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Chapter 1 — The First Conversation
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Emma Hart downloaded InkLink on a Tuesday night out of pure curiosity.



She had seen the ad three times that week.

Once while scrolling half-asleep through social media.

Once again during lunch when Lucy insisted on showing her a ridiculous meme.

And then a third time that evening while Emma was waiting for pasta water to boil in her small apartment kitchen.

The advertisement was strangely simple.

No couples smiling on a beach.

No promises of instant chemistry.

No glossy photos.

Just a line of text.

What if you met someone without ever seeing them first?

Emma had stared at the screen for a moment longer than she meant to.

Most dating apps worked exactly the same way.

Photos.

Profiles.

Quick judgments made in less than a second.

Swipe left.

Swipe right.

Conversations that usually lasted about three messages before fading into silence.

It wasn’t that Emma hated dating apps.

She just felt tired every time she opened one.

The same questions.

Where are you from?

What do you do?

What do you like to do for fun?

Conversations that felt less like getting to know someone and more like filling out a survey.

InkLink claimed to be different.

No photos.

No names.

No public profiles.

Just anonymous letters between two strangers.

Emma had almost laughed when she read that part.

It sounded absurd.

And yet...

Something about the idea lingered in her mind all day.

The pasta water began to bubble.

Emma dropped the spaghetti into the pot and leaned against the counter, phone still in her hand.

She opened the app store again.

The icon was simple.

A small paper envelope.

She hesitated for exactly three seconds.

Then she tapped Download.



Across the city, Alex Rivera downloaded the same app for a completely different reason.

“Trust me,” Sam said, sliding his phone across the small table between them.

They were sitting in a crowded ramen place after work.

Steam curled through the air from bowls of broth and noodles.

Alex barely glanced at the screen.

“What is it?”

“A dating app.”

Alex immediately pushed the phone back.

“No.”

Sam sighed dramatically.

“You didn’t even look.”

“I don’t need to look. I already know the format.”

Alex lifted his chopsticks and pointed them toward Sam like a tiny weapon.

“Picture.

Height.

Gym selfie.

Dog photo for emotional manipulation.”

Sam laughed.

“You’re not wrong.”

“Exactly.”

Alex leaned back in his chair.

“I’ve retired from dating apps.”

“You’ve been retired for two months.”

“Peaceful months.”

Sam ignored him and pushed the phone back across the table again.

“This one’s different.”

Alex gave him a skeptical look.

“They all say that.”

“No, listen.”

Sam tapped the screen and read out loud.

“No photos. No names. Just anonymous messages.”

Alex blinked.

“...what?”

“You talk to someone through letters. Like old-school pen pals.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It’s not fake. My coworker tried it.”

“And?”

“He’s been talking to the same girl for two weeks.”

Alex frowned slightly.

“Two weeks?”

“Yeah.”

“No ghosting?”

“No ghosting.”

Alex finally picked up the phone.

He read the description again.

Meet someone through words, not appearances.

He didn’t say anything for a moment.

Sam leaned forward.

“I see curiosity.”

“You see nothing.”

“You’re downloading it.”

“I am not downloading it.”

Alex set the phone down.

Then picked it up again.

Thirty seconds later the app icon appeared on his home screen.

Sam grinned.

“Welcome back to the chaos.”



Emma finished cooking dinner before opening the app.

She carried her bowl of pasta to the couch and tucked her legs underneath her.

The interface was almost shockingly minimal.

Soft colors.

No profile pages.

No scrolling feed of faces.

Just a single message on the screen.
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You will be paired anonymously with one person.

Conversations happen through letters.

No photos. No names. No social media.
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Emma tilted her head.

“That’s... bold.”

She tapped Continue.

Another message appeared.
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Choose an alias.
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Emma thought for a moment.

She didn’t want something dramatic.

Nothing mysterious.

Her eyes drifted toward the window beside her couch.

The night sky over the city was unusually clear.

One bright star sat above the rooftops.

Emma typed slowly.
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NorthStar
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She pressed confirm.

The screen paused for a few seconds.

Then another message appeared.
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You have been paired.
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Emma’s stomach did something small and unexpected.

A new screen opened.

A blank chat window.

At the top was a single name.
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PaperFox
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Emma stared at the empty message box.

For a long moment, she didn’t type anything.

This suddenly felt strangely... real.

A real person was on the other side of that screen.

Also staring at the same blank conversation.

Probably wondering the same thing.

What do you even say to a stranger when you know absolutely nothing about them?

Emma tapped the keyboard.

Stopped.

Deleted the words.

Typed again.

Deleted again.

Finally she sighed and rested her chin on her hand.

“Okay,” she muttered to herself.

“Simple.”

She began typing.



On the other side of the city, Alex was lying on his couch with his laptop balanced on his chest.

The television played quietly in the background.

Some documentary he wasn’t really watching.

His phone buzzed softly on the coffee table.

Alex glanced down.

The InkLink icon glowed with a notification.

He frowned slightly.

“That was fast.”

He picked up the phone and opened the app.

A message waited inside the chat window.

From NorthStar.

Alex sat up a little straighter.

He read the message.

NorthStar:

So... how does one start a conversation with a complete stranger?

Alex smiled before he realized he was smiling.

He typed back.

PaperFox:

Statistically speaking, awkwardly.

A pause.

Three small dots appeared.

NorthStar was typing.

Alex leaned back into the couch, suddenly more interested in the conversation than the documentary.

The reply arrived.

NorthStar:

Good. I was worried I was doing it wrong.

PaperFox:

Nope. This feels exactly like the correct amount of awkward.

NorthStar:

Excellent. Then we’re off to a strong start.

Alex chuckled quietly.

He adjusted the pillow behind his back.

Outside his apartment window, the city hummed with late-night traffic.

Inside, a conversation between two strangers had just begun.

NorthStar:

Okay, your turn.

PaperFox:

My turn for what?

NorthStar:

The first real question.

PaperFox:

There are rules now?

NorthStar:

I feel like if we don’t establish some structure this will turn into two people politely apologizing for existing.

PaperFox:

That’s a fair concern.

NorthStar:

So yes. Structure.

PaperFox:

Alright. Hit me.

NorthStar:

Why did you download this app?

Alex stared at the screen for a second.

It was a simple question.

But something about the anonymity of the conversation made it feel... strangely honest.

Most apps encouraged you to present the most polished version of yourself.

Better photos.

Better hobbies.

Better answers.

This felt different.

No profile to maintain.

No expectations.

Just words.

Alex typed.

PaperFox:

A friend forced me.

NorthStar:

That sounds suspiciously like a non-answer.

PaperFox:

It’s technically true.

NorthStar:

Technically true answers are the most suspicious type of answer.

Alex laughed quietly.

He shifted on the couch, thinking.

PaperFox:

Fine. Real answer?

NorthStar:

Real answer.

PaperFox:

Every other dating app started to feel like online shopping.

NorthStar:

...

NorthStar:

That might be the most accurate description I’ve ever heard.

PaperFox:

Right?

NorthStar:

Add to cart: human being.

PaperFox:

Filter by height.

NorthStar:

Sort by emotional availability.

PaperFox:

That filter would eliminate ninety percent of the internet.

NorthStar:

Ninety-five.

Alex grinned.

There was something surprisingly easy about this conversation.

No pressure.

No performance.

Just typing whatever came to mind.

PaperFox:

Your turn.

NorthStar:

Hmm.

Three dots appeared again.

Then disappeared.

Then appeared again.

Emma frowned at her phone.

She was sitting cross-legged on the couch now, the bowl of pasta forgotten on the coffee table.

She reread the question.

Why did you download this app?

The easy answer would be curiosity.

That’s what she had told herself earlier.

But that wasn’t entirely true.

Emma sighed softly and typed.

NorthStar:

I think I got tired of trying to guess who people really are through photos.

Alex read the message again.

PaperFox:

That’s... surprisingly honest for a first conversation.

NorthStar:

Isn’t that the whole point of this app?

PaperFox:

You’re right. I forgot we’re supposed to be emotionally vulnerable strangers.

NorthStar:

Exactly.

PaperFox:

Comforting concept.

Emma smiled to herself.

It was strange.

She had expected this to feel awkward.

But the opposite was happening.

There was something oddly comfortable about talking to someone who knew absolutely nothing about her.

No expectations.

No assumptions.

Just the conversation.

NorthStar:

Okay, new question.

PaperFox:

Already?

NorthStar:

Yes. I’m establishing momentum.

PaperFox:

Go ahead.

NorthStar:

What time is it where you are?

Alex blinked.

PaperFox:

You think we’re in different time zones?

NorthStar:

I have no information about you. You could be anywhere.

PaperFox:

Fair.

PaperFox:

10:42 PM.

A pause.

NorthStar:

Same.

PaperFox:

Statistically that narrows things down slightly.

NorthStar:

Don’t start solving the mystery already.

PaperFox:

I thought the mystery was the whole point.

NorthStar:

It is.

NorthStar:

But we should probably avoid accidentally figuring out each other’s identity on the first night.

PaperFox:

Good strategy.

Emma leaned her head back against the couch.

The apartment was quiet.

Outside, the faint hum of traffic drifted through the open window.

Her phone buzzed again.

PaperFox:

Question.

NorthStar:

I’m ready.

PaperFox:

Are we supposed to pretend these are letters or is this just a normal chat with fancy branding?

Emma laughed out loud.

NorthStar:

I think they were going for a poetic aesthetic.

PaperFox:

“Dear anonymous stranger...”

NorthStar:

“...I hope this letter finds you well.”

PaperFox:

“...please enjoy this emotionally vulnerable paragraph.”

NorthStar:

This might be the fastest anyone has ever destroyed the romantic premise of this app.

PaperFox:

I aim to manage expectations early.

Emma shook her head, smiling.

This was unexpectedly fun.

She glanced at the time again.

10:57 PM.

Nearly midnight.

NorthStar:

Serious question.

PaperFox:

Uh oh.

NorthStar:

Do you usually stay up this late?

Alex stretched his legs across the couch.

PaperFox:

Most nights.

NorthStar:

Insomnia?

PaperFox:

Work schedule.

NorthStar:

What do you do?

Alex paused.

That was the first potentially revealing question.

PaperFox:

I feel like we should avoid career details. That could give away identities too quickly.

Emma tilted her head thoughtfully.

NorthStar:

Fair point.

NorthStar:

Let’s try something safer.

PaperFox:

I’m listening.

NorthStar:

What’s the last thing that made you laugh today?

Alex thought about it.

Then he smiled again.

PaperFox:

My friend trying to convince me this app would change my life.

NorthStar:

Wow.

NorthStar:

You’re welcome.

Alex blinked.

PaperFox:

You work for InkLink?

NorthStar:

No.

NorthStar:

But clearly I am already changing your life.

PaperFox:

Bold claim for someone I met thirteen minutes ago.

NorthStar:

Give it time.

Alex leaned back into the couch again.

The documentary on the television had completely lost his attention.

PaperFox:

Okay. Your turn.

NorthStar:

Last thing that made me laugh?

PaperFox:

Yes.

Emma thought for a moment.

NorthStar:

My coworker spilled coffee on a set of blueprints and tried to convince everyone it was an “intentional texture choice.”

PaperFox:

That’s creative problem solving.

NorthStar:

It was terrible.

PaperFox:

Did it work?

NorthStar:

Not even a little.

Alex chuckled.

Something about this conversation felt strangely easy.

Comfortable.

Like the natural rhythm of two people talking late at night without worrying about how they sounded.

NorthStar:

Okay.

PaperFox:

Another rule?

NorthStar:

Yes.

PaperFox:

Of course there is.

NorthStar:

One honest answer per night.

PaperFox:

Define honest.

NorthStar:

Something you probably wouldn’t say on a normal dating app.

Alex raised an eyebrow.

PaperFox:

Interesting.

NorthStar:

I’ll go first.

PaperFox:

Brave.

Emma stared at the blinking cursor for a moment.

Then she typed.

NorthStar:

I almost didn’t download this app because I thought it sounded ridiculous.

Alex smiled.

PaperFox:

That’s a solid start.

NorthStar:

Your turn.

Alex hesitated for half a second.

Then he typed.

PaperFox:

I almost didn’t download it because I assumed nobody would actually use it seriously.

NorthStar:

Rude.

PaperFox:

Accurate.

NorthStar:

And yet here we are.

Alex looked at the screen again.

PaperFox:

And yet here we are.

For a moment, neither of them typed anything.

Three small dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Emma rested her chin in her palm, staring at the phone screen like it might suddenly reveal something about the stranger on the other side.

It was strange.

She didn’t know his name.

She didn’t know what he looked like.

She didn’t even know where he lived beyond a vague assumption that they were probably in the same time zone.

And yet the conversation already felt more natural than most of the matches she had made on other apps.

Her phone buzzed.

PaperFox:

I feel like we should establish another rule.

Emma raised an eyebrow.

NorthStar:

You’re making rules now?

PaperFox:

Someone has to maintain order.

NorthStar:

This conversation has been going for twenty minutes.

PaperFox:

Exactly. Chaos spreads quickly.

Emma smiled and typed.

NorthStar:

Fine. What’s the rule?

There was a short pause before the answer appeared.

PaperFox:

If the conversation gets awkward, we blame the app.

Emma laughed quietly.

NorthStar:

That’s convenient.

PaperFox:

Very.

NorthStar:

So if one of us says something weird...

PaperFox:

InkLink’s fault.

NorthStar:

And if the conversation dies completely?

PaperFox:

Definitely the app.

Emma leaned back against the couch.

NorthStar:

I can live with that rule.

PaperFox:

Excellent.

A few seconds passed.

Emma could almost imagine the stranger on the other side of the conversation thinking about what to say next.

Then another message appeared.

PaperFox:

Okay. Honest question.

NorthStar:

I’m ready.

PaperFox:

Do you think this concept actually works?

Emma tilted her head.

NorthStar:

Which part?

PaperFox:

The “get to know someone without seeing them” idea.

Emma thought about that for a moment.

The apartment was quiet.

The city lights reflected faintly in the window beside her.

NorthStar:

I think it probably depends on the people.

PaperFox:

That’s diplomatic.

NorthStar:

I’m an optimistic person.

PaperFox:

So you believe strangers on the internet can form meaningful connections through text alone?

Emma smiled faintly.

NorthStar:

You say that like you don’t believe it.

PaperFox:

I’m undecided.

NorthStar:

But you downloaded the app.

PaperFox:

Against my will.

NorthStar:

You keep saying that.

PaperFox:

My friend was very persuasive.

NorthStar:

What did he say?

Alex grinned.

PaperFox:

He said it might force me to have a normal conversation with someone.

Emma laughed again.

NorthStar:

Was that a problem before?

PaperFox:

Let’s just say dating apps reward very short attention spans.

NorthStar:

True.

PaperFox:

You look at a photo for half a second and suddenly decide whether a person deserves your time.

Emma nodded to herself.

NorthStar:

That’s exactly what I don’t like about them.

PaperFox:

Same.

NorthStar:

You never really know who someone is from a picture.

PaperFox:

Sometimes the pictures are not even the same person anymore.

NorthStar:

That too.

Emma rested her head against the back of the couch.
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