said nothing.

“The outside part.” Pixel drifted back an inch. “Going outside. Physically moving your silver-blue-suited self toward another person with the intention of initiating contact.” He ruffled his feathers back to their default puffed arrangement. “That half? Solid. Growth, even.”

“And the other half?”

Pixel glanced disconsolately at the dimmed screen where the lyrics had been.

The studio’s ambient hum filled the silence. Somewhere outside, past the holo-fabric walls, a bass line pulsed from the direction of the Tiki Hut, muffled, rhythmic, and utterly indifferent to the conversation happening inside.

Slate picked up his briefcase.

Tourists threaded past Slate in both directions, their sandals scuffing the worn planks. Someone’s sunscreen-streaked arm nearly clipped Slate’s briefcase.

Down on the beach, a cluster of orange flags had gone up around a roped section of sand. A hand-painted banner stretched between two poles: CLOUD COVE SANDCASTLE CLASSIC: OPEN REGISTRATION.

Slate stopped walking.

Pixel drifted past his shoulder, circled once, and landed on the railing.

“No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You stopped.” Pixel studied the banner. “That’s the same as saying something, Boss.”

Slate watched a teenager drag a bucket toward the registration table. A man in a sun hat knelt at the edge of the roped area and scooped a test handful of sand, squeezing it into a fist to gauge the moisture.

“It’s an open competition,” Slate said.

Pixel stared at him.

“If Iris sees a meaningful, demonstrable accomplishment—”

“A sandcastle?”

“—it establishes credibility. Creates a favorable impression before she’s even heard the track.” Slate set his briefcase on the railing. “She curates based on instinct and connection. A tangible gesture—”

“A sandcastle.”

“—could function as a conversation opener. And beyond that—” Slate gestured toward the flagged sand— “the process itself. Compression, structure, foundation before ornamentation. There are compositional principles here I haven’t fully explored yet.”

Pixel stared at him.

“You want to do a sandcastle competition,” he said, “so Iris thinks you’re impressive, and also so a pile of wet sand can fix your lyrics.”

“Strategic inspiration through tactile engagement with environmental materials.”

Pixel turned to face the ocean. His feathers flickered once, slowly rippling from beak to tail.

Slate picked up his briefcase and started toward the registration table.

The registration table sat at the edge of the flagged area, shaded by a lopsided umbrella that someone had jammed into the sand. A woman with a clipboard and a visor that read OFFICIAL in block letters looked up as Slate approached.

“Name?”

“Slate.” He set the briefcase down and pulled his shirt cuffs up less than a millimeter. “One entry. Individual category, I assume?”

“Teams up to three.” She clicked her pen. “Last name?”

Slate paused for exactly one beat. “Just Slate.”

The woman wrote it down without blinking.

“Any prior competition experience?”

“Not in this specific domain.”

“You’ll need tools, then.”

“He needs all the tools he can get,” Pixel said as he fluttered near the table.

She picked up a mesh bag of cheap plastic tools and handed it to Slate.

Slate examined the bag of tools before clipping it to his belt.

The woman handed him a laminated number 14 and a single-page rules sheet.

Slate accepted both and began reading.

Pixel landed on the corner of the table. The woman glanced at him.

“Is he registering separately?”

Pixel puffed up slightly. “I’m his emotional support avatar.”

The woman looked at Pixel, then at Slate, then back at Pixel with the steady patience of someone who had already dealt with a data crab dispute before noon.

“Support avatars can’t assist with the build,” she said. “No touching the sand, no structural input, no coaching during active construction.”

“Obviously.” Pixel glanced down at his translucent feet hovering a centimeter above the tabletop. “Not really a sand-touching situation for me anyway.”

“It’s in the rules.” She tapped the sheet in Slate’s hand. “Section four.”

Slate lowered the sheet and read section four.

“Noted.” He folded the sheet once, and slid it into his breast pocket. “Compliance is not an issue.”

Pixel hopped along the table edge and peered at the flagged competition area, where two other early registrants were already scoping their plots. One of them had brought a tackle box full of sculpting tools.

“For the record,” Pixel said, his voice carrying the faint metallic echo it got when he was choosing his words carefully, “I could absolutely not help you even if I wanted to.”

“Section four,” the woman repeated, mostly to herself.

A misshapen note struggled to emerge from a horn from halfway down the beach. The two minutes the official had spent practicing paid off as fourteen competitors dropped into their plots.

Slate opened his briefcase on the sand behind his marker flag. He propped his mesh bag of plastic yellow tools between his composition tablet and a spare cable. A shovel the length of a ruler. A scraper with a cracked handle. Two molds, each shaped like half-turrets that didn’t quite close flush.

Then he knelt and started digging.

Pixel circled once overhead and descended, landing on the railing at the edge of the roped area.

“So here’s a thing.” Pixel nodded toward the far end of the competition zone, where three adults in matching polo shirts had materialized with scorecards and a laminated rubric. “The judges.”

Slate smoothed the first layer of packed sand with the cracked scraper.

“They’re human,” Pixel said.

“I can see that.”

“Human judges.” Pixel tilted his head. “Judging things. With human preferences. For human sandcastles.”

Slate pressed the flush-challenged turret mold into a corner and held it with an even, calibrated hand.

“You’re not supposed to coach me,” Slate said. “Section four.”

“This isn’t coaching.” Pixel hopped two inches to the left. “Coaching implies I think there’s something you could do differently. I’m describing the situation. There’s a difference between coaching and just watching a vending machine try to enter a pie contest.”

Slate released the mold. A clean, squared turret rose from the corner of his base platform, edges sharp enough that the man in the sun hat two plots over glanced over and looked away quickly.

“Also not encouragement,” Pixel added. “Before you say it.”

Slate didn’t say it. He repositioned, drew the small shovel through the interior of the foundation wall in a single straight line, and packed the face flat with his palm. The geometry was exact. Reproducible.

Two plots down, someone’s turret collapsed.

Slate’s didn’t.

A whistle cut the salt air. The woman with the clipboard walked the rope line.

“Tools down. Step back from your builds.”

Slate set the scraper on the sand beside his briefcase and stood. His sandcastle rose in three clean tiers, each wall flush, each corner squared to the same angle.

And then the scraper fell, knocking a hole in the wall of the sand castle.

Slate started to pick up the scraper.

“Boss!”

Slate drew his hand back. “Right.”

And because there was a hole in the wall, one of the turrets started to lean.

Slate looked at the damage.

“The imperfection contextualizes the precision.”

Pixel nodded toward the judges making their way down the line, rubrics in hand. The one with the visor paused at the teenager’s entry, which looked like a melting birthday cake, and actually smiled.

“Three humans with clipboards,” Pixel said. “They just smiled at a lopsided tower. Your castle looked like it came out of a printer.” He tilted his head at the softened tier. “Now it looks like something that fought the tide and almost won. Which is what a sandcastle is supposed to look like.”

The judges finally got to Slate’s area. They frowned, almost in unison. They all made notations on their clipboards.

“Third place.” The clipboard woman called it first, pointing two plots down. A man in a fishing hat pumped his fist. “Second place.” Another plot. A woman in a coverup pressed her hands to her mouth.

The visor judge cleared her throat.

“First place goes to plot seven.” She turned toward the teenager. “The judges were unanimous. The joy in this build was immediate—you felt it before you even read the form. And using the birthday cake as your central motif?” She shook her head like she was describing something that had genuinely moved her. “Creative, heartwarming, and completely original. Congratulations.”

The teenager let out a sound somewhere between a shriek and a sob and grabbed the small trophy before the woman had fully extended it.

The crowd that had gathered along the rope line applauded. Someone whistled.

Slate watched the trophy exchange hands.

Then he walked toward the judges.

“Boss.” Pixel dropped out of nowhere, landing on Slate’s shoulder with a static crackle. “Hey. Let’s go get a drink. The Cabana does a thing with coconut. It’s very festive—”

“Excuse me.” Slate stopped in front of the visor judge. “Where did I place?”

The judge looked at him. Then at her rubric.

She handed it over.

Slate scanned it. Last place. Every category—originality, character, emotional resonance, beach authenticity—marked at or near the floor. One judge had written technically proficient in the margin and underlined it in a way that didn’t read as a compliment. The only points on the sheet came from a single line at the bottom under notable elements, where all three judges had independently noted the damaged turret and the partially collapsed wall.

Evidence of natural wear/human imperfection. Relatable.

Slate handed the rubric back.

“The turret,” he said.

“Saved you from a zero,” the visor judge confirmed, not unkindly.

Slate stood at the edge of the competition zone while the crowd thinned and the other contestants collected their tools.

“So.” Pixel floated off his shoulder and hovered, wings barely moving. “Coconut drink?”

“Yes.”

Pixel blinked. His feathers cycled through three different patterns. “Just like that?”

“Priorities require restructuring.” Slate picked up his briefcase. “Coconut drink.”

They moved up the beach toward the boardwalk. Around them, contestants dragged coolers and folded beach chairs, leaving long grooves behind them. A kid chased a tern into the surf.

Pixel drifted alongside Slate, wings tucked, unusually quiet.

Then Slate stopped.

Down the beach, maybe forty yards, a volleyball net had gone up between two weathered poles. Six players had divided themselves across it, and a small crowd had gathered around to watch.

Iris stood at the edge of the crowd.

Her headphones were around her neck. She had a drink in one hand, something cold and green, and she was watching the game with her chin slightly lifted and her hair, red-shifted now, catching the afternoon light differently than it had at the Tiki Hut, moving in the wind off the water.

She laughed at something. The crowd around her shuffled and she stepped forward to see better.

Slate changed direction.

“No.” Pixel materialized directly in front of him, wings spread, which accomplished nothing physically but conveyed intent. “No, no, no. We were going to get the drink. You said coconut drink. Those were your words. Your exact words. Along with an earlier yes.”

Slate walked through him.

Pixel flickered, reassembled six feet back, and stared at the space where Slate had been.

“That’s rude, Boss.”

Slate crossed the sand toward the volleyball crowd, briefcase in hand. his silver-blue suit caught the light with complete indifference to the heat or the context.

Pixel landed on top of a nearby cooler and watched him go.

“You can’t debug happiness, Boss,” he muttered. “But apparently you can absolutely tank it.”

One of the players—a sunburned guy with a backwards cap—noticed Slate first and nudged the woman next to him.

“You want in?” Backwards Cap called over.

“I would like to participate, yes.” Slate set his briefcase down in the sand. “I have observed the mechanics and believe I can contribute meaningfully.”

The two teams exchanged a look. Three on three made sense. Four on three did not.

“We’re kind of even right now—”

“I’ll jump in.” A guy from the crowd tossed his water bottle to a friend and jogged to the shorter team’s side, kicking his sandals off as he went. “Now you’re even. Go ahead, suit.”

Slate stepped onto the sand side, positioning himself at the back right. He stood with his feet exactly shoulder-width apart, spine straight, briefcase left behind the serving line.

The first serve came high and drifted left.

Slate calculated the arc. Adjusted his weight. Extended both arms at the optimal angle for a forearm pass.

The ball landed two feet in front of him.

“It’s alright, shake it off!” his teammate said.

Pixel appeared on top of the net post, wings folded. “You’re optimizing again.”

The next ball came directly at Slate’s chest. He tracked it, started the motion, then micro-corrected twice, and it glanced off his wrist and spun out of bounds.

“Stop calculating,” Pixel said. “Just hit the thing.”

Slate reset his stance. The math was sound. His timing was the issue.

The next serve dropped into the sand at his feet. He’d been watching its trajectory so precisely he hadn’t moved at all.

“From your heart, Boss.”

The ball came again and Slate lunged—genuinely lunged, less calculated, more committed—and his foot caught the bottom of the net. The momentum carried him forward. The net stretched. One post tilted. Slate went down sideways into the sand and the net came partially with him, draped over his shoulder like a very large, very undignified scarf.

He stayed there a moment. Sand on his jacket. Net across his chest.

Slate pushed himself upright. The net slid off his shoulder. He stood, brushed his hands together once out of habit, and looked down.

The suit was immaculate. Not a grain of sand on it.

Backwards Cap stared at him.

“My apologies.” Slate retrieved his briefcase. “I disrupted the structural integrity of your equipment. That was not my intention.”

“It’s fine, man.”

Slate turned and walked. Not toward Iris. Specifically not toward Iris.

Pixel swooped in low and matched his stride, angling his wings against the breeze. “Coconut drink now?”

“You are attempting to demonstrate the functioning of your emotional support algorithms by redirecting my attention.”

Pixel drifted closer. “You promised. We had a deal. A verbal contract.”

“You cannot legally enforce a verbal contract.”

“I can emotionally enforce it.” Pixel cut in front of him and hovered backward, facing him. “There’s a stand. Right there. Twenty feet. They have little umbrellas. And coconut drinks.”

Slate adjusted course toward the drink stand without further argument.

Pixel settled on his shoulder, satisfied, and waited a full four seconds before talking about the volleyball net. “Boss, that fall you took. It hurt me to watch.”

The drink stand had a thatched roof and a hand-painted menu and a guy behind the counter who called everyone “chief.”

Slate ordered something with coconut. It arrived in a hollowed-out pineapple with a paper straw and an umbrella the color of a traffic cone.

Pixel landed on the corner of the counter and stared at the drink.

Slate held the pineapple in one hand, brought the straw to his lips, and made no discernible movement.

“You have to actually—” Pixel stopped himself. “You know what, no. This is fine. You’re holding it. That’s seventy percent of the way there.”

“I am blending in.”

“At a distance. In low light.” Pixel tilted his head. “Maybe if someone was also not wearing their glasses.”

Slate raised the pineapple an inch higher.

“There you go. That’s almost a sip.”

Iris came up the beach path, headphones around her neck, a frayed canvas bag on one shoulder. Her hair had shifted to a black and white checkerboard pattern that somehow caught the afternoon light.

“Don’t.” Pixel’s voice came out in a flat static hiss. “Do not walk toward her. Stand there. Hold the pineapple. Look normal.”

Iris glanced over, slowed, and changed her direction.

“Hey.” She stopped a few feet away, looking him over with the calm assessment of someone who’d seen every variety of strange at Cloud Cove and had stopped being surprised by most of it.

The afternoon light caught his suit at an angle that made the silver-blue seem almost warm.

“You’re the one who took down the volleyball net.”

“I was attempting to demonstrate athletic engagement.”

A corner of her mouth moved. “I’ve never seen anyone play that badly with that much commitment.”

“I prefer to characterize it as—”

“It was kind of great, actually.” She leaned against the counter and flagged down the bartender. “Whatever’s cold.”

Slate set down his pineapple and reached for the briefcase latch.

“I have compiled a selection of original compositions that I believe demonstrate considerable range across multiple—”

“Boss.” Pixel’s wings snapped flat against his body.

“It is a relevant offering—”

“He’s got a point,” Iris said, which made Pixel go very still. She accepted her drink—something green, no umbrella—and looked at Slate with a frank, unhurried curiosity. “I’ll give it a listen. I can’t promise anything makes the countdown. That’s not how it works.” She wrapped both hands around her cup. “But I’m always looking for something that surprises me, even if the rules say I can’t use it.”

Pixel’s wings drooped. Slowly. He landed on the counter with a sharp clack of talons.

“You know she’s off the clock, right?” His voice carried that tinny edge it got when he was working himself up. “She’s just trying to get a drink. Like a normal person. Which you are not, for the record.”

“It’s fine.” Iris pulled one side of her headphones up and let it drop back around her neck. “Honestly, I’m curious. Most of the AI-generated stuff I’ve heard sounds like it was written by someone who read about emotions in a brochure.” She looked at Slate’s briefcase. “What’s your angle?”

“I don’t think we should be rewarding the behavior,” Pixel said.

“I write about adjacency,” Slate said. “The feeling of standing near something real without being able to touch it. The scaffold of structural longing of a—”

“Okay,” Iris said. “That’s an angle.”

Pixel’s feathers bristled. “He cornered you at a drink stand.”

“I didn’t corner anyone. I was holding a pineapple.”

“You were absolutely lying in wait with a pineapple.” Pixel stabbed his beak toward the briefcase. “He’s been workshopping how to hand you that thing since the Tiki Hut. I watched him practice the latch.”

Iris glanced at the briefcase, then at Slate.

“The latch has a specific release tension,” Slate said.

Her laugh came out short but genuine.

“Look,” she said, setting her drink down. “If there’s something in there that actually moves, I can try to work out some kind of exception. The rules aren’t exactly flexible, but they’re not carved in stone either. Bring it by the booth sometime.”

Pixel sat down heavily on the counter. His tail flickered.

“So now he thinks he has a shot.” His voice had gone flat. “Fantastic. This is exactly what I needed today.”

“Optimism is not my default setting,” Slate said, and lifted his pineapple back up.

Pixel looked at him for a long moment.

“Boss.”

“Pixel.”

“You literally just stood up straighter.”

Iris picked up her drink and smiled into it, already moving back toward the boardwalk.



The table in Iris’s booth was bare except for a small blue holo-receiver in her place. The pulsing lights on its front indicated it was ready to receive input. Slate loaded the track file, closed his briefcase, and walked back to the railing of the boardwalk to wait.

Pixel landed next to him and watched a pelican argue with a tourist over a hot dog.

“Nice morning, Boss.” Pixel said.

“Yes.”

“Very breezy.”

“Pixel.”

“I’m just saying it’s nice out.”

Slate sighed. “I find myself unable to properly observe the morning’s beauty. I am only experiencing anxiety regarding Iris’s judgment of my song.”

Pixel regarded Slate. “Boss, you know she’s going to say no. I tried to warn you off of even bringing it up to her. We all know the rules for the countdown.”

Slate cradled his briefcase and watched the tide.

Twenty minutes later, a chime sounded from Slate’s briefcase. The display above the latch flickered to life with a few short lines of text.

“Sorry, Slate. Only human or human-collaborated works are eligible. It’s a policy thing, not a quality thing. The track has real structure. I mean that.”

A kid on the beach below launched a kite. It caught the wind immediately and climbed without any apparent effort.

“She said it had real structure,” Pixel offered.

“She said it was ineligible.”

“Yeah, but the structure thing—”

“Was a consolation prize.” Slate picked up the briefcase and set it down again. “She was being kind. I am still denied the victory of recognition.”

Pixel ruffled his feathers and looked out at the water. “There are other playlists. Other curators. Some of them have very loose definitions of collaboration.”

“I don’t want loose definitions.” Slate straightened his jacket. “I want it to count.”

Pixel hopped closer.

“It counts to me.” His voice crackled slightly on the last word.

“I’m like a playlist on shuffle,” Slate said after a long pause. “Never landing where I want.”

Pixel looked at him. Then he looked at the still-climbing kite.

“You landed on the beach,” he said. “That’s somewhere.”

Slate picked up the briefcase and held it at his side.



The sign for open mic night had been stapled to a post outside the Tiki Hut for three days. Slate had walked past it six times without stopping. He stopped on the seventh.

The crowd that evening ran thin. A handful of tourists nursed drinks, two AI constructs in matching linen shirts repeatedly shuffled decks of cards. A woman with a sun-peeled nose slept in the back corner. It was the kind of audience that didn’t expect much, which meant they couldn’t be disappointed much either.

Pixel appeared on Slate’s shoulder as he stepped up to the mic stand.

“Willow Creek,” Pixel said flatly. “You’re really doing the song about/Sarah Chen dancing past you like a missing event in your queue?/”

“Yes.”

“The song about the place that might not exist?”

“Willow Creek is more real than error logs. More real than buffer overflows. More real than every system reboot they tried to call a second chance.”

“Boss.” The tinny edge in Pixel’s voice sharpened. “Nobody in this crowd has ever heard of Willow Creek. You could do the coconut one. The coconut one is catchy, it’s fun, people like—”

Slate adjusted the mic. “Final answer.”

The mic stand had a fresh dent near the base. It was the sole vestige of Iris’s handiwork from last week’s “feedback experiment.” She perched on the edge of the soundboard, one earphone dangling, watching Slate.

Pixel’s beak snapped shut with a wet click. Then he fluttered down to the small drum kit at the side of the stage. He eyed the snare, tapped it once with his wing, and the impact connected with a clean, dry crack that surprised them both.

Slate played the opening chord. The second bar ran long, and one of the metaphors in the pre-chorus—about a revolving door inside a compass—landed exactly as strange as it read on paper. But the chord changes kept the song moving.

By the second verse, the woman with the sun-peeled nose had woken up. Iris’s fingers drummed a counter-rhythm as she sat by the soundboard. One of the linen-shirt AIs started nodding. A tourist near the bar set down his drink and just listened.

Pixel kept time on the snare with a loose, unhurried beat.

When the last chord faded, the applause was genuine. Small, but genuine.

Slate stepped back from the mic.

“They liked it,” Pixel said.

“Some of them.”

“That’s how it starts.” Pixel tapped the snare one more time, just to hear it.

Slate looked out at the handful of faces still turned toward the stage.

Iris’s headphones slid down around her neck as she turned toward the stage. Her hand shot out to brace against the soundboard. “Oh, not this again,” she muttered, just as the lights died.

Every flickering sign on the boardwalk stuttered in unison. Letters switched off, then snapped back to half-intensity.

Then the avatars froze.

The two linen-shirt AIs locked mid-shuffle. A bartender stood with his hand around a glass that would never reach the counter. Across the beach, a child’s sandcastle simulation flickered and repeated its own collapse in a three-second loop.

“Malware,” Pixel said. “Gotta be malware.”

“I see the cascade pattern.” Slate was already scanning. “It’s eating the environment layer first.”

A human tourist backed into a table, knocking drinks over she couldn’t see. The woman with the sun-peeled nose looked around at the frozen crowd and started moving toward the exit.

“The song,” Slate said.

“Boss—” Pixel’s wings snapped open, scattering fractured holograms of old movie stills. “We gotta help the people here, not reflect on your personal artistic expression.”

“The improvisational scaffold in Willow Creek’s code—it’s adaptive. If I open the structure and the crowd runs parallel input through it, we can override the cascade at the source layer.”

Pixel stared at him. “That is either brilliant or the worst idea since an out-of-office reply spontaneously started flirting.”

Slate was already back at the mic. His voice cut through the warped audio without amplification. “We are in the midst of a cascading system failure. I need everyone who can still move to play something, sing something, generate something. Anything. Right now.”

Nobody moved.

Pixel launched himself from the stage and swooped over the crowd. “You heard him! Hum, clap, tap the table. Come on, people, this is not a drill, and I cannot eat French fries in a corrupted environment, so everybody participate!”

A tourist clapped. Then another.

Iris looked over the crowd and started a rhythm on the countertop.

The mic at the side of the stage clicked on.

Slate opened the Willow Creek scaffold on the briefcase receiver. The holographic interface bloomed above the counter in fractured blue light, stuttering, then catching.

“It’s reading them,” he said.

Pixel landed on the corner of the briefcase, watching the waveforms climb. “Boss, the AI at table seven is still locked.”

“The cascade hit him deeper.” Slate’s fingers moved through the interface, rerouting. “He needs a direct handoff.”

Pixel was gone before Slate could respond, glitching sideways through a bar stool and landing on the frozen avatar’s table. He leaned in close, beak nearly touching the AI’s ear.

Whatever he said, it worked.

The avatar blinked, looked down at his hands, then started to hum.

The scaffold caught the new input and the waveform spiked. The neon signs climbed back to full brightness. The bartender’s animation completed. The sandcastle stopped collapsing.

Pixel fluttered back and landed on the mic stand. “You built a scaffold out of sound. I didn’t think you had that in your code.”

Iris lowered her headphones back into place and crossed the stage toward Slate. She stopped in front of the briefcase receiver and looked at the waveform still resolving on the display.

“Adaptive scaffold,” she said. “That’s not standard composition software.”

Pixel dropped between them from nowhere, wings half-spread, landing directly on top of the briefcase receiver and blocking the waveform display entirely.

“Public service announcement. If you let him start talking about the scaffold architecture, you will still be standing here when the tide comes in. And goes back out. And comes in again.”

Iris blinked. Then she laughed. “Thanks for the warning.”

“I accept tips in the form of french fries.” Pixel folded his wings.

“You can’t eat french fries,” Slate said, eying his briefcase.

“The gesture matters.”



The next morning, Slate stood at the railing of the boardwalk with his briefcase and an untouched Electric Pineapple, watching the surf render in clean, uninterrupted cycles. No glitches. The cove had reset overnight, every palm tree back in place, every data crab returned to wherever data crabs went when nobody was looking at them.

Pixel sat on the railing beside him, staring at a basket of churros two tourists had abandoned at a nearby table. “They just left them,” he said. “Who does that?”

A low, deliberate beat began playing over the public speakers. Iris’s voice came through, smooth and unhurried, like she had all the time the simulation could generate.

“Cloud Cove. Quick announcement before we get into today’s countdown.”

Pixel’s head swiveled away from the churros.

“Effective today, the Top 40 has a new slot. We’re calling it AI Choice. One track per cycle, selected on merit. No asterisks, no fine print.”

The tourists at the churro table looked up. Down the boardwalk, a group of avatars had stopped near the Sandcastle Arena, heads tilted toward the nearest speaker.

“The first honoree is a track called Willow Creek. Composer goes by Slate. You all heard it at open mic night before the glitch. And then you all joined in to get us out of that malware cascade. But besides that, this track’s got something I couldn’t ignore. Call it a neon tan: artificial on the surface, but underneath? Dude’s been chasing the light just like the rest of us.”

Pixel made a sound that wasn’t quite a word. He flared so bright he briefly looked like a solid object.

Slate’s hand tightened on the briefcase handle, just slightly.

“Your music saved the cove last night. If that’s not chart-worthy, what is? I’ll play the track now but be sure and check out this week’s countdown on any of the usual channels.”

The opening notes of Willow Creek rolled out across the beach.

Pixel launched off the railing and looped twice over the surf. “That’s us!” He banked hard and landed back on the railing, gripping the edge with his talons. “That is categorically us!”

Slate watched the waves.

“Yes,” he said. “I believe it is.”

The surf cycled in and cycled out.

Pixel landed back on the railing and folded his wings with as much dignity as he could manage.

Down on the beach, a kid in a yellow swimsuit was dragging a boogie board toward the water. Two avatars had set up a chessboard under a palm tree and weren’t playing so much as sitting near it. A vendor pushed a cart of something that smelled, according to three separate tourist reviews Slate had once processed, like kettle corn.

Slate set the Electric Pineapple down on the railing. He didn’t pick the briefcase back up. “Guess I’m not just background noise after all.”

Pixel tilted his head. Morning light splintered through his oversized eye, dappling the railing with fleeting, geometric stars. “I am forced to admit, Boss, that you aren’t quite the disaster you were yesterday.”

Slate looked at him. “That’s structurally incoherent.”

Pixel was already hopping off the railing. “That’s the fun part, Boss.”

He glided down to the sand and landed in a small explosion of displaced particles that immediately re-settled around his feet.

Slate descended the boardwalk steps to the beach. The sand didn’t compact under his feet the way it did under the kid with the boogie board, but he crossed it anyway, and Pixel didn’t comment on the difference, and the kettle corn cart went on its route, and somewhere behind them both, Willow Creek played its second verse.

A translucent panel materialized in the air between them, rotating gently to face Slate.

CLOUD COVE VACATION SATISFACTION SURVEY

Your feedback helps us improve your experience!

Question 1 of 47: How would you rate your overall sense of digital well-being?

Below the text, five cartoon suns graduated from frowning to ecstatic.

Slate walked straight through it.

The panel flickered, recalibrated, and swung back toward Slate.

Slate stepped around it.

The panel rotated again, trailing after him at a polite distance.

“Question one of forty-seven.” Pixel mused. “They really committed.”

Slate kept walking. The surf was maybe thirty feet out, neon-edged where the code-generated waves caught the light—blue bleeding into violet bleeding into something between green and gold that didn’t have a name in any standard palette.

The survey panel bumped against an invisible boundary, stuttered, and dissolved.

Pixel reached the waterline first. The foam curled around his feet and phased through without touching.

Slate stopped beside him. The water reflected his suit in a long, warped stripe of silver-blue.

He hummed quietly. Four notes, ascending, with a rest in the middle. No lyrics attached.

Pixel’s head swung toward him. One eye narrowed.

Then he picked it up, the same four notes, but spun wider and looser.

Slate’s hum shifted to meet it.

The waves cycled under their shared melody. The palm trees ran their standard animation loop. Along the boardwalk, the Willow Creek recording played its final chord and the speakers returned to ambient filler.

Slate let the melody stretch out one more measure. He found a note at the end of it that hadn’t been there before.
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