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Chapter 1: The Hunger and the Hoax
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The rain in the city didn’t wash things clean; it just made the grime slicker, turning the streets into black mirrors that reflected the aggressive neon pulse of the advertisements above. It was a cold, miserable Tuesday in November, the kind of night that soaked into your bones and stayed there, but for the three hundred teenagers lined up outside the glass-and-steel cathedral of the AetherTech flagship store, the cold was irrelevant. The rain was irrelevant. The only thing that mattered, the only thing that kept their blood warm and their hearts beating in a syncopated rhythm of desperate anticipation, was the launch.

The Omicron Z.

It wasn’t just a phone. To call it a phone was like calling a Ferrari a cart. The marketing campaign had been relentless, a psychological blitzkrieg that had been running for six months. Billboards featured models with eyes that seemed to glow, holding the device like a holy relic. The tagline was simple, printed in a font that looked like razor wire: Be More.

Lilly shifted her weight from one numb foot to the other. Her sneakers, cheap canvas knock-offs she’d bought at a discount bin, were soaked through. She could feel the dampness wrinkling the skin of her toes. Beside her, Greta shivered, pulling the hood of her oversized parka tighter around her face.

"Do you think there’s enough?" Greta whispered. Her voice was thin, brittle with anxiety. She had asked this question fourteen times in the last hour.

Lilly looked ahead. The line snaked around the block, a twisting organism of wet synthetic fabrics, umbrellas, and the glow of older, inferior screens. "They said they stocked two thousand units, Greta. We’re in the first five hundred. We’re fine."

Lilly tried to sound confident, but a knot of dread was tightening in her stomach. She needed this. They both needed this. In the brutal ecosystem of North Central High, social currency was mined in data and pixels. If you didn’t have the Z, you were barely human. You were a ghost. A glitch. And Lilly was tired of being a glitch. She was tired of the silence that fell when she walked to her locker. She was tired of being looked through, as if she were made of cellophane.

The queue was a strange place. It smelled of ozone, wet asphalt, and the distinct, sharp tang of teenage adrenaline. People were camping out in sleeping bags, fueled by energy drinks that turned their tongues blue. There was a vibrating tension in the air, a collective hunger that felt almost predatory.

"I can’t wait to see Jessica’s face," Greta murmured, a small, vindictive smile touching her pale lips. "When we walk in tomorrow. When we put them on the table during lunch. She won’t be able to say anything. She’ll have to look at us."

"She’ll just find something else to make fun of," Lilly said, though she shared the fantasy. The image of the phone—sleek, obsidian glass, rimless, buttons absent, controlled by pure haptic intuition—danced in her mind. It was the key to the kingdom.

Suddenly, a ripple went through the crowd. A murmur that started at the front and rolled back like a tsunami wave. The heavy glass doors of the store were opening.

A cheer went up, ragged and feral. The line surged forward, crushing Lilly against the back of a tall boy in a varsity jacket. She felt the breath squeezed out of her lungs.

"Easy!" someone screamed. "Stop pushing!"

But they didn’t stop. The hunger was too great. The security guards, hulking men in yellow vests, looked nervous. They held their hands up, trying to stem the tide.

A man in a sleek black turtleneck emerged from the store. He held a microphone. He looked like a priest about to deliver a eulogy.

"Ladies and gentlemen," his voice boomed over the portable speakers, distorted by the wind. "Due to an unprecedented logistical error in the supply chain..."

The crowd went silent. The silence was heavier than the cheering. It was a vacuum.

"...we have significantly fewer units than anticipated. The initial shipment is fifty units."

Fifty.

The word hung in the rain-slicked air like a guillotine blade.

For a second, nobody moved. The math was instantaneous and cruel. Fifty units. There were three hundred people here. Lilly and Greta were standing around the hundred-and-fiftieth mark.

"No," Greta whimpered. It was a sound of pure heartbreak. "No, please."

"We will be issuing vouchers for the next shipment, arriving in three weeks," the man continued, stepping back as if anticipating violence.

"Three weeks?" someone screamed from the front. "I’ve been here since Sunday!"

The chaos that followed was ugly. It wasn’t a riot, but it was the crumbling of hope. People wept. Grown men threw their coffee cups at the glass doors. The security guards formed a phalanx, batons drawn, their faces grim.

Lilly felt the air leave the world. She felt Greta slump against her, the strength going out of her friend’s legs. They stood there, buffeted by the angry crowd dispersing around them, two statues of misery in the pouring rain. The neon sign above the store flickered, casting a sickly blue light over their faces.

SOLD OUT.

It felt like a judgment. It felt like the universe confirming what they had always suspected deep down in the dark, quiet parts of their minds: that they were not meant to have nice things. That the world belonged to others, and they were just there to watch.
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The next day at school was a lesson in sociological torture.

North Central High was a modern building, all glass and sharp angles, designed to look like a tech campus but feeling more like a minimum-security prison. The fluorescent lights hummed with a headache-inducing frequency.

Lilly and Greta walked through the hallway, keeping their heads down, hugging their books to their chests like armor. They had agreed not to talk about the night before. The wound was too fresh.

But the school knew. Information in high school travels faster than light, carried on the wings of malice.

They reached the cafeteria, the noise hitting them like a physical wall—the clatter of trays, the roar of conversation, the shrieking laughter. They moved to their usual spot, a small, wobbly table near the garbage cans, the designated zone for the socially exiled.

They were halfway through their sandwiches when the shadow fell over them.

Lilly didn’t look up. She knew that perfume. It smelled of vanilla and expensive cruelty.

"So," Jessica’s voice was high, sweet, and laced with arsenic. "I heard a funny story."

Lilly kept chewing, staring at the grain of the formica table.

"I heard two little rats waited in the rain for twelve hours," Jessica continued. She was flanked by her lieutenants, Chloe and Sarah, both of them holding the Omicron Z. The phones gleamed in their hands, alien and beautiful. They were already scrolling, tapping, existing in a plane of reality Lilly couldn't access.

"Leave us alone, Jessica," Greta mumbled, her voice shaking.

"We just wanted to see," Jessica said, leaning in, her hair brushing Lilly’s shoulder. "Did you really think you were going to get one? Honestly? It’s a smart device, sweetie. It needs a smart user."

Chloe and Sarah giggled. It was a practiced sound, sharp and cutting.

Jessica raised her new phone. "Smile!"

"Don't," Lilly said, reaching up to cover her face.

Click.

The shutter sound was synthetic, crisp.

"Aww," Jessica cooed, looking at the screen. "You look like a drowned wet dog. This is going on the story. '#Desperate'."

They walked away, their laughter trailing behind them like exhaust fumes. Lilly sat frozen. She could feel the eyes of the cafeteria on them. She could feel the vibration of phones in pockets all around the room as the notification hit. People were looking. Some were smirking. Most just looked indifferent, which was somehow worse.

Greta had tears in her eyes. She pushed her tray away. "I can’t do this, Lilly. I can’t do this anymore. I’d do anything. Anything to wipe that smile off her face."

Lilly looked at her friend. She saw the desperation there, a deep, dark well of it. It scared her, because she felt the exact same thing. It was a hunger. A hunger to be seen. A hunger to matter.

"I know," Lilly whispered.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


...

[image: ]




The rumor didn't come from the internet. It didn't come from a blog or a forum. It came from the dust.

After school, hiding from the world, they retreated to the Starcade. It was a dying relic of the 80s that had somehow survived the gentrification of the city center, mostly because the owner, a man named Sal who smelled of cigar smoke and stale beer, refused to sell the lease. It was dark, loud, and filled with games that were older than Lilly and Greta combined.

They were sitting on the carpeted floor in the back corner, near a broken Polybius cabinet that was turned toward the wall.

"My cousin said there’s another shipment coming to the mall in the suburbs next month," Greta said, scrolling through her cracked, three-year-old phone. "But it’s double the price."

"We don't have double the price, Greta. We barely had the retail price," Lilly replied, staring at the flashing lights of a pinball machine.

"You looking for the Z?"

The voice was raspy, sounding like gravel grinding together.

Lilly jumped. Standing in the shadows of the arcade maintenance door was a kid they vaguely recognized. His name was arguably Arthur, though people usually just called him 'Glitch' because of a nervous tic in his left eye. He was a tech scavenger, usually seen digging through e-waste bins behind the computer lab.

"Go away, Arthur," Lilly said defensively.

Arthur stepped into the dim neon light. He wore a trench coat that was too big for him and fingerless gloves. He didn't look offended. He looked intense.

"I heard you guys struck out at AetherTech. Saw the post Jessica made. Brutal."

"Did you come here to make fun of us too?" Greta snapped.

"No," Arthur said. He looked around conspiratorially, then crouched down. "I’m saying, if you want the tech, you’re looking in the wrong place. The corporate stores? They choke the supply. Artificial scarcity. It’s all a game."

"And let me guess," Lilly said, rolling her eyes. "You have a trunk full of them?"

"Me? No. I don't touch that stuff. Bad juju in the code," Arthur said, tapping his temple. "But... there’s a place. My brother told me about it before he... moved away. He said they have everything. The prototypes. The unreleased stuff. The stuff that fell off the truck."

"Where?" Greta asked, her posture straightening. The desperation was back, pulling her strings.

"Down in the Yards," Arthur said. "Past the burnt-out textile factory. Street called Bleaker Avenue. Number 13. It doesn't have a sign. Just a symbol on the door looks like an eye."

Lilly frowned. " The Yards? That’s like... zero zone. Nobody goes there. It’s dangerous."

Arthur shrugged. "High risk, high reward. They say the old lady who runs it... she trades. She doesn't always want cash. Sometimes she wants... favors. Or trades."

"What kind of trades?" Lilly asked.

"Old tech. Memories. I don't know. Just what I heard." Arthur stood up. "If you go, don't tell anyone I sent you. And if the red light is on in the window... don't go in."

He vanished back into the shadows of the arcade before they could ask anything else.

"We’re not going to the Yards," Lilly said immediately. "It’s a hoax. He’s messing with us. He probably set up a bucket of water over a door somewhere to soak us."

Greta looked at Lilly. Her eyes were hard. "What if it’s not? What if they have them? Scalpers sell them there, right? Stolen goods?"

"Greta, it’s dangerous."

"Jessica posted another photo," Greta said, holding up her phone. It was a selfie of Jessica and a football player, the caption reading: Winners win. Losers wait.

Greta shoved the phone into her pocket. "I’m going. With or without you."

Lilly looked at her friend. She looked at the resolve in her face. She knew she couldn't let Greta go into the Yards alone. And, god help her, a small, treacherous part of her heart whispered: What if?

"Fine," Lilly sighed. "But if we get mugged, I’m saying I told you so while we bleed out."
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The city changed when you crossed the river.

On the north side, where they lived, the city was vertical—skyscrapers, glass, light. It was the future.

The South Side, the Yards, was the past.

They took the bus to the last stop, and the passengers thinned out until it was just them and a man asleep in the back who smelled like rubbing alcohol. When they stepped off, the air tasted different. It tasted of rust, wet wool, and coal smoke.

Here, the streetlights weren't the crisp white LEDs of the city center. They were old sodium vapor lamps, casting a sickly, jaundiced yellow haze over everything. The buildings were brick, squat and heavy, huddled together as if for warmth. Many were boarded up. The graffiti here wasn't artistic; it was territorial. Sharp, angry tags marking boundaries of gangs long since dissolved or evolved.

"It’s freezing," Greta whispered. The wind howled down the narrow streets, funneling through the canyons of brick.

"Bleaker Avenue," Lilly read from her phone, though the signal was down to one bar. The GPS was spinning confusedly. "It should be three blocks that way."

They walked close together, their footsteps echoing too loudly on the cracked pavement. Shadows stretched long and distorted away from their feet. Every alleyway mouth looked like a hungry throat.

"This was a mistake," Lilly hissed. "Greta, look at this place. There’s no boutique here. It’s a ghost town."

"Arthur said past the factory," Greta insisted, though her voice wavered.

They passed the skeleton of the textile factory. It was a massive, burned-out husk, the windows like empty eye sockets staring down at them. A stray dog, mangy and thin, watched them from a pile of rubble, not barking, just watching.

And then, they saw it.

It shouldn't have been there. Nestled between a condemned warehouse and a boarded-up pawn shop was a small, pristine storefront.

It didn't look modern. It looked like something out of a Dickens novel or a bad dream about the 1920s. The wood framing the window was dark, polished mahogany. The glass was bowed, old and thick.

Inside, a single lamp cast a warm, golden glow.

"No way," Lilly breathed.

They approached the window. There was no sign, just as Arthur had said. But etched into the glass in frosted gold was a symbol. It wasn't exactly an eye. It looked more like a camera aperture, or perhaps a black hole.

They peered through the glass.

The shop was cluttered. Extremely cluttered. But not with trash. It was filled with things. Beautiful, antiquated things. Brass telescopes, typewriters with mother-of-pearl keys, porcelain dolls that looked a little too life-like, rotary telephones made of marble and gold.

"Where are the phones?" Lilly whispered. "This is an antique shop."

"Maybe they keep them in the back," Greta said. She reached for the handle.

"Wait," Lilly grabbed her arm. "Arthur said check for a red light."

They looked. There was no red light. Just that inviting, honey-colored glow.

"It’s fine," Greta said, shaking her off. She pushed the door open.

A bell chimed. It wasn't the electronic ding-dong of a convenience store. It was a real bell, heavy and brass, ringing with a sound that seemed to vibrate in Lilly’s teeth.

They stepped inside.

The smell hit them first. It didn't smell like a shop. It smelled like a library that had been sealed for a hundred years—dust, vanilla, old paper... and something else. Something faint and sharp underneath, like a match that had just been struck. Sulfur.

"Hello?" Greta called out.

The shop was deeper than it looked from the outside. The shelves towered above them, vanishing into the shadows near the ceiling. The silence was absolute. The roar of the city, even the wind outside, was gone. It was as if the door had cut them off from the world entirely.

"I don't like this," Lilly whispered. "Let's go."

"Welcome, my dears."

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere.

Lilly spun around.

Emerging from the shadows behind a large, grandfather clock was an old woman. She was tiny, barely five feet tall. She wore a dress that looked like it was made of black lace and velvet, high-collared and stiff. Her hair was snow white, pulled back into a severe bun.

But it was her face that arrested them. It was a map of wrinkles, a landscape of age so profound it looked like geology. Yet, her eyes were bright. Too bright. They were a milky, pale blue, but they tracked the girls with the precision of a hawk.

"You’re soaked to the bone," the woman said. Her smile was warm, but her teeth were slightly too small, like a child's teeth in an adult's mouth. "Come in, come in. I am Madame Valeska."

"We... we’re looking for something," Greta stammered.

"Everyone who finds this door is looking for something," Madame Valeska said, moving behind a long, glass counter. She moved silently, her feet making no sound on the wooden floor. "Some look for the past. Some look for the future. What is your desire?"

"Phones," Greta blurted out. "The Omicron Z. We heard... we heard you might have them."

Lilly cringed. It sounded so stupid saying it out loud in this place filled with history and gravity. Asking for a trendy gadget in a museum of souls.

Madame Valeska paused. She tilted her head. "Ah. The communicators. The mirrors of Narcissus." She chuckled, a dry sound like leaves scraping together. "Such a popular item. So much... vanity involved. I suppose you want to be seen? You want to be... admired?"

"We just want to buy them," Lilly said, finding her voice. "If you don't have them, we’ll leave."

"Oh, I have them," the old woman said.

She reached under the counter. Her hands were skeletal, the skin translucent. She pulled out a wooden box. It was made of a dark wood that seemed to absorb the light.

She opened the lid.

Lilly and Greta gasped.

Nestled on black velvet were two phones. But they weren't just Omicron Zs. They were... more. The standard Z was black glass. These seemed to possess a depth, a swirling darkness beneath the screen like oil on water. The edges weren't just sleek; they were impossibly sharp. They pulsed with a faint, rhythmic luminescence, like a heartbeat.

"These are the Developer Editions," Madame Valeska purred. "Unlocked. Unlimited data. Unfiltered access to the global psyche. Faster than thought."

Greta reached out, her hand trembling. "How much?"

"Money?" Madame Valeska laughed softly. "I have no use for your plastic cards or your paper scraps. Money is so... temporary."

"Then what?" Lilly asked, stepping back. The sulfur smell was stronger now.

"A contract," the old woman said. She pulled two scrolls of paper from the counter. They were thick, creamy parchment, covered in dense, red script that looked almost like calligraphy. "You sign with our service provider. Eternal Link. The terms are simple. You get the device. You get the fame. You get the attention you crave. In exchange... you simply agree to remain connected. To be part of the Network. Always."

"That's it?" Greta asked, eyes glued to the phone. "Just a contract?"

"Just a contract," Valeska smiled. "We thrive on... engagement."

Lilly looked at the contract. The text was hard to read; it seemed to shift slightly when she looked directly at it. Clauses about "Proprietary Rights to Essence" and "Data Mining of the Soul" flashed in her peripheral vision, but when she focused, they just looked like standard legalese about liability and roaming charges.

"Lilly, look at them," Greta whispered. "Imagine walking into school with these. These aren't just Zs. These are better."

Lilly looked at the phone. For a second, the screen flashed. She saw herself in the reflection. But in the reflection, she wasn't wet, tired, and mousy. She looked radiant. Beautiful. Powerful. Jessica was in the background of the reflection, blurry and small.

The hunger clawed at her throat. The hunger to be someone.

"Do we have to pay a monthly fee?" Lilly asked weakly.

" The cost is deferred," Valeska said softly. "You pay... later. Much later. When you are done with the world."

She placed two fountain pens on the counter. The nibs were sharp as needles.

"Sign," she commanded. It wasn't a suggestion.

Greta grabbed the pen. She didn't even read the header. She scribbled her name. Greta Miller.

As she finished the signature, she yelped. "Ouch."

"What?" Lilly asked.

"The pen... it scratched me." Greta looked at her thumb. A single drop of bright red blood welled up. It dropped onto the parchment, right next to her signature. The paper seemed to drink it instantly, the red ink glowing for a split second.

"A biological seal," Madame Valeska said smoothly. "For security. Biometrics are the future, are they not?"

Lilly hesitated. Every instinct she had, every warning bell from every horror movie she had ever watched, was screaming at her to run. The smell of sulfur. The creepy old woman. The blood.

But then she thought of the cafeteria. She thought of the "Desperate" caption. She thought of being invisible.

She looked at the phone. It called to her. It felt like it belonged in her hand. It felt like a missing limb waiting to be reattached.

Lilly picked up the pen. The metal was ice cold.

She pressed the nib to the paper. It pierced the surface with a wet snick.

Lilly Harper.

The pen pricked her finger on the final loop of the 'r'. A drop of blood hit the page.

Done.

The air in the shop changed instantly. The heavy, oppressive silence broke. The phones on the velvet cushion lit up simultaneously with a blinding white light.

"Excellent," Madame Valeska whispered. She closed the box of the contracts. "Welcome to the network, children. You have no idea how... hungry... we have been for new users."

She pushed the phones across the counter.

Greta grabbed hers instantly. "It’s warm," she said, her eyes widening. "It feels... alive."

"Go now," Valeska said, her voice dropping an octave, becoming colder. "The store is closing. Enjoy your new lives. While they last."

The lights in the store flickered.

Lilly grabbed her phone. It was warm. It hummed against her palm, a vibration that traveled up her arm and settled at the base of her skull. It felt good. It felt intoxicating.

They turned and hurried out of the door, back into the freezing rain.

As the door clicked shut behind them, the bell didn't chime. It made a sound like a heavy lock slamming home.

Lilly turned back to look through the window, to wave goodbye or just to check, but the glass was dark. The golden light was gone. The shop looked abandoned again, dust settling on the old typewriters.

"Come on!" Greta squealed, already holding the phone up to the sky, framing a shot of the rain. "Look at this camera quality! It sees everything! It sees in the dark!"

Lilly looked at her screen. The interface was beautiful. She had a notification already.

Welcome, Lilly. Setup Complete. Uploading Contacts... Uploading Life...

She smiled. For the first time in years, she felt powerful. She followed Greta toward the bus stop, the phone glowing like a lantern in the gloom of the Yards.

She didn't notice that the battery icon wasn't a lightning bolt.

It was a tiny, stylized hourglass. And the sand was already falling.
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Chapter 2: The Fine Print
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The bus ride back from the Yards was a fugue state.

Normally, the 45-minute journey from the industrial district to the suburbs was a sensory punishment—the smell of diesel, the sticky floor, the flickering fluorescent lights that buzzed like trapped insects. But tonight, Lilly Harper felt none of it. She didn’t feel the cold draft coming from the window. She didn’t smell the drunk man sleeping three rows back.

Her entire world had contracted to the rectangle of obsidian glass in her hand.

The phone—the device, as Madame Valeska had called it—was warm. It wasn’t the mechanical heat of an overworked lithium-ion battery. It was a biological warmth, radiant and pulsing, like holding a small, feverish bird.

"Lilly," Greta whispered. She was sitting next to her, hunched over her own screen, her face bathed in a spectral, violet light. "Lilly, look at this. Just... look."

Lilly glanced over. Greta was scrolling through the settings menu. But the menu wasn’t a static list of options. It was a fluid, shifting landscape of icons that seemed to anticipate where Greta’s thumb was going to land before she even moved it.

"It knows," Greta breathed, her eyes wide and unblinking. "I just thought about changing the wallpaper, and it opened the gallery. I didn't even touch it."

Lilly looked back at her own device. She pressed the power button on the side. There was no boot-up sequence. No logo spinning in the void. The screen simply existed. One moment it was black, the next it was on, displaying a depth of color that made the real world around them look gray and washed out.

A prompt appeared in the center of the screen in elegant, thin white text:

USER IDENTIFICATION REQUIRED. P lease provide biological authentication.

"It wants a fingerprint," Lilly said. She hesitated. The memory of the pen pricking her skin at the shop flashed in her mind. The smell of sulfur. The cold eyes of the old woman.

"Just do it," Greta urged, already pressing her thumb against the bottom of her screen. "Oh my god. It feels... weird."

Lilly watched as Greta gasped, a look of mixture between pain and ecstasy crossing her face.

"What?" Lilly asked.

"It tingled," Greta said, rubbing her thumb. "Like... a little electric kiss. Look! I'm in."

Lilly took a deep breath. She looked at her thumb. She looked at the smooth glass. Don't be a coward, she told herself. Jessica wouldn't hesitate. Chloe wouldn't hesitate.

She pressed her thumb to the glass.

She expected the cold, dead surface of a touchscreen. Instead, the glass seemed to yield slightly, soft and pliable, like firm gelatin. A sharp, stinging sensation—microscopic, like a thousand tiny needles—shot into the pad of her thumb. It lasted for a nanosecond, followed immediately by a rush of endorphins that flooded her brain, washing away the anxiety, the fear, the cold.

IDENTITY CONFIRMED: LILLY HARPER. STATUS: BINDING.

The word 'Binding' flashed for a fraction of a second, then replaced with 'Loading'.

"Did you see that?" Lilly asked, her heart racing not from fear, but from a strange, artificial excitement.

"See what?" Greta was already typing furiously. "Lilly, the camera. You have to try the camera."

Lilly swiped up. The camera app opened instantly. She pointed it at the window. The reflection showed her own face—pale, wet hair plastered to her forehead, dark circles under her eyes from the lack of sleep.

Then, the phone processed the image.

It didn't just apply a filter. It didn't just smooth the skin. On the screen, the reflection changed. Her hair dried and voluminized. Her skin began to glow with an inner, golden light. Her eyes, usually a muddy hazel, popped with a vibrant emerald hue. Her jawline sharpened.

It was her, but it was the version of her she saw in her dreams. It was the version of her that belonged on a billboard.

"It’s... it’s not real," Lilly whispered, touching her cheek. Her real cheek felt cold and wet. The cheek on the screen looked warm and soft.

"It’s better than real," Greta said. "It’s what we’re supposed to be."

Lilly took a photo. Click.

The sound was satisfying, heavy and expensive.

As soon as the photo was saved to the gallery, something strange happened. Lilly felt a twitch in her cheek. A tiny spasm in the muscles of her face. She rubbed it, frowning. For a second, just a second, she felt her actual face shift, as if the bone structure was trying to align with the digital image she had just captured.

"Did you feel that?" Lilly asked.

"I feel amazing," Greta said, not listening. "I just posted my first selfie. Look at the likes. Lilly, look at the likes!"

Lilly looked at Greta’s screen. The photo had been up for thirty seconds.

150 Likes. 24 Comments.

"Who are these people?" Lilly asked. They looked at the comments. They were generic, effusive praise. 'Stunning.' 'Queen.' 'Finally.' 'Follow back?' The accounts had no profile pictures, just vague, shadowy avatars or geometric shapes.

"Who cares?" Greta laughed, a sound that was slightly too high-pitched. "We’re trending, Lil. We’re finally trending."

The bus screeched to a halt at their stop. The driver yelled, "End of the line!"

They stumbled out, not because they were clumsy, but because walking while staring at the screens was difficult. The world outside the phone felt hostile now. The wind was annoying. The walk to their houses felt like a distraction from the real work of scrolling.

"See you tomorrow," Greta said without looking up, walking toward her driveway. "Don't forget to set up your profile. The contract says we need complete profiles by midnight."

"Contract?" Lilly muttered. "Right."

She walked to her own house, the glow of the phone lighting her way like a torch in a dungeon.
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Lilly’s bedroom was her sanctuary, usually. It was filled with books, old movie posters, and the comforting clutter of her hobbies. But tonight, it felt small. It felt analog.

She sat on her bed, legs crossed, the phone hovering in front of her face. Her mother had called her for dinner twice. Lilly had yelled back that she wasn't hungry. And it was true. She felt full. Stuffed, actually. The hum of the phone in her hands seemed to be feeding her energy directly through her palms.

She tapped the 'Settings' icon again. She wanted to see the Terms of Service. The old woman, Valeska, had made such a big deal about the contract.

She found a tab labeled user_agreement_v6.6.6.

She tapped it.

Text began to scroll. It was dense. The font was archaic, jagged and spidery. It moved faster than she could read.

...user grants perpetuity of access to bio-rhythms... ...emotional output shall be harvested for network sustenance... ...in the event of soul-insolvency, the device retains rights to the vessel...
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