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Act 1




Chapter 1: 21 Sats

The Las Vegas Convention Center stretched out in front of him. A massive expo hall. Hundreds of booths. Thousands of people. The noise hit him first. Then the lights. Voices, music, and screens all competing for his attention.

Sean had spent the first hour of the Bitcoin conference wandering. Past mining companies and crypto exchanges. Past wallets and payment processors. Past a giant model-UFO hanging from the ceiling, for some reason. Past practically every orange logo he’d ever seen on Twitter.

Then he saw couches. High-top tables. Right outside the Open Source Stage.

There was a booth.

She was helping set it all up. Books, stickers, and QR codes.

He walked up to her table. “What’s Nostr?”

She didn’t look up.

“Notes and Other Stuff Transmitted by Relays.” She straightened a stack of stickers. “Social media you own.”

“Relays?”

“Servers. Anyone can run one. Your posts live on them.”

She moved to the other side of the table. He followed her.

“And,” she reached for another box of shirts. “You can send Bitcoin through it.”

“Show me.”

She stopped. Looked up.

He was standing there. Phone out. Waiting. Patiently.

She came around the table. Stood next to him. Close enough to smell his cologne.

He didn’t move.

She took his phone. Bent her head.

Her eyes went to the screen. His stayed on her.

Her thumb hovered over the keys. “Name? Alias?”

He fought a smile. “Sean.”

“S E A N or S H A W N?” Her head was already back down.

He let her wait. “The first.”

She handed back his phone.

He saw a blank profile with his name.

Scrolled down. She had posted his first note. “Running Nostr”

“Your identity is a key now. Like Bitcoin.” She pulled out her own phone. “Only you hold it. Nobody can change that. You own it.”

She held it up. Leaned across Sean. Scanned his.

He gave up following her hands. Looked at her instead.

A few taps. “Refresh it.”

Sean stared at his screen. Laughed once. “You sent me Bitcoin?”

“You’ve just been zapped.” She smirked. “21 sats.”

His head came up. “Zapped?”

“Tips for social media posts. Using Bitcoin Lightning.”

“Wait, really?” His thumb was already moving. “The app has a wallet?”

“Built in. Free.” She set a hip against the table.

“Can’t believe I hadn’t heard of this before.” He was clicking through his phone.

She watched him. Waited. A smile kept curling at the corner of her mouth.

He looked up. “Maya?”

She caught herself.

Sean pointed to his screen showing her zap. “Nice to meet you, Maya.”

Her eyes locked on his. “Welcome to Nostr, Sean.”

Over their heads, feedback from a speaker blew out. Everyone at the booth flinched. Neither of them did.

Around them, the floor filled. The keynote had let out. Sean had to raise his voice.

“So,” he cleared his throat. “What happens now?”

“Now?” Maya grinned. Stepped slowly back behind the table. “You’ll spend the next two days trying to find anything cooler.”

He held up his phone. “I’ve already peaked?”

She raised an eyebrow. Turned to the small group forming next to him.

A man stepped up, across from her at the table. Picked up a sticker of a purple ostrich. “Is this like Bluesky?”

Maya’s eyes lingered on Sean’s. For one more breath.

She turned away to face the man. “No. Bluesky has a CEO. Nostr is just code.”

The new crowd closed between them.

She kept her eyes on the group.

She continued. “It’s social media you own.”

Two people spoke over each other asking the next question.

Maya could feel the weight of Sean’s attention as she tried to answer them.

Sean would eventually leave to attend the session on self-custody.

But not before he would watch Maya zap three more people for the first time.




Chapter 2: Shittier Twitter

The next evening.

The Venetian’s hotel bar was packed. HODL t-shirts mixed with business suits. The energy from the expo hall had spilled over. Everyone was louder and looser.

Maya was sitting at the bar. Scanned the room every few minutes. Told herself she wasn’t.

And then there he was. Sean. Walking in with someone.

Her fingers tightened around her glass.

She was staring. It almost looked like he was searching the room too.

She took a deep breath. Made herself sit back. Waited.

Finally he locked eyes with her. He immediately smiled. At her.

He steered them toward her.

“Wait,” Sean said to Dave. “I see someone. From yesterday at the Nostr booth. Have you heard of Nostr?”

“The shittier X for Bitcoiners?” Dave was hunched over his phone, typing.

“Let’s walk to the bar.” Sean’s pace had quickened. “It sounds Bitcoin-ish. Right? You own your identity. Nobody can take it away.”

“Don’t get too excited.” Dave pocketed his phone. “I tried it last year. It’s a ghost town.”

The two men reached the bar.

“Hey!” Sean shot finger guns at Maya. Immediately regretted it.

She took a slow sip of her margarita to cover her laugh.

“Maya.” Sean gestured between them. “This is Dave. Dave. Maya.”

Dave leaned against the bar. “So, a Nostr evangelist. How’s the ghost town?”

“Dave.” Sean’s tone shifted.

Dave ignored him. “I tried it last year. I don’t know why you guys think anyone would leave X for that.”

“No one is trying to be Twitter.” Maya shook her head. “Twitter’s just where it starts. The whole internet gets rebuilt on this.”

Dave blinked. “Okay. That’s ambitious.”

She didn’t flinch. “Some people see it early.”

“Bitcoin was a ghost town once too.” Sean cleared his throat. “You would’ve called it dead ten years ago.”

Dave rolled his eyes. “That’s different.”

Sean’s eyebrows went up. “How?”

The bar noise faded. Maya bit back a smile. Lost.

“You know, I see the guys. Looks like that investor made it, too.” Dave pushed off the bar. “You coming?”

Sean looked at Maya, then back at Dave. “I’ll catch up.”

She was right. Sean hadn’t found anything, or anyone, cooler.

Dave shrugged and left.

Sean turned back to Maya. “I’m…I’m sorry about that.”

She waved it off. “He’s not completely wrong.”

Sean pulled out the stool and sat down.

“Barely anyone’s on it. It’s clunky. Most people quit after a week.”

“Oh yeah?” He ignored the bartender. “Then why do you like it?”

Maya thought for a second. “Because I don’t want to build someone else’s thing anymore. I want to work on my own ideas.”

“Build?” He sat up. “Like, you code?”

She pretended to flip her hair. “I code.”

“Well, then you’ve got to be right about this.” Sean looked right at her. “Dave is in accounting. The fuck does he know?”

She laughed. “You know, it’s not the job. You don’t need to be a developer. I just think Bitcoiners who prefer Twitter might as well be shitcoiners. It’s a tell.”

Sean blinked. “Wow. It’s that serious?” He grinned.

Maya leaned forward. Her eyes sharp. “Do you like Twitter?”

Sean shook his head. “You won’t find me paying for a blue checkmark.”

“Okay.” Maya raised an eyebrow. “A mark of integrity.”

They laughed. Louder than either expected.

“Okay.” Sean leaned in. “For a non-developer, explain Nostr to me. What isn’t Dave getting?”

“Hmm.” She squinted. “Ever watched Silicon Valley?”

He let out a chuckle. “Should I?”

“Yes, but let me think.”

“I can keep up. Try me.”

“Okay.” She cleared her throat. “Say I’ve got a better app than the one you live on. To use mine, you leave yours. Your account, followers, photos, everything you put into your online identity.”

“So nobody leaves.”

“Exactly. You have to be first, not the best.” She opened her hands. “So we’re all trapped in these evil algorithms. Just ruining civilization as we know it.”

“Absolutely.” Sean adjusted the stool under him. “And these tech giants are too powerful now. We’re screwed, aren’t we?”

“Not necessarily.” Maya set her glass down. “Nostr makes your name a key. Only you hold it. So you travel, and everything comes with you.”

“So everyone can leave. If you’re not trapped…the app’s gotta be good.”

“Good won’t be enough.” She leaned back on the bar. “It’ll have to respect users. Not exploit them.”

“That makes sense. But I can’t imagine big tech ever letting this take off.”

“They’ll try to bury it. But they can’t kill it.” She lifted her chin. “It’s permissionless. No one can stop it.”

“Permissionless?” He repeated it slowly.

“Means nobody’s a gatekeeper. Any idea you have, you can build. Any money you have, you can send. No bank, no government, no company in the middle. On tech with your rights baked in. No one can take them.”

“Ah.” Sean smiled. “So it’s about people’s rights. Trying to save the world?”

“You’re not?” She didn’t blink.

Maya’s phone buzzed. The noise rushed back in. Her attention broke.

Sean tried to meet her eyes. “Maybe this was what I was missing.”

She was typing into her phone.

“You know, I tried stopping by the booth again. A few times.” He was waiting for her to look up.

“There’s an after-party tonight. Downtown. For Nostr people.” She drained her drink. Grabbed her purse.

She held his gaze. Didn’t break it. “I have a dinner now, but maybe I’ll see you there? Everyone’s coming.” She pulled a party invite from her purse. Tossed it on the bar. “Will you come?”

“Yeah.” He flipped the card over. “Sure. I didn’t know about it.”

“Well.” She was off the stool, heading toward the lobby. “Maybe hang a little less with the shitcoiners and you’ll catch all the cool stuff you’ve been missing.”

“How exciting.” He turned to face her. “I’d hate for the zap to be the peak of my trip.”

She winked at him.

Sean watched her go. He couldn’t look away.




Chapter 3: Permission Granted

Four hours later.

Maya was three drinks in and tired of scanning the party deck. She grabbed her phone and zapped the DJ.

“I’m sending 1000 sats. Just to feel something.” She clutched her chest, fell onto Imani.

“Woo! You know I love a fat zap.” Imani raised her arms up and did a body roll. “This is a great set. But I gotta get back to the door.”

Maya pouted. “He’s probably not coming.”

“He’s coming.” Imani checked her phone. “Relax.”

“I’m relaxed.”

“You’ve checked the door six times in ten minutes.”

“Stop.” Maya pushed her away. Imani laughed.

Across the deck by the entrance, Sean walked in. His eyes swept the room once. Then again, slower.

Maya saw him and froze.

Imani clocked it immediately. Grinned.

“Imani. Please.” Maya tried to reach for her arm.

Imani slipped away. Quickly to the entrance. Right up to Sean. “Welcome to the Nostr After-Party!”

“Thanks.” He still hadn’t found her.

Above the DJ, a screen lit up. A notification: 2100 sats. Then another: 1000 sats. The DJ smiled every time one hit.

“What is that?” Sean pointed to a ‘Tunstr’ sign.

“People are paying the DJ.” Imani darted her eyes to Maya. “Actually from all over the world. While he plays.”

Sean watched the numbers climb. “Oh wow. With Bitcoin? This is so cool.”

Still standing on the dancefloor, Maya took a deep breath. Smoothed her dress. Walked over.

“Hey!”

Sean immediately turned. His voice cracked. “Hey.”

Imani slipped away, again. Pleased with herself.

Maya waited. Didn’t fill the silence.

Sean cleared his throat. “Thank you for inviting me. I was absolutely wasting my night with those guys. Glad I’m ending my trip here.”

“Dinner that bad?” Maya smirked.

“If I never hear the word ‘ordinals’ again…”

“Oof,” Maya laughed. “What about tokens?”

“How are people still pushing tokens? Bitcoin savings account? Here’s our token. Bitcoin life insurance? Token. This one guy pitched a ‘Bitcoin Layer 2’ that was just a more complicated Ethereum.”

“Corporate Bitcoin.” She held his eyes.

Sean almost forgot what he was saying.

“Is that what that was? I thought it was hell.” Sean pinched the bridge of his nose. “Every pitch was a scam. And I think two of them already have term sheets.”

“Gotta love those VCs and their great instincts.” She grabbed his arm. “Let’s get you a drink.”

Sean stepped in. Let her lead.

Their night was finally beginning.

They moved through the crowd. Past vendor booths showing off new apps. Past an onboarding station where someone was setting up their first npub. Just like Sean and Maya the day before.

The main bar was packed. Music pounding. Sean fought his way up to the bar.

“WHAT?” The bartender cupped his ear.

“TWO MARGARITAS!” Sean shouted, holding two fingers up.

Maya turned to Sean, shouting. “HOW DID YOU KNOW I DRINK MARGARITAS?”

He said something. She couldn’t hear him.

He leaned closer. Right next to her ear.

He whispered. “You had one earlier at the hotel.” He paused. “You should know I pay attention.”

Every hair on the back of her neck lifted.

When it came, he handed her the drink.

They clinked glasses. Tried to talk. Gave up.

Maya pointed toward the far end of the bar. Near the service door.

He shrugged. Followed.



“Nice crowd.” He scanned the floor, appreciating the eclectic mix of people. “Why does it feel like everyone knows each other?”

“’Cause.” Maya smiled. “We all met at a Nostr booth.”

He watched the Bitcoin flying across screens. Neon pulsing below. The desert air was warm and still.

Sean was sitting next to the most interesting person he’d met in a long time.

It was a perfect night.

He turned back to Maya.

“How does this work?” he asked. “This party. The Nostr booth. Who’s paying?”

“Community donations,” Maya answered. “People volunteer to spread the good word of Nostr. They try to have one at all the major Bitcoin stuff.”

“No company?” Sean asked.

“There are companies but this is grassroots.” Maya leaned in like she was going to tell him a secret.

Sean leaned in to play along.

Maya whispered “#grownostr.”

Sean grinned and matched her volume. “Why are we whispering?”

Maya bit her bottom lip. Her eyes drifted to his mouth. “Because it’s mind-blowing.” She drew the words out slowly. “And I’m trying to ease you into it.”

His glass stopped halfway.

She laughed.

Someone squeezed in next to them to order.

Maya pressed into Sean to make room. She got distracted by his cologne.

“So.” She cleared her throat. “There’s no algorithm on Nostr—”

“Right.”

“So… what could you use to find new stuff?” Maya said slowly, gesturing for Sean to finish her thought.

Sean thought.

Maya waited.

“Hashtags?”

She nodded.

“Oh, man.” He pounded his fist against his heart. “You just made me nostalgic for the early internet.”

“Well, you’re welcome!” She tossed her head back.

“I haven’t used a hashtag in years.” He laughed. “I don’t even use it to search stuff.”

“Wow.” Maya pretended to clutch her pearls. “The algorithm really got you.”

“Damn.” Sean conceded. “You actually may be right.”

Maya waved her arm over the crowd. “Set yourself free. You don’t need it. People can find old ways to connect. We’ve been doing it for generations.”

“If it’s something people want, they find a way.” His eyes were wide.

“Nostr is quiet at first when you join. But somehow you can fill up your own feed.” She dropped her voice. “I just mute accounts that piss me off. There’s no reason. I’ll never zap them.”

He was trying hard to not move. “So that’s the goal on Nostr? Zaps?”

“For me? Hell yeah.” She swayed in place. “I love zapping. It feels so good spending Bitcoin on the future.”

Sean clocked it. “Okay, so you have a good stack.”

“Maybe,” Maya said coyly. “But I just want to find cool shit on the open internet. And give the people who made that cool shit Bitcoin.”

She was talking faster now. Eyes bright. Hands moving.

He was watching her mouth. The way her whole body moved as she got more excited. He forced himself to look at her hands instead.

She stopped. Caught him staring. “What?”

He shook his head. Still smiling.

“What?” She moved her hair behind her ear. “Is your mind blown?”

His eyes moved between hers. “Constantly around you.”

They were close. The music was loud enough to justify it. They didn’t need the excuse.

Maya smiled. Pleased.

Sean let out a big exhale. “I’m about to say something. And I need no judgement.”

“Okay.” Maya gestured him to continue.

He set down his glass. “This was actually my first Bitcoin conference.”

Maya’s head tilted. She mouthed ‘oh.’

“It’s been enlightening.” He turned his glass in his hands. Met her eyes. “Especially thanks to you.”

Maya’s face felt warm.

“So now,” Sean picked back up his drink. “I’m trying to figure out how to go back to a normie life that denies this is all real. Now that I’ve watched people tip a live DJ Bitcoin.”

“Your FIRST? This is your first Bitcoin thing?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s why you were hanging out with Dave and the bros.”

“I had literally met him two hours before you saw us.”

“HA!” Maya’s arm shot out and she pushed his shoulder.

“I was young! I was naive!” He cried. “Now I know where to find the cool shit.”

Maya smirked. “Let me pull you out of the matrix.”

“And into Nostr?”

“Exactly. Come be yourself.” Maya sipped her drink. “No one can erase you. But no one has to listen to you either.”

“Oh shit.” Sean laughed. “I like that.”

“Right?” Maya almost danced. “Nobody’s coming to save you. And nobody’s coming to stop you.”

Sean scrunched his face. “But what if someone posts something illegal?”

“Whoever’s hosting it takes it down.” Maya rolled her eyes. “It’s not pure anarchy.”

“It’s a fair question.” He shrugged. “Cause censorship resistance always has its limits, right?”

“And if one app bans you, you’re not stuck. You take everything to another one.”

Sean remembered. “Right. And IG would never let you take your stuff to TikTok.”

“Exactly. On Nostr, they all just pull up. Even the comments on the videos. And every zap they ever got.”

Sean turned to look at the DJ booth and dance floor. When he turned back, their shoulders touched. Neither moved away. “It’s wild this all already exists. And I almost missed it.”

“Yeah,” Maya said. “Now, we just need the rest of the world to join us.”

Sean turned and stared at her.

“What?” She laughed.

“It’s just,” he said, almost to himself. “I can see this all matters a lot to you.”

“It should matter to everyone.” Maya met his eyes. “If we have to ask for permission to say something on the internet…that’s not free speech.”

“And free speech is what matters to you?” Sean held her gaze.

She leaned on the bar. “Speech and choice. And this is freedom tech, right? It makes it much easier to build things that could guarantee those rights.”

“We need somewhere governments can’t control. Where they can’t silence the truth.” She set her glass down. “Most of the internet is censored right now.”

“Yeah, I actually…” Sean looked down and cleared his throat. “I, I work for the government.”



Maya stopped mid-sip. Set down her glass. “What?”

“Nothing too horrible.” He looked down. “But yeah, the federal government.”

She studied him for a moment. She leaned away. “A fed?” She winced.

He sighed. “I’ve been telling people I work in ‘consulting’ all weekend.”

“That ashamed?” she said sympathetically.

“Kinda. Surrounded by people building on freedom tech. Are you kidding me? Admitting I work for the government feels like…” He trailed off.

She tilted her head. “Like revealing yourself as the enemy?”

“Wow. Harsh.” Sean pretended to pull a dagger out of his heart. “I’m actually one of the good ones.”

“That’s what they all say!” Maya rolled her eyes.

“Hey. I’ve pushed for a lot of changes.” He straightened up. “Done a lot to modernize things too.”

Maya chuckled. “Oh, it must be so bad there.”

Sean rubbed his temples. “We still have ticketing systems that use paper. So people have to scan copies to email for signature clearance.”

Maya kept laughing. “That’s actually depressing.”

“Very. But I found a pretty solid and cheap way to automate it,” Sean bragged. “And we’d build and manage it in house. Not with a team of contractors.”

“That is the right way to do it.” Maya considered him. “You’re wasted in government.”

“No. I’m good there,” Sean tried to assure her. “They value me. I love the mission. The general mission of public service.”

“There are other ways to help people, without serving the system that oppresses them.” Maya winced again. “I’m sorry—”

“It’s fine.” Sean held up his hand. “You’re not wrong. I know most Bitcoiners want to burn it all down. That’s just not me.”

Maya frowned. “I just think things are so much worse than you know.”

“What is?”

“You know. Just how much we’ve been lied to. About how things are.” Maya seemed far away. “Our history.”

He tried to meet her eyes. “That’s true. But that’s every government. Americans can romanticize government too much. They’re all doing this.”

“I… yeah, you’re right.” Maya sighed. “The propaganda works too well. Even I used to believe in it.”

“Trust me,” Sean leaned against the bar. “This government has broken my heart many, many times.”

“But yet you stay?”

“Well,” He lifted his glass to his mouth. “I am a patient and loyal man.”

Maya squinted at him. “I had a feeling you didn’t work with freedom tech.”

She stepped back in. Close as before. Closer, maybe. Her arm brushed his. “Neither do I. Most people here don’t.”

“Really?” Sean’s shoulders relaxed. “I can’t imagine you in an office, working on anything but this.”

“Oh, so you’re imagining me?” She bit her lip. Made sure he saw.

Sean almost choked on his drink.

“I work remote,” she clarified, grinning. “At a stupidly well-funded startup with no real path to making a profit.”

Sean laughed.

She let herself pause to enjoy his laugh.

“It’s just a day-job though.” Her thumb traced the rim of her glass. “I’ve been working on something else. Just myself.”

He leaned in. “You holding out on me?”

She almost blushed. “So, okay. I’ll tell you.”

“Let’s hear it.”

She cleared her throat. “I hate ads. Right?”

Sean nodded.

“I mean, I zone out whenever I see one. Out of protest. But it’s hard. They’re everywhere. Right?”

“Yeah,” Sean groaned. “I actually saw Uber has ads now. They play after you’ve requested a ride.”

Maya laughed. Louder than she wanted. “So you’re paying them to show you ads. They made money off you twice.”

“Damn.” Sean stepped back. “You’re right. That’s fucked up.”

“So fucked up!” Maya grabbed his arm without thinking. “They’re all doing it to us. Every so-called free app.”

“Yeah.” Sean didn’t move. “They still show the ads even if you have a subscription.”

“Yes! Exactly.” She jumped. “They stay greedy.”

She still had his arm. She let go. Smoothed her dress like nothing happened.

“But I don’t think we can escape it.” He held up his phone and shook it. “We’re too addicted. I am, anyway. To social media.”

“Yeah. That’s by design.”

A warm gust rolled across the rooftop. Maya tucked her hair behind her ear. The lights below them cycled from blue to pink.

“It’s a great racket,” Sean said. “Get ’em addicted and push as many ads as you want.”

“And how many ads are we even seeing?” Maya pretended to swipe. “One every minute? Five every minute? Does it matter?”

Sean shook his head. “Not like I’m watching them.”

“So… what does that mean, for someone who has some cool shit. How do they share it with the world?” Maya asked. “Without supporting that racket.”

“Right. It’s kind of like a…”

She cut him off. “Like there’s a cartel? And we’re the product it’s selling?”

“Well damn,” Sean took a moment.

“We’ve been for sale under the lie of free.” Maya let the line sit. She loved it. She’d been saving it.

Sean just stared.

“That’s what I want to fix. The broken attention economy.” She looked at him. “Make it…consensual.”

Now it was Sean going red.

Maya continued. “You want to promote something. Why pay a platform? Just pay the person watching it.”

“Yeah…but the platform spent money to be a place you’d go to,” Sean countered. “Don’t they deserve to make money?”

Maya just looked at him.

“What?” Sean couldn’t stop smiling. “Was that a wrong question?”

Maya looked down. Composed herself. Looked up. “No. It was a great question. I’m just a little tipsier than I realized.” She paused. “Ask me again later.”

Sean laughed. “Would it sober you up if we roasted Dave a little more?”

Maya rolled her eyes. “Did they talk shit about all this?”

“Oh, aggressively.” He sipped his drink.

“Ghost town. Yeah.” She waved her hand over the crowd. “Some people have lost the plot, I swear. They don’t want to meet real human beings. They want to connect to an algorithm.”

Sean smirked.

Maya raised her glass. “To Dave.”

Sean clinked. “May he never find the cool parties.”

They drank.

Sean set his glass down. “Wait…so journalists…”

“Yeah?”

“If they get paid directly. Zapped by their readers and that’s their salary…” He was talking faster now. “And their articles would never get censored by any publisher. Theoretically?”

Maya settled against the bar. Watching him pace. Gesturing with his drink. Connecting dots she didn’t have to draw. Something had clicked. He already had his own ideas.

“Why wasn’t this the entire conference?” He was almost out of breath. “Nostr could fix so many things. What am I missing?”

Sean felt something on his chest.

He looked down.

Maya’s hand.

He looked at her. She looked as surprised as he was.

They both froze.

His heart pounded under her palm.

“Look,” she said. Didn’t move her hand. “You’re not missing anything.”

She let go. Slowly. Her fingertips dragged against his shirt.

“Right. Yeah.” Maya set her hand on the bar. “We’re just that early. Bitcoin started in 2009. Nostr in 2021. On Bitcoin’s timeline, we wouldn’t even have mining companies yet.”

He still hadn’t moved. “I see. So we’re just college kids mining on our laptops right now?”

“Exactly!” She jumped again.

“Wait,” Sean said. “What am I mining then? Zaps?”

Maya shook her head. Cleared her throat. “You are mining…attention!”

Sean tilted his head. “Huh?”

“I have a protocol!”



The crowd shifted towards them. Someone pushed past and Maya stepped back. Right into Sean.

His hands found her arms. Steadied her. Neither of them moved.

His thumb caught her strap where it had slipped. Slid it back onto her shoulder.

For a second, they were very close. Closer than they should have been. In a room where everyone seemed to know her.

“Hi,” he said.

She laughed. “Hi.”

“I should probably let go now.”

“Probably.”

He didn’t. Not right away.

Neither did she.

“Can we?” He gestured toward the tables. “I want to hear this.”

“Yeah. Yes.”

The crowd parted around Sean as they walked over. He didn’t notice it. Maya did.

They found a table. The string lights above them cast everything in warm amber. Quieter here. Almost intimate. From here she could see the whole rooftop. The dance floor still pulsing, the crowd thinning around the edges.

Sean flagged down a server. “Hey! What’s good?”

The server shrugged and handed over a small late-night menu. “All of it’s fine.”

“Then we’ll take it all. And two waters.”

The server left.

Maya shook her head at him. “Do you think you got enough?”

Sean shrugged. “You’re drunk. I’m hungry. Seemed efficient.”

“Oh, is this that government efficiency I’ve been hearing so much about?” She winked.

He rolled his eyes.

Food quickly arrived. Five small plates. They both reached for the same spring roll. Their hands touched. Both pulled back.

“You first,” he said.

“No, you—”

“Maya. Eat.”

She grabbed a spring roll. He took a dumpling.

Someone walked over to Maya. Dropped a backpack on the empty chair. “Can I leave this here? Be right back.”

She nodded. The person left.

Maya turned to Sean. “That’s going to happen now at least four more times.”

“What is?”

“We have a table. Everyone’s going to leave their stuff here.”

Sean looked around. “Oh, I see. So now we’re the coat check.”

“We are the coat check.” She popped a fry into her mouth.

Someone waved at Maya from across the room. She gave a quick nod back but didn’t move.

“So.” Sean leaned back. “Can you feel your face yet?”

“Getting there.” Maya touched her cheek.

“Then pitch me. The whole idea.”

She sized him up. His interest. His inebriation. “You sure you want to hear this? It’s… a lot.”

“Try me.”

She made herself comfortable in her seat. Then began. “So I’ve been writing code for a long time. I’ve seen a lot of good app ideas. But most of them never know how they’re gonna make money.”

“Right… most start with investor funding.” Sean crossed one leg over the other. Locked in.

“But eventually what do they do? Even if they’re successful?”

Sean grinned. “They put in ads. Like Uber.”

“It’s the only thing that makes money.” Maya leaned in. “But they avoid it as long as they can. Cause everyone hates ads. The founders and the users.”

“So how are you fixing this?” He picked up a water bottle to open.

A zap notification flashed across the screen above them. 5000 sats. Someone was having a good night.

She grabbed another spring roll.

“That ad model never had Bitcoin. It definitely didn’t have Nostr.” She set down the spring roll. “But now we have both.”

He picked up the other water bottle. Twisted off the cap. Handed it to her.

She took it. “So let’s innovate. Right? Make cool shit.”

“Definitely.”

Two people walked up simultaneously. One with a messenger bag, one with a hoodie.

Sean stood up. Took the messenger bag. Put it on the chair. Took the hoodie. Hung it on the back of another chair.

“We’re full service now,” he said, sitting back down.

Maya started laughing.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing. You’re just,” She shook her head. “Good at this.”

“At coat check duty?”

“Just keeping up in general.”

“I’m trying. So with these,” he paused for dramatic effect, “revolutionary technologies, what can we get?”

“Something better. Cooler. Sexier.” Maya twirled her hair with her fingers. “An app that pays you to watch ads.”

“With Nostr?” Sean asked. “How can you put ads into something with no algorithm? Wouldn’t people just unfollow it?”

Maya finally took a sip of her water. Set it down. “They’d have the choice. If they want to watch, they’ll get paid.” She held his gaze. “It’s consensual. Every time.”

Sean finally blushed that time.

Maya opened her mouth. Closed it. Forgot what she was going to say next.

“You okay?” He smiled.

“Shut up.” She covered her face. “Where was I?”

“You said there’s a choice.”

“You get prompted each time. ‘Wanna sell 30 seconds of your time for 500 sats? 50 cents.’ Your choice, every time.”

He thought for a second. “And this doesn’t already exist? No one is already doing this?”

“Kind of. But they all pay you in fake coins or their own token.” Maya waved her hand. “Useless outside their system.”

“But yours uses…”

“Bitcoin!”

“Of course.” He was thinking out loud. “Make it actual currency you can spend. Like you worked and earned real money.”

“Yeah, and what’s more valuable these days than someone’s attention?”

“Maybe just Bitcoin?” Sean joked.

She leaned in. Their knees were touching. “So…what’s a minute of someone’s full attention worth?”

Sean paused and thought. “Digital ads are a huge industry.”

“Hundreds of billions of dollars,” Maya corrected him.

Sean leaned back and crossed his arms. “But not everyone’s attention is worth the same.”

“That’s why everyone picks their own price. Then an advertiser sets the most they’ll pay.”

“Ah. Like a bid.”

“Yeah. Match the ad’s bid price, you get paid.”

Sean was nodding.

“And it’ll never listen to your phone to ‘find you better ads’.” She made the air quotes with her hands. “Whatever that means, right? This just needs to find you the best price.”

Two women approached. “Maya, are you coming to—”

Maya shook her head. “Not tonight.”

They exchanged a knowing look and walked away.

Sean noticed. “You’re popular.”

“I’m here all weekend. They’ll survive.” She leaned forward. “Now, where were we?”

“You were sharing your genius idea with me.” Sean smiled.

“Thanks. I mean, that’s the idea.” Maya smiled back. “Oh, and if you don’t want to see the ad again, you can block it from future matches.”

“I have more questions.” He straightened up in his seat. “What’s your price?”

“For what?”

“Your attention. Right now. What would I have to pay?”

Maya’s face warmed. “You can’t afford it.”

“Try me.”

Neither of them said anything for a second. They didn’t need to.

Then Sean’s eyes lit up. “Wait. This is like the Million Dollar Homepage.”

Maya’s water stopped halfway to her mouth. “You know about the Million Dollar Homepage?”

He raised his hands. “I was very online as a teenager.”

She nodded. “Okay. I see you.”

“It was some kid back in the 2000s, right? He sold single pixels on a website for a dollar each. Made a million dollars. And people actually paid for those tiny squares of attention.”

She set down her glass. “That’s… actually a really good analogy.”

“Except yours is better. His was static. Yours is dynamic. And instead of keeping the money, you’re giving it to the people who look.”

Maya stared at him. “Yeah. That’s exactly it.”

“What happens when Meta copies this though? What’s stopping them from paying people right now?”

Maya shrugged. “Nothing is. But they won’t.”

“But if they do?”

“Then we win.”

“How is that winning?” Sean didn’t follow.

“Because you can’t steal an idea that’s open source code,” Maya explained. “If Meta did this, it would mean they were using Nostr and Bitcoin.”

“Oh. Yeah. Fair point.”

“Right? It would be historic adoption actually. Validation.”

“So what’s this called?” Sean uncrossed his legs.

Maya took a deep breath. “The Attention Protocol.”

“Nice name.”

She grabbed a napkin and started drawing. Boxes, arrows, the flow of sats. He leaned over to watch. His chin almost on her shoulder. She kept drawing.

“The hard part is doing it alone.” She set the napkin down. “I need another dev. Someone who actually gets Nostr.”

He held her gaze. “Well, you’re a good teacher. You could catch anyone up.”

“You’d be surprised. It’s been hard to get my vision across.”

“Have you tried just… building it yourself? Even a rough version?”

“I’ve been trying. With AI.” She started playing with her fingernails. “But it can only get me so far.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like talking to a genius with amnesia. Every conversation starts over. I explain the protocol, it writes something great. Then I need that piece to connect to another piece and it’s like…” She snapped her fingers. “Gone. Start over.”

“So it can build the parts but not the whole thing.”

“Not yet. And this isn’t a simple app. It’s a protocol, a relay, a matching engine, a client. They all have to talk to each other. I’m spending more time re-explaining than building.”

Sean nodded. “Wow. Yeah. I mean, me too. I keep expecting AI to just… know. Like, we talked about this yesterday. Why are you asking me again?”

Maya laughed. “Exactly! Like Groundhog Day.”

“Like having a coworker who’ll do anything you ask. Like, anything. Works stupid fast. But every morning they walk in like they’ve never met you.”

Maya almost spit out her drink.

“Every. Single. Time. ‘Hi, nice to meet you! What are we working on?’”

They laughed together. Hard. The kind where you have to look away and then look back and it starts again. Sean wiped his eyes. Maya pressed her forehead against the table for a second.

The laughter faded. They were just looking at each other. The string lights swaying above them. Neither rushed to fill it.

“So I started making these context documents,” Sean said, catching his breath. “Everything the AI needs to know, the whole picture, written down. Upload it every time.”

Maya nodded.

“Like onboarding a new employee. Who’s incredibly fast, does anything I ask, but has no memory.”

Maya tilted her head. “That’s… actually brilliant.”

“It works.”

“Why hadn’t I thought of this?” Her mind was already racing. “This could help.”

“You’re welcome.” Sean was pleased with himself. “Now go try again to build this.”

“I just know my idea could work. It would be a Bitcoin faucet for Nostr. That just keeps paying people to watch ads.”

Sean nodded slowly. “Depending on what you make, yeah. You could tip that out to a lot of creators.”

“Just zap it out. To a podcast. A comedian. A new artist. Even an old one. Listen to a song you love and tip it cause it still hits.”

“Zaps could change the game.” Sean shook his head, smiling. His knee pressed against hers under the table. She pressed back.

“I keep thinking what would we make if money chased love instead of rage?” Maya’s eyes were sparkling. “Instead of rage bait.”

The rooftop had emptied around them. The DJ was packing up. It was just them. Table. Half-eaten spring rolls. The city glowing below.

“And no one else is trying to do this?” Sean asked. “Ads on Nostr?”

“Not like this. I can’t even get another dev to work with me on it. People hate ads.”

“That just means you’re that early.” He winked.

She shrugged. “Maybe. At least too early to find anyone to help me.”

“You will.” He put his hand on her knee, still pressed against his. “It’s a great idea.”



She stared at him. Most people checked out after twenty minutes of technical talk.

He kept going. “And now I’m mad I’m not getting paid when I watch ads. So I need you to build this.”

His face was now inches away from hers.

She felt her heart race.

He waited.

“Hey.” She straightened herself in her seat. “How long have we been sitting here?”

Sean lifted his hand off her knee to check his phone. “Three hours.”

“Three!” Maya looked around. The crowd had thinned. The coat check pile on their table had disappeared. “Wow. I didn’t even notice.”

“Me neither.” He was swiping away notifications on his phone. He finally looked up.

She was smiling at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.” Her eyes held his. “Just that…this was nice.”

The music had shifted. Something slower.

“Let’s walk a little?” She nodded toward the balcony.

They stood up together. He followed her, his hand settling on the small of her back. Light. Barely there. She didn’t move away from it.

She led him to the edge of the balcony. Away from the speakers. Away from the vendor booths and education talks. Finally away from everyone.

The warm desert air hit their skin. Fremont Street stretched out below them. The famous LED canopy. People everywhere.

“This is better,” he said, looking below them.

She leaned against the railing. Tried to steady herself. “Much better.”

She could feel him next to her without looking. The heat of him. The space between them that kept getting smaller.

Sean glanced at his screen again. The flight reminder stared back at him.

Maya noticed. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Just—” He put the phone away. “I’m here.”

She was quiet. Looking out at the lights.

If he kissed her now, he wouldn’t stop. And he’d miss that flight.

He moved closer anyway.

“Maya.”

She turned to face him. Her breath caught.

They were so close now. She could see his pulse in his neck. The way his jaw tightened. His eyes locked on hers. Not looking away.

She was suddenly aware of every inch between them.

The noise from the street and the DJ faded. It was just them.

His hand left the railing.

She leaned in. Let herself. She hadn’t done that in a long time.

Permission.

His hand found her waist. The fabric of her dress thin under his palm. She felt it in her throat.

She didn’t pull away.

He pulled her closer. Her hand pressed flat to his chest. His heart was racing. Faster than hers.

She could feel his breath on her lips. One inch. Maybe less.

She wanted to close her eyes but she couldn’t stop looking at him. At his mouth. At the way he was looking at hers.

The desert air had gone still. Like even Vegas was holding its breath.

And then his phone alarm screamed in his pocket.

Loud. Insistent.

They both froze.

Sean’s face dropped.

Maya’s hand was still on his chest. She left it there for a breath. Then let go.

“Do you need to get that?”

“It’s my flight.” He pulled out his phone. Silenced it. “I set an alarm. To remind me to leave.”

“Oh.” She made an exaggerated frown. “Then you probably should.”

“I don’t want to.” Sean stared at the screen like it had betrayed him.

“I know.” She smiled. “But you set an alarm for a reason.”

He had. Three days ago. Before he met her. When missing a flight was the worst thing that could happen.

The music stopped. House lights came up. Around them, people started gathering their things. Their eyes still locked. Neither willing to be the one to look away.

“I should help Imani.” She took a step back. “And you need to go. Please. I don’t want to be the reason you’re stranded.”

They stood there. Neither moving.

“DM me,” she said. “You have my npub. In the zap. We could talk more. About the protocol.”

He held her gaze. “About the protocol.”

“Yeah.” She tilted her head.

“I’ll DM you.” He didn’t move.

She smiled. “Now go.”

He took a deep breath. Turned to leave.

She told herself she wouldn’t check if he looked back.

She did.

He did too. Twice.

She waved. Small. Involuntary.

Then he was gone.




Act 2




Chapter 4: Can’t Steal What’s Free

One week later

Maya had spent three hours watching the city wake up through the window of the Corner Cafe. Summer had shown up early. Only one weekend since Memorial Day. Already humid. Even before the brunch crowds would take over the District of Columbia. Parents pushed strollers. Dogs were being walked. Someone was hosing down the sidewalk in front of their rowhouse.

Inside, it was the usual Saturday crowd. Laptops open, newspapers unfolded, nowhere to be. Diego worked the espresso machine, calling out orders in English and Spanish. The machine hissed between shots. Local art for sale covered the walls. Misprinted “Conrer Cafe” mugs stacked by the register. Coffee and fresh pastries from the kitchen.

Maya watched a couple share cold brews and pastries at a sidewalk table, ignoring the people walking past.

She sat at her usual table by the wall. The one with the outlets. An “Ask me anything about Bitcoin” paper sign taped to her laptop. Her coffee had gone cold.

Diego came by. Took the cold mug. Put a fresh one down. Gave her a look.

Maya half-smiled. “I’m fine.”

He shrugged. Put his hands up. Walked back to the counter.

She looked at her screen. Hit commit.

Finally fixed the broken code someone else pushed Friday.

Ms. Patrice walked in, wearing a “JUST HODL IT” shirt with a Nike logo over it.

Maya looked up. Forced a smile. Closed her laptop.

“Hayyy fellow wholecoiner!” Ms. Patrice shouted and waved.

Maya put her face in her palms. “Ms. Patrice, now you know you’re not supposed to be advertising that information.”

She brushed off Maya’s concern. “I’m up 40% this month. Can you believe it?”

“I can.” Maya smirked, just a little.

“You know, I’ve been telling everyone about you. About D-C-A-ing instead of smash buying,” Ms. Patrice said, very impressed with herself.

“That’s amazing.” Maya sighed. “That’s what I’m here for. Every Saturday.”

Ms. Patrice leaned in. “So how was your conference? Vegas baby! Did you orange-pill anyone?”

“Purple-pill,” Maya corrected. “Orange pilling is for Bitcoin. Purple is for Nostr.” She lifted the paper taped to her laptop. Pointed to a sticker of a purple ostrich. “We call that a ‘Nostrich.’”

Ms. Patrice shook her head. “Baby, you’re asking too much of me. Can this be enough?” She pointed to her shirt.

“You can learn! I can teach you!” Maya pretended to beg. “Please let me!”

“Aren’t office hours over?” Ms. Patrice turned to Diego. “Let’s shut this operation down!”

Diego laughed from behind the counter. Went back to making a drink.

“Bitcoin Saturday’s done?” Salma popped in, unfazed by the commotion. “So sorry I missed it, did a lot of people come?”

“It was quality over quantity.” Ms. Patrice interrupted before Maya could answer. She looked at Maya, then at Salma, then back at Maya. “You take care of our girl, okay?”

Salma nodded. “Always.”

Ms. Patrice sat herself down at a table across the cafe. Shouted over the tables. “STACK THEM SATS!”

Salma watched Maya laugh for the first time all week.



Ten minutes later

The table was full. The cafe too. The noise level doubled.

“Just fries and more coffee.” Maya handed Diego her empty mug.

Her friends ordered mimosas, avocado toast, pancakes.

“Okay.” Leyla leaned forward. “What happened with the Vegas guy? Salma said there was a Vegas guy.”

Salma mouthed ‘sorry’ to Maya.

“It was something but now it’s not.” Salma gave Leyla and Aisha a look. “So let’s drop it.”

“This is why we couldn’t ask in the group chat?” Aisha turned to Salma.

Salma took a deep sigh.

Leyla audibly gasped. “DID HE GHOST YOU?”

Aisha’s head snapped toward Maya.

Maya nodded.

The table was silent.

“Which is why,” Salma raised her finger to the air. Cleared her throat. “We don’t need to talk about it.”

Salma then led Leyla and Aisha together in chorus, “IF HE WANTED TO, HE WOULD!”

Salma patted Maya’s arm. “What we’re not going to do is give energy to a dead end.”

Maya took a deep breath. “I’m fine guys. I know.” She pushed her hands out to reassure them. Calm them. And herself. “It is what it is.”

“What if,” Aisha lowered her voice. “Maybe…he lost his phone?”

“Aisha, PLEASE.” Leyla rolled her eyes. “It’s 2025.” She shook her head. “We are not doing this.”

Salma chuckled. “Always the married girls giving the worst dating advice.” She patted Aisha’s head. “You can’t help it. You’re happy.”

Now Aisha rolled her eyes. “Fine. Did you guys see the layoffs at Meta? David’s friend, Javi, his whole team was cut Thursday.”

“No,” Leyla’s mouth dropped. “Javi from last week’s barbecue?”

“Mhmm,” Aisha said. “They just fired thousands of people.”

“Shit. He was so excited about that job,” Leyla frowned. “Didn’t it take them like five months to hire him?”

Aisha nodded. “SEVEN rounds of interviews!”

“Shit. Wasn’t that his dream job?” Salma grabbed a fry off Maya’s plate.

“He was so blindsided.” Aisha tilted her head. “But I mean, everyone’s getting laid off. I’m not sure how he’ll find another job.”

“It’s just for the stock price,” Salma explained. “These layoffs make the numbers look better. It doesn’t matter if the people were good at their jobs.”

“And now AI’s coming for the rest of us,” Leyla warned. “You know, they cut so much staff that now I do the work of three attorneys.”

Salma snapped her fingers. “Retweet.”

Leyla continued. “No plan to fill those positions again. They said the AI they bought us should fill the gaps.”

“Same with us.” Salma took a sip of her mimosa. “But I like using it. I do get more done. Still I’m only one person. But I feel bad for paralegals though.”

“Oh god.” Aisha groaned. “I’m too scared of AI. I don’t know what’s gonna happen.”

“Girl. It’s already happened.” Leyla said. “They’ve replaced graphic artists right? And writers. Those damn AI chatbots on every website now. Customer service jobs are done.”

“Even developer jobs.” Salma added, looking at Maya. “Right?”

Maya dragged a fry through ketchup.

Salma side-eyed Maya. “I know you have something to say.”

Maya turned to Aisha. “Please don’t be afraid of AI. That’s like being afraid of electricity. Which a lot of closed-minded people were when it was first introduced to the masses.”

“Tell that to people who died in an electric chair.” Leyla held up her mimosa. Smiled.

Maya rolled her eyes.

Leyla leaned toward her. “I knew you’d defend it.”

Maya sat up. “Did electricity take our jobs? The internet?”

Aisha clicked her tongue. Turned to Salma. “Not a bad point.”

“Instead,” Maya took a bite of her fries. “They’re the reason we can all work in our pjs instead of an office now.”

Leyla took another sip of her mimosa.

“AI is a tool,” Maya explained. “And all these companies should have given that tool to their employees. Had them figure out how to use it to improve the work.”

“Well they are doing that.” Leyla jumped in. “They said we have to use it now. It reads everything.”

“They’re still overestimating what AI can do.” Maya waved her hand. “This isn’t how to integrate it. In my opinion.” She leaned back.

Aisha tapped her nail on her mug.

Maya shook her head. “The AI thing is a cover.”

“A cover for what?” Aisha reached over and took a fry from Maya’s plate. Replaced it with a piece of her avocado toast.

“For cuts they were going to make anyway.” Maya stretched her neck. “Javi’s team wasn’t replaced by AI. They just weren’t replaced.”

Salma sat back. “Maybe for the first round. What about when they actually don’t need the people?”

“You just said you do the work of three attorneys,” Maya turned to Leyla. “And they’re not hiring the other two back. Are you mad about it?”

Leyla opened her mouth. Closed it.

“Okay. You’re not wrong.” Aisha treaded lightly. “But isn’t AI taking developer jobs too?”

“It’s changing the work. So the jobs will change too.” Maya thought for a moment. “They won’t need hundreds of devs doing grunt work. But also, no one has to do the grunt work ever again.”

Aisha didn’t argue.

“You can be the boss.” Maya tipped her mug to Aisha. “Well you already are.”

Salma crossed her arms. “Not everyone wants to work for themselves, Maya. Some of us like having a job.”

Aisha picked at her avocado toast.

Maya put down her mug. “Yes! That’s why everyone should be buying Bitcoin.”

The table groaned.

Aisha touched her forehead like she had a headache. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Everyone’s worried about getting fired.” Maya pointed her fry at them. “At least own something they can’t take from you.”

“Maya.” Salma gave her the look.

“Okay!” Maya put her hands up. “I’m done.”



“So…Oh! Did anyone like your project idea?” Aisha took another fry.

“Yeah.” Maya slumped down in her seat. “The Ghost did.”

“Oof,” Leyla frowned.

Salma grabbed another fry. “He’s not the only person who will like your idea.” Left a piece of bacon.

“Not to be dramatic,” Maya said dramatically. “But he actually may be.”

“Explain it to us again. We can get it,” Aisha offered. “Please eat some real food.” She nudged toast with a fork.

Maya hesitated. “It’s technical guys.”

“Our attention spans can handle it,” Leyla smirked.

“I have mentioned it before.” Maya didn’t need their pity attention. Or did she. “How ads could work on Nostr.”

“Your Bitcoin ads thing.” Leyla said, proud of herself.

She clinked her mimosa with Aisha.

“Nostr ads. With Bitcoin,” Maya corrected softly.

Leyla leaned back. “Explain it to me like I’m a boomer.”

Maya thought. “I’ll explain it to you like you’re a lawyer.”

Salma and Leyla both sat up.

“A good legal brief can change everything.” She bit into the bacon Salma left on her plate. “Right? If the right people run with it?”

They both looked at her. Waiting.

“That’s what I wrote. A legal brief. That’s a blueprint. For how ads should work online.”

Leyla shook her head. “You’re losing me babe. Who pays you for this blueprint?”

“Nobody.” Maya shrugged one shoulder. “It’s free.”

“Free?” Now Aisha looked confused.

“’Cause it’s open source. That way anyone can use it. Build on it. Change it.”

“You did all that work for free?” Leyla put down her mimosa.

“This is how most of the internet works guys.” Maya looked at the table.

They were listening.

She continued. “Like Wikipedia. Nobody owns it. Gets paid for writing it. But it changed how everyone finds information.”

“Wikipedia asks for donations every five seconds.” Salma raised an eyebrow.

“Right. That’s how it survives. People fund it because they think it should exist.”

Salma stared at her. “You want to quit and live off donations?”

“Not quit, right?” Aisha tried to defend Maya. “This would be part-time, right?”

“Yeah, until it’s not.” Maya’s shoulders stiffened. “But it’s not like last time.”

Aisha looked at Leyla.

“Responder was completely different,” Maya said. “I won a startup competition. A month later, some company launches with the same colors, same branding, same idea. Called it Eco Responder.”

“They stole it.” Leyla said flatly.

“Re-pitched it. Raised money with it.” Maya dragged a fry through ketchup. “And every government meeting, some guy would keep hinting that if I just hired his boy, a contract would magically appear.”

Salma shook her head. “Fuck them.”

“That’s why this is open source.” Maya sat back. “Can’t steal what’s free.”

Leyla squinted at Maya. “But how do you get paid?”

“I just need a few apps to adopt it first.” Maya traced the rim of her mug. “Make it their ad experience. It’ll work.”

“I just want to be sure you can afford our rent.” Salma smirked.

Maya rubbed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing is happening right now.”

The table was quiet for a moment.

“Ok.” Leyla sipped her mimosa. “But. I don’t understand. What is the problem? Why does someone else have to like it? If it makes sense to you, that should be enough.”

Maya straightened the fork next to her plate. “It’s a lot of work. I’d need a team. Funding. I can’t just—”

“Just what?” Leyla clasped her hands. “You can’t do it without some guy saying it’s smart?”

Salma and Aisha looked at each other. Then Maya.

Maya stayed still. “No.”

Salma looked at Maya. Spoke slowly. “Then why does it feel like you need The Ghost’s validation?”

Maya didn’t have an answer.

“You went to that conference so excited,” Aisha said gently.

“I know.” Maya shook her head. She took a deep breath. “It was just a great conversation.”

The table was silent.

“I love you guys.” Maya looked at each of them. “But when was the last time you listened to me talk about Bitcoin and Nostr? For three hours. In a nightclub.”

Leyla gave her that one.

Maya sat up straight. “He didn’t interrupt me. Didn’t play devil’s advocate.”

Salma held up her hand. “The Devil does not need an advocate.”   “Thank you.” Maya pointed at her. “And I didn’t need to explain the basics. He just… kept up. Y’all know most guys can’t keep up with me.”

“Maya.” Aisha spoke quietly. “It was just one night.”

Maya didn’t say anything.

Aisha softened. “What guy wouldn’t love to listen to you for three hours? Even in a dumpster alley.”

“So many.” Salma raised her glass. “I’ve been saying that.”

Maya groaned.

“Well fine,” Salma considered. “Maybe he just wanted to steal your idea.”

Maya laughed. A good laugh. “That’s just not how open source code works.”

“This is just unfair.” Aisha’s voice got louder. “Salma knows everything. Can we get the full story? Do I need to beg?”

“Fine.” Maya conceded. “But we’re gonna need more fries.”



38 minutes later

“And then he left, I assume on his flight,” Maya sighed. “Not for one second. Not one second did I worry about getting ghosted.”

“He acted that pressed?” Aisha leaned back in her chair.

“He was determined. All night. He was in active pursuit.”

Leyla leaned forward. “Okay but what was HE like?”

Maya looked down at her phone as if Sean was in it. Her face went soft. “Really attractive.”

Salma raised an eyebrow. “There it is.”

“What?” Maya couldn’t stop smiling.

“The real reason you’ve been checking your phone all week.” Salma threw her napkin at Maya.

“That’s not—” Maya stopped. “Okay. Yes. Partly. He’s very cute.” She made the chef’s kiss gesture. “No notes.”

“Ooh!” Leyla danced in her chair. “She said no notes!”

“Tell me you remembered to take a photo with him.” Aisha begged.

“No. I wish.” Maya sat up straight. “Wait.”

She pulled out her phone.

Everyone watched. Silent.

“Maybe he added a profile photo…” Maya’s thumb hovered over his name.

She tapped.

Loading…

Aisha leaned over. Tried to see the screen. “Is he hot?”

His profile appeared.

It was still blank.

“Nope.” Maya locked her phone. “A complete ghost.”

Put it face-down on the table. Away from her.

Leyla winced. “He’s married,” she decided. “He’s gotta be.”

“At least a girlfriend,” Aisha said softly.

“That’s why he didn’t touch her. Not to be a gentleman,” Salma added. She put a piece of her pancake on Maya’s plate.

“Oh he touched me.” Maya smirked. “He just didn’t kiss me.”

Leyla raised an eyebrow.

“And I still don’t think he was in a relationship.” Maya squared her phone with the edge of the table. “He seemed… alone.”

Aisha tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Like he was looking for something.” Maya shrugged. “He made me feel like I was what he needed to find.” She caught herself. “I know. I hear myself.”

The table was quiet.

“Girl.” Leyla broke the silence.

“And there was no ring,” Maya added. “Obviously, I checked.”

“They can come off, you know. In Vegas,” Salma pointed out.

Maya sighed. “He was checking his phone a lot at one point.”

“Texting his wife,” Leyla said flatly.

“Alright. Mystery solved. Bullet dodged. NEXT!” Salma topped everyone’s coffee.

“Back to the Bitcoin ads.” Aisha pivoted. “We love the idea. Get to it. There’s your validation!”

Maya forced a smile. “Yes ma’am.”

“We mean it. Go use that fancy AI of yours too.” Leyla sat back. “I hear it does all the grunt work for you.”

For the first time that morning, all four of them finally laughed together.



One hour later

Salma and Maya walked into their apartment.

Salma dropped her bag. Looked at Maya. “Okay. Enough.” She went to their kitchen. Started wiping down the counter. Already clean.

Maya stood there. Keys still in her hand.

Early afternoon light came through the big windows in their living room. Happy plants on every surface. A huge fiddle leaf fig by the window, trailing pothos from shelves, succulents lined up on the kitchen island.

“The girls are right.” Salma shooed her into the living room. “Go write some code. Do something.”

Maya walked to the couch. Sat. Started scrolling her phone.

Salma kept cleaning. Straightened the plant pots. Fluffed the couch pillows. Organized the remotes.

Maya reached for the TV remote.

The Silicon Valley theme song started.

“Really?” Salma looked over. “What is this, the seventeenth time?”

Maya didn’t answer.

Salma gestured at the TV. “If these idiots can have a tech startup, why can’t you?”

Maya pulled a throw blanket over herself. Watched the screen.

Salma exhaled. Grabbed Maya’s phone out of her hand.

Opened the app store. Tapped. Downloaded.

Salma tossed the phone onto the couch next to Maya. “At least swipe while you watch.”

She went back to the kitchen. Spray bottle. Wiping counters that didn’t need it.

Maya picked up her phone. “You reactivated my profile?”

Salma ignored her.

“Well I’m not crossing the river this time.” Maya changed her radius, setting it to less than one mile.

Salma lifted her fist in solidarity. “No Ubers to Arlington!”

Maya lifted her fist too. Then started swiping.

Left. Left. Left.

Maya’s thumb froze.

It was Sean’s face.

“Government analyst. DC. 36. Less than a mile away.”


	



He lives here.

Maya jumped up from the couch. “ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME!”

Salma dropped the dish towel. Rushed over.

Maya held the phone up to Salma’s face. “Of course he lives in DC. He told me he works for the federal government.”

“Wow.” Salma stepped back. “He’s downtown right now.”

Maya started rubbing her forehead.

Salma leaned closer to the screen. “What a waste. He is actually very cute.”

“It says less than one mile away.” Maya was panicking. “He’s gonna see my profile if he’s swiping.”

“Just block him!” Salma shouted.

Maya hit block.

She sat down. Turned the phone over. Slid it across the table.

Salma sat next to her on the couch. Pressed her shoulder against Maya’s. “Okay. Everyone comes here on the weekends. Just means he’s nearby. Out. Passing through. Don’t spiral.”

“So he’s just partying it up on 14th Street? That’s supposed to make me feel better?” Maya slumped in the couch. Pulled the blanket to her chin.

She queued up the next season of her comfort show.

Together, they watched three more episodes.



11 hours later

Maya couldn’t sleep.

Her laptop was open. She opened Nostr. Checked her DMs. Nothing.

Sean’s profile. His npub. Still empty.

She scrolled the Vegas hashtag. The DJ. The venue. Imani.

No photos of her and Sean.

She checked her camera roll. Nothing.

Like he was never there. A ghost.

She closed her laptop.

Sat in the dark.

Opened it again.

Context documents. Give it everything

She created a new folder. attnmarketplace/context

Started creating context files: - nostr-basics.md - Everything she’d learned about the protocol - nips-reference.md - Technical specs she’d studied - lightning-notes.md - Bitcoin payment layer research - idea-sketches.md - Her design ideas so far - attention-economics.md - Articles and thinking that shaped her approach

Months of work. Organized. Ready.

She pulled up the AI chat. Added every file to the context.

Then asked: “I want to build an attention marketplace on Nostr using Bitcoin. How can you help me?”

The response started appearing.

It asked questions she hadn’t considered. Suggested patterns she’d missed.

It worked.

Three hours and two hundred dollars in AI credits, later

Maya created a new file: README.md

Typed: # ATTN Protocol

Her Ghost had helped her from the grave.

And he’d never know.




Chapter 5: Congrats on Fifteen Years

Meanwhile, that same morning

Iranian Relief Fund board meeting. Sean was checking his phone under the long conference table. No notifications.

Roya, their director, looked tired. “Donations are down again.”

“OFAC,” Kamran said. “The sanctions. Banks won’t process transfers to Iranian organizations.”

“They’ve frozen so many accounts,” Shadi added.

Sean looked up. Leaned forward. “What about Bitcoin?”

Kamran laughed. “You and your Bitcoin.”

“It’s censorship-resistant. No bank can block it—”

Kamran cut him off. “It’s a scam, Shayan.”

“It’s not—”

Kamran interrupted again. “It’s internet money for criminals.”

“It’s decentralized—”

Roya held up her hand. “Shayan. We’re not doing cryptocurrency. Too risky. Next item.”

Sean sat back. Nodded once.

“Actually,” he said, like he’d been waiting for his turn. “While we’re on fundraising. The Instagram campaign from last quarter?”

Shadi perked up. “Oh, we got great numbers on that.”

Kamran pulled up his tablet. “27,000 impressions. Very high engagement.”

“How much did we spend?” Sean asked.

“$1,200,” Shadi answered.

“And how much did we raise?”

Kamran scrolled. “$180. Four donations.”

Silence. The fluorescent lights above them hummed.

Sean stood. The chair rolled back behind him. He walked to the monitor, docked his laptop, and stepped away from it. “You spent $1,200 to raise $180.”

“But the impressions—” Shadi started.

“Were mostly bots.” He pointed back at the screen without looking at it. “Forty percent of digital ad impressions are fraudulent. Fake accounts. Software. You paid Instagram to show your ad to robots.”

Kamran frowned at his tablet. “The report said—”

“The report Instagram sent you.” Sean tapped to the next slide. “When was the last time you watched an ad on there?”

Kamran chuckled. “I usually skip ’em.”

“Everyone skips them,” Shadi agreed.

“Right.” Sean let that sit. “So why would anyone watch ours?”

“If it’s good?” Shadi offered.

“Maybe.” Sean pulled up an article. “But here’s the best part. Meta suppresses content about Iran. Automatically. Their algorithm flags it as politically sensitive.”

Roya sat up. “They censored us?”

“Shadow suppression. You paid them $1,200 to show your posts to fewer people than if you’d posted organically for free.”

“That’s—” Shadi looked at Kamran. “Can they do that?”

“They’re Meta.” He moved on.

Roya rubbed her temples. “So what do we do? Try TikTok?”

“No.”

“Facebook?”

“Every platform does this. They take from both sides and deliver nothing. That’s their business model.”

“Then what’s the alternative?” Roya asked.

Sean clicked to his next slide. “Make something people actually want to share.”

He walked them through it. Organic content. Trending sounds. Hashtags. Platform-specific formatting. Real work.

Roya didn’t blink. “And who is making these videos?”

“We ask younger volunteers,” he said. “The diaspora community. People who understand these platforms. We treat it as real volunteer work. Help them build marketing skills.”

Roya looked at Kamran. Kamran looked at Shadi.

“Let’s pause on ads,” Roya said. “We’ll start recruiting next month. Shayan, thank you for your research.”

Kamran closed his tablet. “Yes. Merci, Shayan.”

The meeting moved to budget review.

Sean closed his laptop. Unplugged it from the monitor.

His hand moved toward his pocket. Stopped.

She helped him win that. And she’d never know.



One hour later

Sean walked into a very loud Union Market. Coffee, hot oil, and AC struggling to keep up with the late spring heat.

He grabbed a lamb kabab platter from one counter, a bulgogi bowl from another, and a couple of bottles of water. Stopped for two slices of tres leches on the way. Carried all of it in one hand. Napkins in the other.

He spotted two seats at a long communal table. Sat in one. Saved the other.

He laid everything out.

“All this for me?”

Sean looked up. Smiled. “Half is for me.”

He got up to give Nima a hug. “Che khabar?”

“We missed you last week. Khobee? How was Vegas?”

Nima grabbed one of the water bottles. Sean slid a bowl over to him.

“Well?” Nima tried to meet his eyes. “The Bitcoin conference of your dreams?”

Sean kept his head down. Stuffed a spoonful of rice in his mouth.

Nima waited.

“Khob bood.” Sean finally spoke. “I met some interesting people. Glad I went.”

“All business?” Nima leaned in. “No pleasure?”

Sean rolled his eyes. Kept eating.

Nima pushed the bowl back and grabbed the kabab plate. “How was the board meeting?”

Sean made a face.

“That’s why I stopped going…” Nima took a bite. “Always so depressing.”

Sean stopped eating. Sighed. “They just have so much working against them. Even when they try.”

“The sanctions make it impossible. It’s by design.” Nima didn’t look up. “I can’t be unproductive like that.”

“They have options though.” Sean leaned back. “They’re so stuck on defense they can’t even see them.”

Nima sat back. Rubbed his temples. “I’m just not sure there is anything we can do.”

“Yes there is. I just want to help. No one lets me.” Sean stared at his food. “I feel like shit at work every day. Nothing moves forward.”

“Then why are you still there?” Nima waved his hand over himself. “They’re literally paying people to leave.”

Sean shook his head. “Nah. I don’t trust it. And if everyone good leaves, who’s left?”

Nima rolled his eyes. “You could make so much more in private sector.”

“That’s not why I do it.” He crushed his empty water bottle. “Whatever. At least they actually listened to me today.”   “How?” Nima smirked.

Sean sat up. “I got them to stop buying Instagram ads.”

“That’s a good thing?”

“The math was too ugly to argue with.”

“Look at Shayan. Making moves.” Nima pinched Sean’s cheek. “Afarin!”

“Speaking of… did you see this?” Nima pulled out his phone. “I got eleven thousand views since Tuesday.”

“11k O-K!” Sean pretended to dust off Nima’s shoulders. “Congrats man. Well deserved.” He kept watching. “You looked great.”

Nima pretended to blush. “But this is on TikTok. Instagram is dead man.”

“I’m barely on it anymore,” Sean agreed.

“Well now I’m on TikTok too much.” Nima laughed. “Just sucks I can’t bring my followers over.”

“How many did you have?” Sean asked.

“I just hit four thousand on IG two months ago.”

“4k O-K!” Sean grinned. “Look at you!”

“Yeah.” Nima shrugged. “But there are so many more people on TikTok.”

“It’s their algorithm.”

Nima shook his head. “I think people just want to watch videos. Instagram is too busy. TikTok is this fullscreen, one at a time…”

“Yeah.” Sean kept nodding. “You’re right. I like that about it.”

“It feels like FaceTime.”

“And who doesn’t want to FaceTime with such a professional, car detailing expert.” Sean reached over to pinch Nima’s cheeks.

Nima pulled away before he could. “I’m famous now. Please don’t touch me.”

They both started laughing.

“I’m happy for you, man.” Sean patted Nima on the back. “This is only the beginning. Lemme buy you a real drink to celebrate.”



26 minutes later

“So.” Nima took a sip of his bottle. “What happened to that girl? Ken’s coworker?”

Sean groaned.

“She was nice.” Nima sat up. “Come on, what was wrong with her?”

“She was a lovely person.” Sean smiled like he meant it.

“But…”

Sean dropped his head back and exhaled. “I carried the whole conversation. All fucking night.”

“Oh, she was boring?” Nima winced. “Ken said she had a good time.”

“She wasn’t boring. She just wasn’t—” He stopped.

“Wasn’t what?”

“Excited. About anything.” Sean picked at the label on his bottle. “Every date I’m on just wants to make sure we agree on how the world is ending. Whose fault it is.”

Nima slowly nodded.

Sean leaned forward. “I just want to talk to someone who’s excited about something.”

“People are stressed out but yeah,” Nima agreed. “Sometimes you loosen up by the second date.”

Sean interrupted him. “No. Absolutely not. I can tell. Honestly, almost immediately.”

“Oh come on.” Nima threw a napkin at him.

“I try. I really do.” Sean laughed. “But I’ve got nothing left after an hour on these dates. I can’t do a second.”

“I think you’re just being impatient.”

“No. I’m finally being serious.” Sean sat up straight. “Attraction isn’t enough anymore. I’ll wait for my wife.”

Nima smirked. “She’ll be so happy to know these streets didn’t get more than an hour of you. At a time.”

Sean tossed the napkin back at him. “You’re so dumb.”

“But come on. I was rooting for Vegas.” Nima frowned. “Women talking Bitcoin. Nerding out with you. Probably dressed in orange.” He was cracking himself up.

Sean’s eyes moved slowly to his phone. He stared at it for a moment.

Nima stopped laughing. Watched Sean. Sean didn’t notice.

“Sha-yan.”

“I’m fine.” Sean shook it off. Took a sip from his bottle. “Just being aggressively reminded how single I am. For some reason.”

Nima squinted at him. “When’s the last time you swiped?”

Sean blinked. “No thanks.”

“Six months?”

“I’m enjoying the peace.”

Nima reached across the table. “Hand it over.”

“Nima—”

“Summer is here. Time to live.” Nima held out his hand. Waited.

Sean hesitated.

Unlocked his phone. Handed it over.

Nima reactivated Sean’s very old dating profile.

“There.” He slid the phone back. “You’re back on the market.”

Sean put the phone in his pocket.

He steered the conversation away from himself. They talked about Nima’s employees. About the permit issues on his shop’s expansion. About the two dates Nima had lined up for next week.

Sean’s phone stayed in his pocket.

Dating app active.

Unopened.



Two days later

Sean was sitting alone in a row of empty, dusty cubicles. Knees almost touching the desk. The steam from his tea escaping from his thermos.

He typed an email.

Subject: RE: New Ticketing System Proposal

Good Morning Yvette and team. Hope everyone had a great weekend. Checking in on the decision here. We presented this proposal six months ago. Any update on next steps?

Best, Sean

Sent.

A head popped over the cubicle wall. Denise.

“Still waiting on that?”

“Yeah.” Sean answered. “Impatiently.”

“I remember your presentation was really good.” She leaned against the entrance. “I’m sure they’re giving it the consideration it deserves.”

The sarcastic tone landed.

“Why do they always drag this shit out?” Sean inhaled the cardamom steam from his thermos. “We’re trapped in a time warp in this building.”

A loud Teams notification popped up.

Sean flinched.

“Lunch later?” she asked.

“Yes. Please.” He didn’t look up. But he smiled.

“Happy in-office mandatory Monday!” She waved. Walked back to her own empty row of cubicles.

He drew the cardamom in one more time. Read the screen.

Luis Morales: R u free?

Sean wondered that too.



43 seconds later

Sean walked into Luis’ office.

“Please tell me you brought it.” Luis stood up from his desk, hopeful.

“Finally.” Sean tossed over a ‘Viva Las Vegas’ plastic bag. “Sorry about last week.”

Luis pulled out a Backstreet Boys concert tee. “Jessica’s gonna love this.” He reached for his phone. “Venmo okay?”

“Whatever works.”

Luis tapped his screen. Frowned. “It’s saying I hit my weekly limit.” He looked up. “Can I bring you cash?”

Sean opened his mouth. Closed it. Sat down.

“What?” Luis stayed standing.

“Nothing.” Sean smiled. “Cash is fine.”

“I’ll hit the ATM at lunch.”

“No rush.” Sean winked. “I know where you work.”

Luis laughed. Put the shirt back in the bag. Set it aside. Sat down slowly.

“Sean.” His tone shifted. “So you know your osTicket presentation was excellent. They agree we need to modernize. But they’re going with ServiceNow.”

“Since when?” Sean sat frozen.

“Yvette just called me.”

“How much is the contract?”

Silence.

Sean shot up from his seat. “How much?”

“Five million dollars.”

Sean scoffed. “Mine costs $280,000.”

“Someone upstairs has relationships with ServiceNow. It’s done.” Luis sighed. “I’m sorry.”

Sean turned to face the window. Jaw tight. The Capitol sat close enough to see from Luis’ office.

Luis leaned back in his chair. “We’ll get them next time. At least they agreed to modernize. And you’ll still lead the design. This is still a win. Your win.”

“Lucky me.” Sean rolled his eyes. “We’re wasting five million dollars. Not even waste. This is abuse of taxpayer funds.”

Luis shut his eyes. Held up his hand. “Let’s not go that far.”

“We never do.” Sean was still facing the window.

Luis opened his desk drawer. Pulled out a bumpy envelope. “Maybe not the best time to give this to you.”

Sean eyed it.

“But congratulations on fifteen years.”

They both laughed. But it wasn’t funny.

“You’re a great public servant, Sean. We’re lucky to have you.”

Sean pulled out a pin from the envelope.

He stared at it.

Fifteen years.

“Here’s to six more days of annual leave a year!” Luis shouted as Sean headed out the door.

Sean looked back. Forced a smile.

Tomorrow he would take one of those days off.



8 hours later

Sean kicked off his shoes at the door. Eyes on his phone. Dropped his keys and his takeout on the counter with his free hand.

He turned on a lamp on his way to the couch. Then another. His apartment warmed in layers.

He sat down on his rug. Back against the couch. Phone still in his hand. Reached for the remote with the other.

The Silicon Valley theme song played on the TV. Started watching three days ago. Almost done with season 2.

He grabbed his laptop from the coffee table. Put his phone down.

A Nostr feed on his screen.

He took a deep breath.

He searched #grownostr.

He waited.

Then, spam. Bots. A sprinkle of crypto scams.

He almost closed it.

Then a real post.

“Account got banned from X this morning. Six years of work gone. And my 11k followers. Any way to bring them over here?”

People offered condolences.

He scrolled.

Photos of people’s breakfast. News clips. Memes declaring both Nostr and Bitcoin dead.

A journalist in Istanbul asked for help.

“Any Nostriches in Istanbul? The banks just froze my cards. I’m here covering the protests. Hotel won’t take Bitcoin. I need a place to convert to Lira.”

Within the hour, replies named cafes in Beyoğlu that took Lightning, three peer-to-peer sellers with reputations, and someone in Istanbul who offered to meet her in person.

He scrolled on.

A debate linked to a smart blog about censorship resistance.

Someone published a Bitcoin children’s book. People were buying it directly from her.

No publisher.

No Amazon.

Just her and the readers.

The TV started playing Silicon Valley theme song again. He paused it.

“Hot take: reposts are better than zaps.”

This was the busiest thread he’d seen yet.

“Without an algorithm, I need people to share what I’ve posted or I’ll never grow my reach.”

“I don’t need more people to see my stuff if I’m already making money off what I post.”

Sean spent more time in that rabbit hole than he expected.

His clicks kept taking him out of the app. But he kept coming back.

He had expected the worst. A dumpster fire. No moderation. No rules.

But he was deciding what he’d see. He wasn’t getting angry. Or jealous.

There were debates. Discussions. Not fights.

He spent the most time in threads on what’ll get people to move over to Nostr.

“What’ll bring the next billion users?”

“The UX is awful. And the name.”

“We need to stop rebuilding Twitter.”

He looked up to check the clock.

Way too late.

He kept going anyway.



The next night

Same spot. Silicon Valley on mute. TikTok in hand.

A video about why ancient Roman concrete is stronger than modern concrete. The kind of thing Sean loved.

He went to the comments.

“This is my Roman Empire.”

“I’ll never NOT scroll on a video about concrete”

“I BUILT THIS FYP CONCRETE BRICK BY CONCRETE BRICK”

That last one stopped him.

I built this.

He closed TikTok. Opened Nostr. A thread he saved. “We need to stop rebuilding Twitter. We should be building what comes next.”

He looked at the 21 sats in the wallet. The first Bitcoin anyone had ever sent him.

No notifications.

He decided to upload a photo. To his profile.

Then he started typing.

Replying to: “We need to stop rebuilding Twitter. We should be building what comes next.”

What about something for the TikTokers? They proved they’re willing to move. Why aren’t we talking to them?

They know social media is broken. They left Meta because it felt like surveillance. Left X because it felt like rage.

With no other option, they went to TikTok because it felt like freedom. But we know it’s not freedom. It’s a different algorithm. A nicer cage. Half of them think it’s getting banned. The other half already are shadow-banned and don’t even know it.

Can’t Nostr give them the exit they’re looking for?

We know what people on social media want. A full screen, video scrolling experience. That’s what won. And Instagram copied it. YouTube copied it.

Why won’t Nostr copy it? But do it better.

They don’t need a better algorithm. They need social media they own. Their posts. Their videos. Their identity. Their audience.

And they need zaps.

I’ve been here a week. I don’t know how to build any of this. But why are we only building for the people already here?

#grownostr

He read it twice.

Posted it.

Set his phone down. Stared at the ceiling.




Chapter 6: GM ☕

The next morning

Salma’s bedroom door opened. “You’re up early.”

Maya was on the couch. Blanket over her legs. Laptop balanced on a pillow. Eyes red.

“Never went to sleep.” She didn’t look up.

“Work?”

Maya nodded. “Still on call.”

Salma shuffled toward the kitchen. Started the coffee maker. “I’m sorry, boo. What happened?”

“You know the authentication service? The one I fixed last month?”

“The one Thomas broke?”

“That’s the one. Someone pushed broken code and went home. Whole thing went down at 3am.”

Salma winced. “Thomas again? Didn’t you switch teams?”

“Different team. Same problem.” Maya stretched her neck. “Fixed it in twenty minutes with the AI though.” She smirked. “Then I just started cleaning up other stuff.”

“Why you? Can’t someone else do it?”

“Because,” Maya finally looked up. “They keep moving me to new teams to ‘help with transitions.’” She cracked her back. “They know I care just enough to fix their shit.”

“Your boss can’t do it?” Salma pulled her hair back to clip. “This keeps happening.”

“He hasn’t written code in a decade. He ignores me until it’s too late. You know, I suggested a fix six months ago for this.”

“I’m sorry, boo.”

Maya took a deep breath. “And now there’s six months of code built on top of the broken part.”

“I don’t get it.” Salma shook her head. “They pay you so much. And don’t listen to you.”

“Who listens to the factory workers? When they have an idea? Ha!” Maya closed her laptop. Set it on the coffee table. “I feel pathetic.”

“Maya.” Salma stopped moving. “You’re not pathetic.”

“I knew how to fix this. I needed permission to do it.”

Salma exhaled. Checked her phone.

“It’s a humiliation ritual.” Maya pulled the blanket tighter. “I’m a factory worker, Salma. A really well-paid factory worker. Build the widget. Ship the widget. Don’t ask why the widget is broken. Just fix it and move on.”

Maya looked at the whiteboard. Her real work. “Like I’m not even allowed to have ideas.” She rubbed her eyes.

Salma grabbed her thermos from the dish rack. “Poor baby. Wants to make artisanal code. Not boxed brand.”

Maya pretended to cling to her chest. “I’m an artist and I’m sensitive about my shit.” She gestured at the whiteboard. “And I have a vision.”

“Okay, Erykah Badu.” Salma poured coffee into her thermos. “Are they expecting you to work today?”

“Shit is still broken. Kinda. I have a standup at 9.”

“Are you gonna say something?”

“I’m going to say what I need to say.” Maya smiled, tired. “Then I’m going to sleep until tomorrow.”

Salma sighed. “This is the third time this month.”

“Fourth.”

Salma’s eyes caught the counter. “Hey…Is that a burrito?”

“Yeah.” Maya finally pushed herself off the couch. “Warmed it up for you.”

“You’re an angel.” Salma grabbed the burrito from the counter.

Maya walked up to Salma. “Girl. You look great!”

“You like?” Salma twirled. Her blazer was new.

“Are you seeing the Dentist again? Do you have a date tonight?”

“I do. But not with him. New guy. We matched last night.” Salma took a bite. “Dentist is tomorrow.”

“Where’s the fire?” Maya filled a glass from their water pitcher in the fridge.

“I have to go to New York again on Friday. I’d have to wait till Monday.”

“Yeah you lose all momentum.” Maya took a sip. Then stopped. “Wait. You’re not home this weekend?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry.” Salma smiled. “And you’re welcome. Enjoy.”

“I’m gonna probably waste it.” Maya stretched her arms over her head. Yawned. “I’m so jealous of your coworkers. They get dressed up, travel, do all the fun stuff with you.”

Salma took another bite. Walked up to the whiteboard. “We would get nothing done if we worked together. And,” she said, a little smug. “I’m two years away from making partner.”

“Or you could come be my co-founder. Every startup needs a lawyer.” Maya clasped her hands together like a prayer. “Please, I’m desperate.”

Salma tried to study Maya’s sketches. “Why does it say NIP everywhere?”

Maya slumped back on the couch. Chuckled. “Nostr Implementation Possibilities.”

Salma rolled her eyes. “Why does so much of your code stuff have to be sexual?”

“It’s not. You just always make it sexual.”

Salma waved her off. “And what does NOSTR stand for?”

“Notes and Other Stuff Transmitted by Relays.”

Salma stopped chewing. “That’s horrible.”

“I know.” Maya checked her laptop. Three new Slack messages.

“No, like, that’s aggressively bad. Who named this?”

Maya laughed. “HTTP stands for Hypertext Transfer Protocol. No one cares. Everyone uses it.”

“Fair.” Salma sipped from her thermos. “And what’s a relay?”

“A relay is a server. Like a computer somewhere holding your stuff. Anyone can run one. Your posts go out to a bunch of relays.”

Salma squinted.

“Think of email.”

“Email?”

“Your email address works everywhere. Gmail talks to Outlook talks to Yahoo. No one company owns email. It’s just a protocol.”

“Okay.” Salma nodded slowly. “Damn, that’s cool.”

Maya sat up straighter. “It IS cool. Now imagine that, but for social media.”

Salma waited for more.

“Nobody owns your login. Nobody can take down your posts.” She was talking faster now. Even half-asleep. “Because they go out to more relays than anyone could shut down.”

“So you can’t get banned?” Salma dug through her purse.

“There is a lot more to it. Basically, any app that needs user profiles could use Nostr instead of building their own login system.”

“You’re losing me, babe.” Salma leaned down to put on her shoes.

Maya sat forward on the couch. Eyes bright. “Okay. One more.”

Salma straightened up. Shoes on. Took a bite of her burrito. “Go.”

“If Corner Cafe wanted a rewards program, they wouldn’t need to build their own login. They’d just use your Nostr account.”

“Oh, like logging in with Gmail on other apps?” Salma was packing her briefcase.

“EXACTLY!” Maya pointed at her. “But it gives you, the user, more rights than you had before.”

Salma screwed the lid on her thermos. “So why isn’t everyone using it?”

“Because it’s early. And the name is terrible.”

“Terrible.” Salma laughed. “You need sleep.”

“I need to be in charge.” Maya threw her head back. “At least if something is broken, I’m up at 3am ’cause it’s my fault. Not fixing some idiot’s mistakes.”

Salma let her finish the thought.

“I’m tired of needing someone else’s permission.” Maya sighed. “Like I’m a kid.”

“Permission for what?”

“To be included in decisions. For my expertise to actually hold weight.” Maya pulled at a thread on the blanket. “Tech is not a meritocracy. It’s just as political as your firm. My boss just happens to be younger.”

“Ah.” Salma paused at the door. “Girl, you know I get it.”

“Am I crazy for wanting some dignity?” Maya shouted at the door.

“You’re not crazy.” Salma shouted back. “But you look insane. Get some sleep.”

The door closed behind her.



Maya stood. Stretched. Her back cracked in three places.

Her phone was on the counter. She grabbed it and brought it back to the couch.

She opened Nostr. Scrolled a popular feed. 24-hour trending.

A note caught her eye. “We need to stop rebuilding Twitter.”

The replies were what she expected. “We need better DMs first.” “Nostr needs a killer app.” “Just make it easier to onboard.”

One offered something new.

She clicked through.

Zaps. Reposts. Replies agreeing, pushing back, riffing on what that could look like.

It took her down a 48 minute rabbit hole. She returned to the original note.

“Talking about TikTok on Nostr?” She laughed. “Someone is brave.”

She tapped the profile.

She flipped the phone face down on her chest.

Picked it back up.

It was Sean. Her Sean. Not her Sean.

She sat all the way up.

His profile photo. The same one she’d blocked.

She stared at it until the screen went dark.

Back to the comment. The responses. Criticisms. Praise.

Her eyes drifted to the whiteboard.

Back to her phone.

The alarm reminder for her 9am went off.

She looked at her laptop. Looked back at the phone.

She grabbed her laptop and moved to the dining table.

Dialed into the call.

Typed into the chat. “Not feeling great. Need to take the day off. Later team.”

Logged off.

Opened Nostr. Copied the link to Sean’s post.

Pulled up the chatbot. Attached her ATTN Protocol files.

Pasted the link.

Typed: Would TikTokers move to Nostr if we paid them to watch ads?

Hit enter.



The next night

Maya needed a break from staring at her whiteboard.

She opened HiveTalk.

Rafael’s tired face filled the screen. His messy São Paulo kitchen behind him. Tiny dishes piled on a high chair.

“Boa noite, Maya.”

“Hi, Rafael. Boa noite. Thanks for doing this.”

Rafael’s eyes darted around the screen. “This is really clear.”

“It’s only in beta. But it’s great.”

“Wow. Very cool.” Rafael was reading their website now. “Each room is ephemeral. They don’t save any data.”

“Cool, right? Better than Zoom.” Maya spun the marker between her fingers. “You’re welcome.”

He was still scrolling their site. “It’s so hard to keep up with all the projects. Good for them.”

“Speaking of.” Maya asked slowly. “Did you read my notes?”

“I did.” He rubbed his eyes. “It should work.”

“Really?” Maya’s eyes were wide.

“It’s making more sense now. Marketplace layer on Nostr and Lightning. It’s solid. The documentation was good. Very long.” He almost smiled. “Build it.”

Maya exhaled. “I had help. The chatbot doesn’t sleep.”

“Yeah?” Rafael leaned in. “Why do you say that?”

“You have to try it.” Maya mirrored his lean. “It feels like leading an army of devs.”

“The code? The code it writes is good?”

“Eh…you still need to review. Treat it like a senior dev and you’re the CTO.” Maya shared her screen. “See what it made.”

“Wow. Okay. I’ll try it out.” Rafael chuckled. “That documentation did almost look VC-funded.”

Maya laughed and unshared her screen. “Who needs investors? I have a $200 chatbot and no sleep.”

Rafael let out a low whistle.

“So.” She sat up. “I want to build for a specific implementation.”

“Yes. Tell me.” Rafael turned away, murmured something to Luisa, then turned back. “I’m listening.”

“A video-only app that uses Nostr. With ads that pay users and they can tip it out right to the content creators.”

Rafael didn’t say anything for a moment. Blinked. “You mean TikTok on Nostr?”

“I mean building a place for TikTokers to land. Somewhere they can free themselves and enter Nostr without even knowing it.”

Rafael rubbed his chin. “Video is expensive.”

“How expensive?”

“Most devs can barely afford to run the Twitter clones they’ve made.”

Maya threw up a hand. “Yeah. Why does everyone keep making Twitter?”

“Because on the protocol you can pull literally millions of things already posted. You build a client, day one it looks alive.” Rafael shrugged. “But people are barely posting photos. And you want video?”

“Video is the only way this’ll work.”

“Why? Since when?”

“Because that’s what people want. And TikTokers. People on these other apps. They’re all making videos. We just need to give them a reason to post here.”

Rafael was thinking. Considering it.

Maya began her pitch. “A smooth video app that pays you to watch ads. You pay whatever you want to promote yourself. And people who like your shit can tip you. With the money they’re earning. Every ten minutes.”

Rafael’s eyebrows went up.

“They’re all looking for the next app. They’re stressed about the ban. They tried other apps. They went back. But they’ll move again.” She sat up. “They’re looking.”

Rafael rocked in his chair.

“I want to give them somewhere to land.” Maya paused. “And I’ll pay them to stay.”

Rafael glanced off-screen. “So who actually makes money off this thing? For real.”

“Everyone.” Maya leaned forward. “The app operator charges a fee to host.”

“How much?”

“Whatever it costs. That’s the point. You figure out what it actually costs to run this shit. The relays, the hosting, the storage. And you charge for it.”

Rafael stared at her. “Not donations.”

“Payment.”

Rafael paused. “You use TikTok?”

“No,” Maya admitted.

“Me neither.”

Maya shrugged. “But a billion other people do.”

He was quiet. Sighed. “You’ve been talking about this for a year.”

“And?”

“It was too abstract.” He shook his head. “This isn’t.”

“Right.” She smiled. “Everyone needs an example.”

“Everyone needs an example.” He nodded. “Implementation matters. Build it. It’ll get their attention.”

Maya laughed.

Rafael smirked. “The pun was intended.”

Rafael glanced off screen. Luisa’s voice, soft, from another room.

“Go.” Maya waved at the screen. “I know it’s late there.”

“She’s fine. She’s just—” He smiled at something off camera.

Maya looked around her apartment. Empty.

“Sorry. Luisa says hi.” Rafael turned back. “You know, Maya, you sound different tonight. Like you’re inspired.”

Maya smiled. Her eyes drifted to her phone.

“I just think I’m ready.” She turned back to the screen. “To finally quit my job. Do this for real.”

Rafael clapped. “Break those fiat chains.”

Maya shook her head. “I can’t do it anymore. I’d rather be doing this.”

Rafael smiled. Took a deep breath. “Can I be honest with you?”

“Always.”

“Just… have savings.”

Maya grinned. “This is what we stack for.”

Rafael laughed. Then got quiet. “I wish I had time to help you build this.”

“I know you would help if you could.”

“But send me the architecture when you’re ready. I’ll review it.”

“Thank you, Rafael.”

“Whatever inspired you tonight.” He sat back. “Run with it.”

The call ended.

Maya sat at the dining table. The screen went dark. Just her face reflected back.

Still alone.

But not crazy.



One hour later

Sean had his headset on. The TV was casting blue across his dark living room. Controller in hand.

Nima and Ken were going at it.

“I hate this game.” Nima was getting wrecked. “Why are we playing this?”

“Because you spent sixty bucks on it.” Ken’s chip bag crinkled.

“Plus forty for a skin.” Nima slapped his desk.

“Ouch.” Ken shook his head. “So…Sean. Jules asked about you again.”

Sean sighed. “She was great. It just wasn’t there.”

“You went out once.” Ken groaned. “She’s got her shit together, man. She’s crushing sales for us.”

Nima cut in. “Oh, Shayan doesn’t do second dates anymore. You didn’t hear?”

“I hadn’t.” Ken cleared his throat. “So how’s that gonna work?”

“He’s saving himself for marriage.” Nima’s car spun out. “OOH COME ON.”

“Okay, Sean.” Ken laughed. “Going monk mode?”

Sean rolled his eyes. “Why is everyone so concerned with my dating life lately?”

Ken crunched a chip. “Would you rather we bring up work?”

Sean went quiet.

“Ugh.” Nima slammed into a wall. “Fuck this game.”

“Probably enjoy it more if you didn’t pay 100 bucks to get your ass beat,” Ken said.

“Maybe. Would sting less.” Nima grunted trying to make a turn.

Ken cracked another chip. “Y’all know those free games make more money than video games now. Like more than paid video games.”

“How is that possible?” Nima asked.

“Bethesda had a whole industry briefing on this last quarter. These free games show a shit-ton of ads. ‘Watch to get fifty coins.’ Buy a sword. Upgrade your character. Kids love it.”

“So they make more showing ads to kids than selling video games?”

“Pretty much.” Ken tossed back a handful. “Like a hundred billion dollar industry now.”

Sean crossed the finish line. Victory screen.

“OH COME ON.” Nima was yelling. “HOW.”

Sean leaned back. Grinned. “I was paying attention.”

“To WHAT?”

Sean pulled his headset down around his neck.

He picked up his phone. Checked Nostr. Had been every few hours since he posted.

More replies. A few more zaps.

A notification. Someone just zapped him 2,100 sats.

“You playing or what?” Nima was ready for another round.

“Hold on.” Sean put his headset back on. “Your boy just made some money.”

“What?” Ken stopped chewing. “From where?”

“I posted on this new thing, Nostr, the other day. People have been sending me Bitcoin.”

Nima immediately asked, “How much?”

“About two bucks just now. It’s adding up. Nothing crazy.”

“Shit.” Nima dropped his controller. “How? What did you post?”

“Just an idea I had. A response to a post.”

Nima paused. “I’ve never made anything from my videos.”

“Wait. You’re making money off a comment?” Ken asked.

Sean laughed. “Actually yes. This is wild.”

“Yeah… but the fees, right?” Ken sounded skeptical. “You don’t get all of it.”

“No. This uses Lightning. Which basically makes sending Bitcoin like sending something over CashApp.”

“You’re losing me, bro,” Ken said.

“So someone just read your post and sent you money?” Nima was processing.

“Straight to my wallet.” Sean confirmed.

Ken picked up his controller. “What did you post?”

“An idea. For how to get more people on Nostr.”

Nima smirked. “So what did you write?”

Sean hesitated. Then answered. “To make it like TikTok.”

“So TikTok for Bitcoiners?” Ken was already wheezing.

Nima burst out laughing. “Bro. All twelve of them?”

“Bunch of dudes in their basements shouting TO THE MOON!” Ken couldn’t catch his breath.

“Alright.” Sean reached for his controller to quit. “I’m out.”

“Already?” Ken sounded disappointed.

“Yeah, I’m good for tonight. Love you guys.”

“Me too, honestly.” Nima was done losing. “Same time next week?”

“Same time next week.” Ken and Sean said in unison.

They all signed off.

Sean’s apartment was quiet. Just the menu music now looping.

He picked up his phone again. Opened Maya’s profile.

Still nothing new.



Two days later

Sean was still in his sweats. AC blasting. Season 3, Episode 2 of Silicon Valley playing.

He poured freshly steeped tea into his favorite mug. It felt like a new day.

He picked up his phone. Opened Nostr.

Forty-seven notifications.

He’d been reading them all week. But hadn’t replied to a single one.

He sipped his tea. Scrolled through.

A few were definitely bots. Some others probably were too. He started seeing the patterns.

Eight comments were between two people arguing about something that had nothing to do with his post. He laughed.

A handful of people welcoming him. “Great first post.” “Welcome to Nostr.” “This is what we need more of.” He read each one.

Fourteen reposts. He sat up a little straighter.

And six zaps.

He checked his wallet. 12,400 sats. Looked it up. About fourteen dollars.

He put his phone down. Picked up his tea. Put the tea down. Picked up his phone again.

Fourteen dollars. For a post he wrote on his couch.

He scrolled back to the top. Started replying.

The welcomes first. Easy. “Thank you.” “Appreciate that.” “Glad to be here.”

Then the real ones.

“Most clients already support video notes. What’s the difference?”

He typed:

Not the same. Show me a nostr app that has a full screen, one video at a time experience. Nothing else competing for your eyes.

Someone else: “TikTokers aren’t going to figure out key management and relays. These are not serious people.”

Sean typed faster now.

These people navigate copyright strikes, shadow-bans, algorithm changes, content theft, and platform bans. They rebuild their audience every time the rules change. They’d crush it here. They just need the right door to walk through.

His favorite comment said, “Now who’s gonna build this?”

He zapped it. His first zap.

He didn’t have an answer. But he couldn’t stop smiling.

Richard’s voice cut through on the television. “The new internet. Decentralized. Peer-to-peer. No gatekeepers.”

Sean looked up from his phone. Paused it. Rewound. Watched again.

He went back into his phone.

This time, he checked her profile.

He stopped scrolling.

Froze.

There was a new post.

Finally.

“gm to all who celebrate ☕” with a photo of her coffee mug. Posted 3 minutes ago.

He looked at his mug.

Looked back at her photo.

Same mug. Same typo. “The Conrer Cafe.”

She was there. Right now. Six blocks away.

He looked down at his clothes. Sweats. In June.

Grabbed his deodorant off the counter. Two swipes.

Hat. Keys.

Ran.




Chapter 7: My Muse

12 minutes later

Sean stood outside the cafe. Catching his breath. The humidity hit him. Sweat down his back.

He walked past the sidewalk tables and looked through the cafe’s window.

Maya. Table by the wall. She wasn’t alone.

He hadn’t thought past getting there.

He froze.

The door swung open.

Leyla walked out, bag over her shoulder.

She stopped. “Shayan?”

“Hey.” Sean stepped back. “Leyla.”

She clocked his flip-flops. “Just go for a run?”

“About to grab some coffee.”

She punched his arm. “You rattled Kamran last week.”

“Yeah.” He forced a laugh. “He hates Bitcoin.”

“Wait.” A slow grin formed on her face. “Do you know Maya?”

He pretended to not hear her.

“Oh my god.” Leyla grabbed his arm. “Get in there. She’ll be so excited.”

“Leyla—”

But she was already opening the door.

Ms. Patrice was mid-story when Leyla burst in, dragging someone behind her. “Ladies. I found another Bitcoiner!”

Ms. Patrice lit up. “Hayyy! And he’s cute!”

Maya had her phone in both hands. She looked up. Her hands stopped.

Sean.

She looked down.

Diego came around the counter. Hand out. “Sean! We never see you in here this late.”

Sean didn’t move. He left Diego hanging. He was staring at Maya.

Diego followed his gaze.

Maya and Sean were looking at each other. No one else.

Leyla looked between them. “Do you two know each other?”

Sean didn’t answer.

Maya swallowed. Turned to Leyla. “Do you?”

“Yeah.” Leyla spoke slowly. “From the Iranian Relief charity.”

Sean turned to Ms. Patrice. Extended his hand. “Sean.”

Ms. Patrice took it. Held it. Looked down at his shirt. Looked down at hers.

Same “ARE YOU FLIRTING WITH BITCOIN?” on their chest.

She slapped the table. “That’s my podcast!”

“Yeah. They’re great.” Sean nodded. “And they’re locals, too.”

“Mmhmm. Maya put me on it.” Ms. Patrice turned in her chair. “MAYA.”

Maya hadn’t moved.

“This man is FAMILY.” Ms. Patrice pointed at Sean, then at Maya. Then threw her hands up. “I don’t make the rules.”

Diego was already back behind the counter. Watching.

Maya’s voice came out quieter than she wanted. “How are you here?”

“Your photo.” Sean held up his phone. “I saw the mug.” He reached across the table and picked up Ms. Patrice’s mug with the same misprint.

Maya blinked. “I just posted that.”

“I know. And I ran.”

The cafe was silent.

Maya stood. Caught herself on the chair back. Anchored herself.

Sean waited.

“You ran?” Maya tried to sound unimpressed. “Why didn’t you just send a message?”

“What do you mean?” Sean’s jaw tightened. “I have.”

Maya shook her head. “I never got anything from you. I checked.”

He turned the phone toward her.

She looked at his phone. Then at him.

His eyes were locked on her.

Maya hesitated.

He placed the phone in her hands.

She inhaled. Let her eyes leave his. Exhaled.

There were two DMs.

Two weeks apart.

Just got to the airport. I can’t stop thinking about you.

And a link. To his post. Sent that morning.

Maya stared at the screen.

Sean watched her read them. His chest was pounding.

She closed her eyes and tried to steady herself.

She could smell his skin. Her breath slowed.

Her feet were moving. She opened her eyes.

His hand hovered near her back. Not touching. Guiding. Toward the door.

Leyla stood. “Wait—”

They were already outside.



They sat at one of the cafe’s outside tables. Two chairs facing each other.

Maya pulled hers back an inch before sitting.

Sean sat down quickly.

The door opened behind them. Diego set down two waters. Looked at Sean. “You guys seemed thirsty.”

Sean picked up one and handed it to Maya. Turned back. “Thank you.”

Diego was already back inside.

Maya wrapped both hands around the glass. Didn’t drink.

Sean quickly finished his. Maya pushed her glass over to him.

He drank that one too.

The door again. Leyla.

She dropped Maya’s bag on the table. Looked at Maya. “Everything okay here?”

Maya nodded once.

Leyla’s eyes went to Sean’s flip-flops. One more time. The corner of her mouth curled. She turned to Sean.

“Nice seeing you, Shayan.” Leyla grinned. She turned to Maya. “Text me.”

Now Leyla was gone.

A loud fire engine rolled through the intersection. They both pretended to watch it.

“I’m sorry. This is my fault. Nostr DMs.” Maya’s voice came out too fast. “They’re not reliable yet. Different clients use different relay—”

“Maya.”

“It’s…it’s like sending a letter to a post office. But the person you’re sending it to doesn’t know that post office exists. I should’ve just given you my number.”

“Maya.”

She covered her mouth.

He was looking at her. Trying to meet her eyes.

She was avoiding them.

“It’s okay.” Sean took a deep breath. He leaned in closer. “It sucked. But it’s okay.”

Maya shook her head. “I oversold Nostr.”

Sean laughed. Very loudly. “Yes. I’m here to complain about the onboarding process at the Nostr Booth.”

Maya let herself relax. And let the smile grow on her face.

“Look, I’m not sure what to make of any of this.” Sean cleared his throat. “Twenty minutes ago I was on my couch checking your profile. And now you’re right in front of me.”

Maya looked down. His flip-flops. Rubber. Worn on one side.

She finally looked up.

Sean leaned back in his chair. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

The word barely made it out.

Traffic. A dog barking somewhere. The hum of a city that didn’t care what was happening at this table.

Maya pushed her chair back. Stood. “Want to walk?”

Sean was already up. “Yeah.”



Neither spoke for the first block. Maya kept her arms crossed. Sean had his hands in his pockets.

Sean cleared his throat. Didn’t say anything.

Maya glanced at him. Looked away.

A car honked. They both flinched. Then both almost laughed but didn’t.

Half a block more.

She uncrossed her arms.

Their pace was slow. Aimless. Sean angled them left at the corner without explaining why. Maya followed without asking.

Until she did. “Where are we going?”

“I thought the farmers market.” He said it like he’d thought about it. “If that’s—”

“Yeah.” Maya smiled. Stared at the pavement. “That works.”

One corner later they were looking at the market. A healthy crowd. Rows of lavender in bunches. Honey in jars catching the sun. Someone playing guitar for happy toddlers.

They were walking close. Not touching. Except their arms. Which kept brushing.

They passed the sunflowers. Past tables of honey and jam. Past a woman apologizing for selling out of her sourdough.

A pigeon launched off a ledge above them. Too close. Wings loud. Maya grabbed Sean’s arm without thinking.

The pigeon was gone in a second.

Her hand stayed for three more.

She let go. Kept walking. He grinned the whole time.    Sean stopped at a food vendor. Ordered without asking. Falafel wrap. Baklava. Two cold brews. Somehow exactly what Maya wanted.

They walked and ate. And ate some more.

Maya slowed near a corner rowhouse. The brick on the bottom was old. Red. Weathered. The top half was painted wood. Different century entirely.

She couldn’t help herself.

“See that?” She pointed. “Brick on the bottom. Completely different on top.”

Sean looked.

“Once you start looking, you see it all over this neighborhood. They just paint over it. Build on top of it. But the original structure is still there.”

Sean glanced down the street. Two more. Same pattern.

“Every city in America is built on top of another city,” Maya said. “You’re just not supposed to look at the brick underneath the paint.”

She looked at Sean.

He was actually looking at the brick.

“You know why DC is here?” she said. “Like, why this specific spot?”

Sean pressed his lips together. Shook his head.

“The Potomac and the Anacostia. Two rivers.” Maya was drawing them with her hands. “That made this the most strategic point on the East Coast.”

Sean slowed his pace. He turned his body to face her. “Strategic for who?”

“The Nacotchtank. They lived here for thousands of years. This was already a trading hub. The rivers weren’t discovered. They were already in use.”

Sean was nodding again and again. “That doesn’t surprise me at all.”

“No?” Maya almost stopped walking. “You knew?”

“No.” Sean smiled. “But nothing about this country’s origin story surprises me. Governments lie?”

“Well, sorry it surprised me!” Maya teased.

She sped up. He kept up.

They turned onto a quieter street. Residential.

Maya thanked him for the AI context tip.

Sean thanked her for the ad fraud stats.

The next block had trees making a canopy overhead. The light came through in pieces.

Maya turned a corner and stopped. “This is me.”

Sean looked up at the building. Then he looked down the street.

Started laughing.

“What?”

He pointed. “I’m right there.”

“Where?”

“Three blocks. The gray building with the fire escape.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I walk past your place most mornings.”

Maya stared at him. Then at his building. Then back at him. “We’ve been neighbors this whole time.”

“Looks like it.”

They were standing too close now. She stepped back.

“You want to come up?” Her voice was higher than she meant it to be. “I have something to show you.”

Sean’s head tilted. Didn’t answer immediately. He looked at the door, then back at her.

“Unless you have somewhere to be.”

“No.” He slid his hands into his pockets. “Lead the way.”

Maya turned toward the door. Felt him right behind her. Close enough that if she stopped, he’d crash into her.

She walked faster.



Two minutes later

Outside her apartment door, Maya hesitated. “My place is a mess. My roommate’s gone this weekend. She’s usually the one who cleans.”

“In that case I’ll just go.” Sean turned to leave.

“You think you’re funny?” She pulled him back.

He turned back around. They were accidentally so close their eyelashes almost touched.

Maya took a step back.

Sean stayed still. Smiled.

She turned to unlock the door. Pushed it open.

He held it open for her.

Looking down, she walked inside.

He followed close behind.

“Your apartment. Damn, Maya.” Sean put his cold brew down on her counter.

“This ol’ place?” she grinned.

“Two bath?”

She nodded.

“These windows. The natural light in here.” He touched the spine of a book. Straightened a plant pot that didn’t need it.

He stopped at a frame on the shelf. A collage. Maya and another woman at what looked like a graduation. A beach. One photo from Halloween. Maya in blue lipstick, wings, a short tutu, with a tooth on a chain around her neck. A name tag that said “Pairing Mode.” A Bluetooth fairy.

He really liked that last photo. “Nice pictures. This is your roommate?”

“Salma.” Maya smiled. “Life partner, really.”

Then he turned. Next to the dining table. Almost taking up the entire wall. Maya’s whiteboard. Covered in protocol sketches. Diagrams. Some erased and rewritten.

“Wow. How big is this thing?”

“Eight by six.” She watched him take it in.

He was shaking his head. “And Salma’s okay with this?”

“My code is my art.” Maya leaned back. Arms crossed. “She lets me display it.”

Sean stepped closer. “You work like this? Map everything out?”

“It’s how I think. I can’t build something I can’t see. And I need to see how it all works together.”

His eyes moved across the board. Then stopped on the far side. The part that wasn’t code.

“What’s this?”

 Maya looked at where he was pointing. A map of the northeast coast, pinned with notes. Names. Dates. A timeline with gaps. “1880” circled twice.

“Research.”

“For the protocol?”

“For me,” she said softly.

He leaned in. Read something off the board. “Declared extinct.” He looked at her. “Extinct?”

“While people were still alive. American Indians. The state legislature just decided they didn’t exist anymore.”

“Governments are good at that,” he said with a raised eyebrow.

He traced the arrows connecting dates. “Relocated.” “Reclassified.”

“Yeah. Just like Gaza.” She was quiet for a moment. “Salma’s actually Palestinian.”

Sean nodded. He was quiet for longer than she expected.

“What a nightmare.” His voice was different. “I’ve been trying to shut out the news. I know it’s about to escalate to Iran.”

Maya looked at him.

“Sorry. I don’t usually—”

Her face fell. “I can’t even imagine how people like Salma and you function during the day.”

Sean sighed. “A lot of compartmentalizing.”

He then walked himself to her kitchen. Opened a cabinet. Stacks of takeout containers. Opened another. More takeout containers.

Maya called out to him. “We cook sometimes.”

“Sure you do.” He found the glasses on the third try.

“Please,” Maya smirked. “Make yourself at home.”

Sean filled the glasses with water. Walked back and handed her one. “What about you? Where is your family from?”

“My dad’s side is Cape Verdean.” She smiled. “Which…that’s a whole thing.”

“I’m listening.”

“We know my family is from Cape Verde. My grandmother came to Providence from there. But how the migration happened, who was there before the Portuguese…it’s all a blur. I think on purpose.”

“Sorry, I have no idea where Cape Verde is,” Sean admitted.

“Most people don’t. Islands off West Africa. They speak Portuguese.”

“Do you speak it?”

“No. None of my family does.” She looked at him. “Do you speak Farsi?”

“I do. I came here when I was four.”

“Wow. You’re an immigrant? You’re so…”

“American?” Sean laughed.

“Well… yeah,” Maya said.

Sean grinned. “Are you trying to bait me into mansplaining code switching to you?”

“I know, I know.” Maya laughed. “That’s just cool. You’re lucky you’re still connected to your culture.”

Something in her face shifted. Then it was gone.

“Yeah. It’s not easy. I’m sure it felt impossible for your grandmother to protect hers.” He was quiet for a second. “Let’s see how much Farsi my grandkids will know.”

Maya’s face relaxed again.

“So how long have you been researching all this?” Sean asked, turning back to the board.

“Years. On and off. I found this guy on YouTube. Reading these old books on camera. Books out of circulation. There’s seven hundred videos.”

“Seven hundred?”

“I want to watch all of them.”

Sean laughed. “Of course you do.”

“The real history is in the footnotes. It’s all there. Who was reclassified. When. Why,” Maya walked over to her couch. “It’s a deep rabbit hole.”

Sean looked at her sitting on her couch. Then around the apartment. Her photos. Her plants. Her whiteboard. Her research. Her.

“I still can’t believe you’re just three blocks from me. And that I saw your photo.” He leaned against the whiteboard. “Right when you posted it.”

Maya was quiet for a moment. “Well…that wasn’t completely a coincidence.”

He turned to her.

She bit her lip. “I posted that photo on purpose.”

Sean didn’t move.

“It was a long shot. The mug. I hoped you’d eventually see it. Piece it together.”

“Wait,” Sean’s face couldn’t hide his confusion. “Why did you think I’d know what it was?”

“Well. I saw you on a dating app.” She pulled at a thread on the cushion. “And you were ‘less than a mile away.’”

Sean’s face went blank. “I am not on a dating app.”

“Yes you are.”

“I’m really—” He stopped. His eyes closed. “Nima.”

He pulled out his phone. Found the app. Deactivated it. Put the phone down.

“Fucking Nima.” He looked at her. “You knew I was here?”

Maya picked at the edge of the cushion. “I could assume…” She looked at the ceiling. “You were somewhere. In the DMV.”

Sean just watched her. He couldn’t stop smiling.

“I wasn’t going to do anything with the information. But then you had to go and post that note.”

Sean shook his head.

Maya’s mouth dropped. “You don’t believe me?”

Sean beamed. “Do you need me to?”

Maya tucked her legs under her. Looked at him. “Sit. Please.”



Sean sat down on the other end of the couch. Turned to face her.

Maya leaned forward. “Sean. Do you know what dark patterns are? Like in a social app?”

“Dark patterns, like what makes us addicted to our phones?”

“Right.”

“Like streaks.” Sean dropped his head back against the couch. “I hate when they pop up.”

“Streaks?” She looked confused.

“They basically gamify messaging with a friend. Message every day to keep the streak going.”

Maya laughed. “That’s so fucking dumb.”

“Oh, it is. It’s a hostage situation.”

“Yeah?”

“My little cousin is obsessed with her streaks. Yelled at me when I broke one. First thing she does every day is snap all her friends to keep it going.”

“That’s sad.” Maya exhaled. “But it’s by design right? Something is always competing for your attention. Even when you’re already in the app trying to use it.”

Sean thought about it.

Maya started listing them. “Engagement metrics. Likes. Comments. Counts. Share buttons. Profile links. Notification icons. All on top of what you’re looking at. The entire time.”

She took a sip of her water.

“Right.” Sean settled back. “And I hate when the little profile photo blocks something on the video.”

Maya continued. “They want to keep your eyes moving. Fingers tapping. Comparing. Seeing that someone’s video got two million likes and yours got forty.”

Sean pointed at her phone. “I don’t believe any of those numbers. Impressions on videos. Isn’t it like a one second watch counts as a view?”

Maya nodded. “I think you’re right.”

“Yup.” He sat up. “I think they’re just making up numbers. You know TikTok doesn’t even show you who liked something. They just show a number.”

“And that’s not a bug.” Maya added. “They control what you see, what you know, what you think is working. You’re making decisions based on numbers they can easily make up.”

“At least manipulated if not made up.” Sean was quiet for a second. “And creators need those numbers. Right?”

She let him keep going.

He was thinking. “That’s how anyone gets brand deals now, sponsorships. It’s all based on your numbers. Your views, your followers, your engagement rate. That’s their resume.”

Maya smiled. “It’s a resume built on numbers the platform controls. They control everything.”

“Whether anyone even sees your posts.” His hands opened. “Sometimes it’s a shadow ban. But most of the time I think it’s just… you know they changed the algorithm. What used to work suddenly doesn’t.”

Maya inched closer to him on the couch. “So they wake up one day and their reach is gone.”

“And you don’t know if you did something wrong or if they just updated something.” Sean shook his head. “Content creators are really the unpaid labor of social media.”

“They are. They get tricked into pushing out content multiple times a day. Feeding an algorithm for the false promise of maybe going viral. And the apps get an unlimited stream of content. For free. That feeds their endless scroll.”

“So it’s actually the content creators who are building the product.” She tipped her water at him.

“And getting nothing for it.” He stood up. Started pacing. “And it doesn’t even make for good content. You have people recreating the same clickbait over and over hoping maybe their version strikes gold.”

Maya’s eyes followed him. “Because that’s what the algorithm rewards.”

“It’s killed creativity.” His voice rose. “Feeding the algorithm kills creativity. Everyone likes it because there’s just so much to scroll through. But most of it isn’t worth watching.”

He stopped. Turned to her. “Which is why people scroll. And can’t stop. They’re hungry for another dopamine hit.”

Maya smiled. “Exactly. Dark patterns.”

Sean took a deep breath. “I could go on.”

“Go on.”

“The in-app browser.”

Maya raised an eyebrow.

“When you click an ad…like you actually want to buy something. You tapped the ad. It worked. But it doesn’t open your browser. It opens their little in-app browser. And it glitches. Every time. So you try again, maybe twice, and then you just…” He swiped his thumb. “Go back to scrolling.”

“So the ad worked. But the app killed the sale?”

“Because they’d rather keep me in the app than let me leave to buy something. It’s more important to trap you.”

Maya sat back. “I didn’t realize that happens. I’m not on TikTok.”

“Of course you’re not,” he said. “This happens on most of the apps.”

“I’ve never used it. I researched it after your post.” She paused. Laughed. “Honestly? I never click on ads either.”

Sean looked at her. “You never click ads. But you’re building an ad protocol?”

“Because I hate ads.”

Sean laughed. “I don’t hate ads.”

Maya pulled her knees closer.

“I love finding new things. People. Products. Podcasts.” He waved a hand toward the window. “But I do hate seeing the same ad from a weapons manufacturer because data surveillance told the app I live in this city.”

“I didn’t realize you were such a normie,” she teased.

“I like to mingle with the masses.” He shrugged. “What does this have to do with what I posted?”

Maya took a deep breath. “Well, even on Nostr, the apps people use have the same dark patterns.”

“Like what?”

“They’re copied straight over. Infinite scroll, notification dots, ten things on the screen at once. Nobody is questioning them.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“Because we all used Twitter until we came to Nostr. It’s all most of us know. And that’s not anyone’s fault.”

“Damn.” Sean clicked his tongue. “Even the devs are hostages.”

“Exactly.” Maya set her glass down. “But I think freedom happens in layers. You free yourself from one thing and there’s another layer underneath that hits you.”

“What’s the next layer?”

“Alright. So you left the algorithm. You’re on Nostr. You own your identity, your posts, your followers. That’s one layer. Identity.”

“Okay.” Sean kept up.

“But you’re still opening an app that decides what’s on your screen.” She pretended to scroll on an imaginary phone in her hand. “What pulls your eye. What interrupts you.”

Sean sat back down on the couch. Faced her.

Maya continued. “And this app on your phone decides everything you see, when you see it, how you feel about it. It shapes your perception of the world.”

Sean was quiet.

She sat up. “The next layer of freedom has to be attention. Controlling who gets to decide what reaches you. Not just ads. Everything.”

The room was quiet.

“Your post. Your idea. Full screen. Vertical. One video at a time.” She looked at him. “That’s the attention layer. But we do it without their dark patterns. That’s what we have to build for them to join us here.”

Late afternoon light came through the windows.

“It was just a post.” Sean almost laughed.

She didn’t. “It was the idea I needed.”

He stared at her.

“I’ve been building this protocol for a year. I know exactly how I want the attention marketplace to operate. But it never had a product.” She paused. “Your idea was the product. The app for this idea.”

Sean was quiet for a moment. “You’re serious?”

“A social app. Built on the principles we just talked about.”

He smirked. “Everything that’s broken? You want to fix this mess?”

She locked eyes with his. “All of it. A video app. With zaps. And getting paid to watch ads. With no algorithm gods deciding what you see.”

“So,” he was thinking, “what do you see when you’re scrolling? Just the video?”

“From accounts you chose. That’s it.”

“But what about the stuff on the screen. People want to engage. The buttons, the counts.”

“We’d have a toggle. Off by default. So nothing obstructs your view. Unless you turn it on.”

“So the default is just… the video.”

“Exactly. It gets your full attention.”

“But people love the FYP.” Sean shifted forward. “They want to explore and find new things.”

“We’ll find a better way for discovery. I’m not worried about that.” She waved it off. “This is the foundation. The discovery has to follow these principles.”

“People need a way to be found online…” Sean said, almost to himself.

Maya got up and walked to the shelf. “Well… what if people paid other people to watch their advertisements?” She lit an incense. Set it on the windowsill.

Sean smiled. “There it is.”

“And when they watched these ads, they discovered cool shit. Zapped the money they made right back to the people who made it. A comedian. A musician. A podcast. Whatever they want.”

“No creator fund necessary.”

“No creator fund. No Patreon. No ‘link in bio.’ You earn sats watching ads, you spend them supporting the people you love. Directly. No one takes a cut.”

He shifted in his seat. “Okay. But what’s stopping people from just watching ads all day?”

She grinned. “You can only be matched with an ad once per block.”

“Bitcoin block?”

She nodded. “So on average, one every ten minutes.”

“Like TV commercials,” Sean said. “Except those have gotten worse. Now it’s like every five.”

“Because they control the clock. But here we can’t. Nobody can.”

“Cause of the protocol?”

Maya pointed at him. “Only your price and the blockchain decide when you can get paid next.”

Sean’s head tilted.

“So instead of a time warp, you get reminded constantly how long you’ve been on your phone. Not in the real world.” She looked at him. “It’s like a heartbeat.”

“A heartbeat?” He leaned forward.

She almost blushed. “Yeah, something everyone would feel at the same time. Every other app is designed to make you forget you’re online. This one will remind you.”

“But blocks come in at different times. What happens when the next block takes 40 minutes to come? Or two happen back to back in a few minutes?”

“That’s why it works. You can’t game a clock you don’t control.” Maya sat back down.

Sean rubbed his jaw. “But you want people to leave the app. If they saw an ad for something they liked. So why would they come back? To get paid?”

“To discover something else they’d probably never find on an algorithm.” Maya lit up.

“What stops someone from running a thousand fake accounts and farming the payments?”

“People need a Strike account to get paid. That gets us KYC. Real identity. Real person. It solves the bot problem. And keeps kids off of it.”

He winced. “KYC? The Bitcoin maxis aren’t gonna like that.”

Maya playfully rolled her eyes. “Oh am I really getting judged by a fed?”

Sean laughed. “Fair. But then this isn’t decentralized. If you require a specific wallet.”

“The protocol is open. Anyone can build their own version without KYC. I hope someone does.” She shrugged. “But to prove the concept, we need real people and real money moving securely.”

He nodded. “I get it. It’s a business decision.”

“Not a protocol decision.”

“Well. Alright. I got my Strike wallet ready.” He smiled at her. “When can I start using this app?”



She laughed. “If only it was already built.”

“Well, let’s see.” Sean walked over to her whiteboard. Picked up the marker.

Maya blinked. He was already drawing.

“Okay. I’m thinking…So I follow people. That’s my feed. But what if I don’t know who to follow yet? I just downloaded the app. I don’t know anyone.”

She nodded. “Yeah, that’s the discovery problem.”

“It’s not a problem. It’s an opportunity.” He drew boxes on the whiteboard. Labeled them. “Districts.”

Maya tilted her head.

“You don’t scroll. You stroll.” He tapped one of the boxes. “Comedy. Cooking. Fitness. Bitcoin. Whatever. You walk into a district and see what’s there. Browse. Like walking down a street and looking in the windows.”

“What’s a district?”

“Hashtags.” Sean smiled.

Maya’s brows lifted.

“And two-hashtags make an intersection.” Sean kept going. “Like the corner of the Sports and Fashion district.”

“Okay. I like this.” Maya was thinking. “But hashtag feeds can get chaotic.”

“Maybe you don’t see things from people you don’t know. Like a ‘strangers’ filter.” Sean tapped the marker. “But you’re right. Districts aren’t enough.”

Maya watched him keep sketching. Standing next to it, Sean somehow made her whiteboard look smaller.

“So you leave the district and go visit your friend’s neighborhood.” He drew a stick figure walking between the boxes. “And inside each are the accounts your friend picked.”

Maya leaned back on the couch. Took a sip of her water. He was pacing between the whiteboard and the window. Talking with his hands. Excited.

“So everyone starts with a corner. Like the corner of your block.”

“A corner?”

“Like you step out of your house onto the corner. You pick only a few accounts. The ones you want to see when you first open your app.”

“So it’s capped?”

“Yeah… yeah. Cause you have your corner. But also a neighborhood. Everyone has both. Your corner, 21 accounts. Your neighborhood, uncapped.”

“21 accounts?”

“Like a tribute to Myspace’s top 8 friends.”

“I never used Myspace.”

Sean shrugged it off.

“The corner is for you. Your neighborhood is your curation.”

“And everyone has their own neighborhood?”

“Exactly. So some people will have popular neighborhoods. You pop in, see what’s good. Add accounts you see to your own if you want.”

“Wait. So it’s user curated feeds.”

“Yes. You walk around basically a city and decide what you want to see. Either in the district or in different neighborhoods.”

“That curation is labor too though…” Maya was thinking to herself.

“Yeah, people will want to have popular neighborhoods. Like instead of running a curated meme account you can just have a neighborhood of the best meme creators. Actually give credit to them instead of just stealing their work.”

“Then people running good neighborhoods need to get paid too. If the design relies on their labor.”

“But you said no one else gets a cut from the ad payout.” Sean stopped drawing. “Does the platform pay instead?”

“No. If you visit someone else’s neighborhood and you get matched with an ad while you’re there…they get a cut.”

Sean raised his eyebrows. “Well, that’s interesting.”

“We can figure out how much. But this makes running a good neighborhood a job itself.”

Sean looked at the whiteboard. At her protocol sketches on one side, his neighborhoods on the other. Stepped back. “It’s wild how well this all fits together.”

“Glad you’re catching up. I’ve been here since Thursday morning.”

Sean pressed the marker to her side of the board. “It’s just so smart. This Bitcoin timing thing you have…”

“What about it?”

“Time zones.” He turned to her. “Bitcoin doesn’t have time zones. It has block height. Everyone on earth, same block, same moment.”

“Yeah. It really is a digital heartbeat.”

“No, but it’s also a universal clock. It solves every problem developers have with time zones.”

Maya’s head snapped up. “How do you know that?”

“I’m actually a product manager.” He said it like a confession. “For a case management system. The US spans a lot of time zones.”

Maya stood up slowly. “You’re a product manager.”

He waved it off. “It’s not—”

She shook her head. Whispered to herself, “That makes so much sense.”

“We’re so behind in government. Don’t get impressed. I barely know what I’m doing.”

“I doubt that.”

“No, really. I have a master’s in public policy. I started as a regulation writer. It’s only ’cause shit was so broken that I fell into the tech side of things.”

“Sean.” She waved her hand toward the board. “I couldn’t sleep Thursday night. I was up until four in the morning because of what you wrote. I redesigned the entire protocol around your idea.”

“Maya—”

“Stop selling yourself short. You literally inspired this.”

He didn’t speak.

“Your format. My protocol.” Maya watched him. “That’s how this gets into people’s hands.”

The late afternoon light made long shapes on the floor. Neither of them had noticed it moving. Sean’s cold brew sat untouched on the counter. Ice long melted.

“Okay fine.” He smiled. “Maybe I’m your muse.”

She looked at him standing at her whiteboard. Her marker still in his hand.

Maya’s eyes lit up. “What else?”

“What?”

“What else do you want? If you could have any feature. Anything. What would you build?”

Sean laughed. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious.”

“Okay.” He started pacing again. “I don’t want to see the notification bubble. Ever. It can appear and then disappear. I can check later if I want.”

“I can build that.”

“I should be able to fast forward any video. The creator shouldn’t be able to control how I watch.”

“Sure. But not for the ad experience.”

“Fair enough.”

“What else?”

“I want to turn off the ads. Sometimes I don’t want anything interrupting me. Even if I’ll get paid.”

“Already in the spec.”

He was speeding up. “I want the app to work the same on every phone. Not this iOS-first, Android-afterthought bullshit.”

“We’d build a web-app.”

Sean stopped. “Why?”

“Because I’m not waiting on permission from Apple or Google to do this.” Maya smiled. “Sean. Any feature you want. I can build.”

He was standing three feet from her. The whiteboard behind him covered in both their handwriting. Her protocol on the left. His city on the right.

“You’ve really thought of everything.” His voice was soft.

“I’ve thought of nothing else.”




Chapter 8: Tick Tock

Two hours later

A knock at the door.

Maya turned her head. “Who could that be?”

Sean was already getting up. “It’s for me.”

“For you?”

He opened the door, grabbed the bags.

“When did you—”

“While you were explaining relays.” He brought them to the coffee table. Started unpacking.

She watched him lay everything out. Containers. Napkins.

The coffee table was a feast now. She looked back at him.

He shrugged. “I like feeding you.”

“I love spring rolls.” Maya remembered how to speak.

She jammed a spring roll in her mouth.

“I remember.” Sean handed her a napkin.

They sat on the couch. Ate. Talked. The sun moved again, shifting the afternoon light through the windows. They didn’t notice.

Sean stood. “Bathroom?”

“Down the hall. Left.”

He walked off.

Maya grabbed her phone.

No 🚗 to Arlington 🚫 group chat. 43 unread messages.

She scrolled to the top.





LEYLAMaya!!



LEYLAMAYA



LEYLAShe’s living in a telenovela rn



LEYLAI just left her with VEGAS GUY



AISHAomg



SALMAthey ran into each other?



LEYLAnope



LEYLAHe ran TO her



AISHA???



LEYLAOut of breath



LEYLADid NOT ghost. DMs were broken.



SALMAomg



AISHASTOP



AISHAHow do DMs break?



LEYLAYES



SALMAwait how did he find her?



LEYLAShe posted from the cafe and he recognized it I guess?



LEYLAIt was on one of Maya’s bitcoin apps



AISHA…



SALMAslick Maya 😏



AISHAOur GIRL



LEYLAOH SHIT I didn’t even put that together



LEYLAOk I have to go to pilates but they just left together



AISHALEYLA



AISHAYOU CANNOT LEAVE



SALMA???



LEYLAI HAVE CLASS



LEYLABYEEE







AISHAits been 2 hours



SALMAgood sign



AISHAvery good sign







SALMAcant believe I’m out of town for this



AISHAhow’s the hotel room this time?



AISHAwait



AISHAyour apartment is empty



SALMAAISHA



SALMApretty nice



SALMA🎥 video



AISHAdo i see a jacuzzi?



SALMAlike I’ll have time to use it







LEYLAIm back



LEYLAAnything?



AISHANothing



SALMA4 hours



LEYLAOk I found a photo of him



LEYLA📷 image



AISHAoh



AISHAOH



SALMAok



SALMAOK



SALMAHow did you get this photo?



LEYLARight??



SALMAVery cute



LEYLAI do IRF with him



AISHAHe’s cute



LEYLAHe’s a good guy



LEYLAActually



LEYLAHe is obsessed with Bitcoin I think



AISHAI don’t hate this!



SALMAGET IT MAYA



LEYLABitcoin babies incoming…



AISHALEYLA



SALMA😂😂😂










Footsteps in the hall.

Maya put the phone face-down on the table.



“So what else?” Sean walked back into the living room. “How else can I help?”

Maya raised an eyebrow. “It needs a name.”

“For the app?”

“For the company.”

Sean turned to the whiteboard. Studied it.

“This is a Bitcoin company. So you could do a play on that.” He started pacing. “Bitads? Btcads?”

Maya shook her head. “No Bitcoin. Not B anything in the name. This is a mainstream company. For the mainstream.”

“But they’ll have to use Bitcoin.”

“Yes, but the name has to mean something else. Like take back your attention.”

“BlockView?”

Maya winced.

“SatScreen?” 

She closed her eyes.

“PayScroll?”

“Sean.”

“AdBlock?”

“That’s literally taken.”

“FreeScroll?”

Maya made a face like she smelled something.

“AttentionPay?”

“Now you’re just smashing words together.”

“How about…” he thought. “Paid Attention?”

Maya considered it. “I don’t hate it.”

“But it’s not it, I know.” He couldn’t stand still.

Maya laughed. “I don’t need a name tonight.”

He stopped. Grinned. “Tick tock.”

Maya laughed. “Already taken.”

“No, listen.” He held up a hand. “Tick tock. Next block. That phrase. Bitcoiners love it.”

“Right.” Maya straightened. “Cause it means time is running out. For the old system.”

“And…for old social media.” He spun to face her. “Tick tock…”

Maya’s eyes widened. “Next block.”

Sean pointed at her.

“Tick tock, next block.” Maya said it again. Slower.

“The next chance to earn money. Next chance to take back your attention from big tech.”

“Next Block.” Maya repeated it.

“But the whole experience is different, right? It’s not a feed. It’s a place. You’re walking around blocks.” Sean was pacing now. Eyes on the ceiling. Thinking out loud.

Maya was watching him. Smiling.

“So you either walked to what you’re watching,” Sean pretended to stroll around the living room. “Or you got paid to watch something new. Every next block. GET IT?” Sean threw his hands up.

“YES!” She jumped up from the couch.

Sean stopped pacing. Turned to her.

The energy in the room shifted.

He closed the distance between them.

They were standing face to face.

“That’s the name,” Maya said.

“That’s the name.” He walked over to the board and wrote “NextBlock.”

She went and stood next to him.

“You did it,” Sean said.

She grabbed his arm. “We did it.”

For a moment neither of them moved.

Then she kissed him.

She didn’t decide to. She just did. Grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him. He kissed her back immediately.

For a few seconds, there was nothing else. Just his mouth and her hands. The hum of the city outside. His heartbeat against hers.

She pulled back. Looked at him. His eyes were still closed.

Her fingers slid into his hair.

She kissed him again.

Slower this time. His hands found her waist. Careful. Like he was afraid she’d disappear.

She felt herself leaning into him. Felt how easy it would be to keep going.

Then. She pulled her lips away from his. Pushed her hands on his chest to steady herself back on the floor.

“Wait.” She was breathing hard. “Stop.”

His hands fell away.

He didn’t move.



“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just…”

She pressed her hand to her chest. Trying to slow her heart. Trying to think.

She took a deep breath. “I want you to build this with me.”

Sean blinked. “What?”

“NextBlock. You and me. We do it together.”

He stared at her. Then at the whiteboard behind her. Then back.

“You’re pitching me?”

“Yes.” She stepped back again. Needed the distance. “Fifty-fifty. We’d be equals.”

Sean went still.

She watched his face. Trying to read it.

“Maya,” he said slowly. “I was just asking questions.”

“You gave me the name. The format. The product.” She was talking fast. Couldn’t help it. “Fuck, I don’t even use social media that much. How could I make it better without you?”

“Hold on—”

“I can build it. I know I can build this. CTO. Check.” She pointed at herself, then at him. “COO? That’s you.”

“I’m just a government analyst.”

“For now,” Maya said. “And not ‘just.’ Clearly not just.”

Silence.

He was looking at the whiteboard. The specs. He wouldn’t turn around.

She felt her stomach drop.

Then he turned around. Looked at her.

“So I’m leaving my job?”

“Eventually…ideally.”

He laughed. “What are you even saying?”

“I’m saying—” She slowed down. “Let’s just keep doing this. Talk out the ideas. Design. Build. Test.”

“Then—”

“If it leads to a company called NextBlock with a video social app that pays you to watch ads…so be it.”

He was quiet.

“I’d love to keep doing this with you.” He stepped in. The gap she’d created disappeared. “Maya, spending time with you is like—”

“Sean, wait.”

He stopped.

“I’m sorry I kissed you. I shouldn’t have.”

He tilted his head. Almost smiled. “You stole my moment.” His voice was low. “But I’ll let you make it up to me.”

He leaned in. Slow. Giving her time.

She didn’t move toward him.

He eased off.

She took a step back.

He waited. Stood there. Watching her.

“NextBlock is a great idea.” Her voice was steadier now. “Dating while building it is an awful one.”

“You gotta be kidding me.” He turned away. Ran a hand through his hair. His shoulders tight.

When he turned back, his jaw was set. “We,” Sean pointed to her and then himself, “are a great idea. All of it.” He gestured to the whiteboard.

“Sean—”

“I don’t meet people like you. Ever.” He moved toward her.

She held her ground.

“In DC! Maya, we had to fly to Vegas to find each other.”

He stopped an arm’s length away. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you.” His voice dropped. “Not once.”

Her throat tightened. “We barely know each other. And it’s not just couples.” Her voice was smaller now. “Friends start companies and break up. Even break up the company because of it. It gets delicate.”

“Why are you punishing us?” He stepped closer. She didn’t step back. “Didn’t that stupid DM glitch do that already?”

“I’m not punishing us,” she said calmly. “I just think this is bigger than us. This is the best idea I’ve ever had. All I want to do is build it.”

“Maya—”

Her voice was rising. She couldn’t stop it. “I know you get it. I know you understand what I’m saying.” She exhaled. “Deep down you know we can’t do this and date at the same time.”

“Oh come on.” He walked over to the window. Saw a group of people with conference tags around their necks, looking lost at the corner.

Maya walked closer to him. “Everyone in this town thinks you have to beg to be allowed to solve obvious problems. Lobby the Hill. Protest Meta. Wait for regulations.”

She shook her head. “But we don’t need permission to do this.” She pointed to where “NOSTR” was written on her whiteboard.

Sean leaned against the wall. Arms crossed. But he was listening.

“And it’s not just social media. TV. Podcasts. Radio.” She gestured at the specs. “This model could support all creative work. All work.”

She realized she was breathing heavy. Stopped. Composed herself.

“All those people doom-scrolling right now.” Her voice softened. “They don’t know there’s another way.” She looked at him. “We could show them.”

Sean looked away.

“No one has understood what I’m trying to do.” She tried to meet his gaze. “Not the way you get it.”

Sean met her eyes.

“I can’t explain why. But I just know it has to be us.” She took a step toward him. “This is our idea. If we don’t build it, no one will.”



Sean’s eyes went to the whiteboard, then back to her.

He exhaled. “Okay.”

She blinked. “Okay?”

“Yeah. I’m in.”

She stared at him. “That’s it? Just… okay?”

His eyes rested on her. “You just pitched a brilliant idea. We’d work on it together. If it takes off, I leave my job.” He shrugged. “Why would I say no?”

She wasn’t expecting it to be that easy.

“But—” He stepped closer. “I have one question.”

Her stomach flipped. She was gonna cave.

“How long?”

She met his eyes. “How long what?”

“How long do we have to be…professional?” His voice was low. “Until we launch? A year? Until we’re profitable?”

Heat rose to her face. “Sean—”

“I’m serious. I need to know the rules.” He almost smiled. “So I don’t break them.”

“Until it makes sense.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I want to do this first.” She glanced back at the board. “Everything else has to wait.”

“You’re the one who kissed me.” He watched her. “Twice. I’ve been keeping my hands to myself.”

She couldn’t look at him.

“I can do this.” His voice softened. “The question is whether you can.”

Maya made herself look at him. “I can do just business.”

He didn’t answer. Just looked at her.

He let the silence stretch. “If that’s what you need.”

“It is what I need. Thank you.”

His shoulders didn’t move. Just a slow exhale. His eyes never left hers.

She held her breath.

“Co-founders,” she finally said.

“Co-founders.”



Three minutes later

She walked him to the door. Opened it.

He turned back. Looked at her mouth.

She caught it. Held his gaze.

He glanced away.

“Tomorrow. Ten AM.” She held onto the doorknob. Anchoring herself.

“I’ll be there.”

He made himself leave.

Stopped.

Maya’s heart jumped.

Sean turned around. “I should probably get your number.”

She laughed. The tension cracked.

They exchanged numbers.

“Okay.” He pocketed his phone. “Now I’m going.”

“Okay.”

He didn’t move.

“Sean.”

“I know.” He took a step back. Then another. “Just business.”

He turned and walked down the hall.

She watched until he reached the stairs.

This time, he didn’t look back.

She closed the door. Leaned against it.

Stayed there until her heart slowed down.

Maya came back to the whiteboard. Stared at it for a moment.

Took a photo.

Opened the group chat. Typed: I’m alive

Three dots appeared immediately.



Eight minutes later

Maya’s phone buzzed.

Text from Sean: “See you at 10,” with a photo of his own “Conrer Cafe” mug.

She sent him the whiteboard photo.

Another text from Sean: “GN”

She typed: “GN”




Act 3




Chapter 9: Hands to Yourself

The next morning

Sean was waiting outside the cafe when Maya arrived. He held the door open for her and they found her usual table inside.

He ordered their drinks at the counter. Walked back carefully, balancing two mugs filled to the brim. Set Maya’s in front of her.

“Ugh,” she said without looking up. “Of course it’s taken.”

“What is?” Sean set his drink on the table, then walked around to look at her screen.

“nextblock.com.” Maya’s fingers drummed against her laptop. “It looks like an old, abandoned website.”

He bent toward the screen. His shoulder almost brushed hers.

“Um, well, okay…let’s think.” Sean moved to his side of the table and sat. “What else could we use?”

“It’s fine.” Maya straightened herself in her seat. “We can just do nextblock.social.”

“Uh,” Sean paused. “No.” He put down his drink. “No, we cannot.”

Her head came up. Met his eyes. “No?”

He leaned back in his chair. “It has to be dot com. Only dot com websites feel official.”

“According to who?”

“Everyone.”

She fought a smile. “That’s not true.”

“Oh but it is. I don’t make the rules.” He leaned in. “Try ‘join nextblock dot com’.”

She considered it. “Like an invitation?”

He grinned. “Like a movement.”

She typed it in. “It’s available.”

Sean handed her his credit card.

23 minutes later

Maya looked up from her screen. Diego was walking over with the coffee pot. His face was serious. Then he saw her. His eyes went wide. He looked at Sean, head down in his laptop. Then back at Maya. Raised an eyebrow.

She pressed her lips together. Shook her head slightly. Don’t.

He grinned. Pulled it together. Turned to Sean.

“Hey man. Are you ok? I’m so sorry about what’s happening.”

“Thanks.” Sean nodded. Pushed his mug towards Diego.

“I can’t believe they actually bombed Iran.” Diego lowered his voice. “Is your family safe?”

Maya pulled out her phone. She was scrolling.

Sean’s fingers stopped on the keyboard. “We have no idea. They cut off the internet.”

Diego’s face fell. “Every time I think it can’t get worse.” He refilled their mugs. Looked between them for a second. Then left them alone.

Maya was still reading. Her throat was tight.

She looked up from her phone. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” He kept typing.

“Sean.”

He stopped. “I can’t call them. I can’t do anything. So.”

“We can call it a day.”

“I don’t want to go home and doom scroll.” He shook his head. “I’m not letting Meta’s algorithm feed me war propaganda today.”

Maya put her phone face down on the table.

He leaned back. His eyes were darting. “Nostr is right there. It’s right there and nobody’s on it.”

Maya watched him press his thumb against his bottom lip.

“I don’t even trust what I’m reading online. I keep thinking if people knew they could post the truth there. About every conflict. Instead of getting censored by platforms that spent the last two years covering up a genocide.”

He exhaled. “All this stuff exists. Bitcoin. Nostr. It’s all right there. And nobody I know uses any of it.”

He rubbed the back of his neck.

“I just wish I had convinced my family to set up a wallet. So I could send them money. So they could move theirs…” He stared at the table. “Not like we can do anything when the internet’s out.”

He closed his eyes for a second. She held her breath until he opened them.

“Yeah. I dunno.” He sighed.

Maya nodded and pulled her laptop closer. “It sucks being the only one out of the matrix.”

He forced a smile. “Let’s just keep going.”

They had work to do.



Four nights later

Summer was in full swing outside. Happy hours, music blasting from cars riding down the street, and barbecue smoke from someone’s rooftop.

Inside Maya’s apartment, the window was cracked open, letting in the warm evening air.

Salma was out on another date. Not the dentist. A new guy.

Sean sat on the couch. Settled in. His eyes followed her around the coffee table.

“We need a manifesto,” Maya said, already in motion.

“A manifesto?”

“Yes. Like the Cypherpunk’s manifesto.” Maya stopped pacing and turned to face him. “It laid out their entire philosophy. Before any of the tech it needed even existed.”

“Cypherpunk?” Sean tilted his head. “You’re losing me.”

“So. In the nineties, a woman actually, Jude Milhon was a hacker. There was this group of cryptographers in the Bay Area. She named them Cypherpunks. Like cyberpunk but with ciphers. Like data encryption.”

“Cryptographers?” Sean stood and walked to the kitchen.

“Coders obsessed with privacy. But this was before most people even understood that they didn’t have any online.” Maya turned toward the kitchen as she continued. “A year later, one of them, Eric Hughes, writes this single page manifesto.”

“Do I need to remember these names?” Sean filled the kettle.

She shook her head. “He basically declared they believe in the right to privacy. But instead of begging the government to care about it, he says, we’ll get this done by writing code, not petitions. To inspire others, like let’s get to work and build it.”

“All that in one page?” Sean paused, looked back at her. “Where is your tea?”

“Because the long-term vision had to be clear. They saw what was coming.” Maya pointed to a cart next to their kitchen island. “And can you guess what happened? What the government did.”

He shrugged.

“They classified encryption as a weapon. Same list as missiles. One of the Cypherpunks wrote free encryption software. And gave it away. So the government opened a criminal case on him for it.”

“For software?”

“For software. So he published the code as a book.” She smiled. “You can’t ban a book. Code is speech. That’s how they won.”

“Nice.” Sean held up a box of tea bags. “Really? I expected better from Salma. I need to bring you ladies some loose leaf.”

“You’re judging our tea? While I’m explaining the birth of digital freedom?”

“Both are important.”

“And then another Cypherpunk invented proof of work. And then another one designed digital cash.”

He looked up from the counter.

“And then Satoshi dropped the Bitcoin whitepaper on a cryptography mailing list. The Cypherpunks had moved there by then. And of course, Hal Finney was the one to run the first node.”

“Okay. Alright.” Sean nodded as he poured the hot water into the mugs. “I think I get what you’re saying. That is pretty cool.”

She moved back toward the couch. “From one page, Sean. Thirty years later we’re sitting here because of it.”

“Okay, but writing a manifesto…” he stirred honey into both mugs. “I don’t think we should be comparing ourselves to the Cypherpunks.”

“Not comparing.” She shifted onto her knees. “We’re carrying it forward.”

Sean walked over and handed Maya her tea. She took a sip. Held the mug with both hands.

“I guess…” He sipped his own. “Just feels like we’re getting ahead of ourselves.”

“I want the vision to be clear. So anyone else who agrees with it, can help make it real.” Her eyes found his. “And I want you to write it.”

Sean laughed. Took a step back. “It should definitely NOT be me.”

“Why not?”

He set his mug on the kitchen counter. “’Cause I’m new to all this. And I don’t think I’ve ever even read a tech manifesto.”

She stood up. “You write for a living.”

“Maya—”

“You have a master’s in public policy.” She counted on her fingers. “The Attention Marketplace is a public good. This would be its founding document. You’ve literally trained for this! And we both know you’ll edit whatever I write.”

Sean leaned against the counter.

“I write code, Sean.” She pointed at herself. “Notes.” Then at him. “Other Stuff.” She grinned. “This one’s yours.”

Two days later

Sean texted the first draft.

Maya paced while she read it.

Immediately typed back. “This sounds like a government memo.”

Sean’s response came fast. “It needs to be clear.”

“It’s dead, Sean. A manifesto is a rant. Make it a rant.”

Two hours later

Sean rewrote. Hit send.

Maya fired back. “Better. Make it angrier.”

One day later

“Cartel?” Sean looked at the screen. “We can’t call them a cartel.”

“That’s what they are.”

“Maya. A cartel is a drug operation.”

“A cartel is any group that controls a market. Look it up.”

He looked it up. She was right.

“And I have an acronym.” She sat up. “C.H.A.O.S. Corporations Harvesting Attention On Social Media.”

“That’s…” He read it again. “Actually that’s pretty good.”

“The C.H.A.O.S. Cartel.” She grinned.

The acronym stayed.

20 minutes later

They argued about including creator rights.

Maya wanted to focus on marketplace mechanics.

Sean wouldn’t budge. “Nothing has value on any of these platforms without the content creators.”

“You’re right.” Maya conceded. “The manifesto has to be for them too.”

Four days later

They argued over features.

Maya wanted to get rid of likes. Zaps only.

Sean wanted to keep a free way for people to engage.

“Likes are fiat.” Maya shook her head. “They give no value!”

“Not everything deserves a zap.” Sean wouldn’t back down. “This is too drastic. People won’t like it.”

They couldn’t decide. They left it out.

Maya said the answer would eventually come to them.

Two days later

The final version of the NextBlock manifesto called people citizens, not ‘users’.

It laid out their master plan.

It was angrier than Sean’s instincts. More structured than Maya’s.

They signed it together. Both names at the bottom.

Sean read the final version out loud.

Maya was bouncing.

He couldn’t stop smiling.

This was it. The whole vision.

Their vision.

Anyone who read this would get it immediately.

They sent it to everyone they knew.

Three days later

Crickets.

read the manifesto



Six nights later

It was Leyla’s birthday. Maya and her friends were bar hopping in Dupont.

They ran into Sean and his friends at their third stop, Cafe Citron.

4 minutes later

Ken bought a round of tequila shots.

17 minutes later

Salma bought the second round of tequila shots.

2 minutes later

Sean bought the first round of water bottles.

43 minutes later

They were all in a sea of salsa dancing on the main floor.

Maya and Sean were dancing next to each other, but not together.

Nima and Ken convinced Leyla to take one more shot. They pulled everyone back to the bar.

Only Maya and Sean declined. They kept dancing.

38 seconds later

“Remember to keep your hands to yourself?” Sean teased.

Maya held up her hands innocently.

She led him backwards.

Away from the dance floor. Further from the bar.

2 minutes later

Their shoes kept bumping. Shoulders too. Neither of them moved away.

“I LOVE THIS SONG,” Maya shouted into Sean’s ear. “IT’S BEFORE YOUR TIME.”

“I’M OLDER THAN YOU,” Sean shouted back.

48 seconds later

They were dancing closer.

People kept knocking into them. Pushing them together.

Someone very drunk fell onto the floor, next to Maya.

Sean put his hand on her lower back, to move her away from the crowd. His hand stayed longer than it needed to.

12 seconds later

Salma rushed up.

“Aisha’s puking. I called David.” She pointed toward the bathroom.

Turned to Sean. “So is your boy Ken.”

28 minutes later

“Everyone home safe?” Sean texted.

“Home safe.” Maya responded.



Five nights later

The humidity had been relentless. Corner Cafe was unusually busy for a weeknight. But Diego had saved their now ‘usual’ table outside. Somehow, a steady breeze kept passing their way.

Sean ordered a bottle of chilled rosé. Diego quickly escaped back to the air conditioning inside.

Maya already had her laptop open.

Sean leaned back. She hadn’t looked up yet.

He watched her eyes track something across the screen. The slight furrow between her brows. Deepening with each keystroke.

Her lips moved slightly as she read. His eyes followed her hands as she tucked her hair back. The curve of her neck.

He swallowed.

“Sorry,” she said without looking up.

Sean caught himself.

“Almost done.” She typed faster, then stopped. Turned the screen toward him. “I built us something.”

Her screen showed a readme file.

“The NextBlock C-Suite?” Sean read out loud.

“C for Context. Our AI executive team.” Maya was bouncing slightly. “Everything we’ve talked about, all your notes, our manifesto. It’s all in here.”

He stared at her.

“You said you use AI like a coworker. It’s a smart approach. I’ve been writing better code because of it. So…my muse…that’s how we’ll set up the company.”

His cheeks turned red. “So it can do our accounting?”

“Kinda. Yes. It can pull together everything we’d need to give an accountant.”

“How do I use it?” Sean pushed his chair closer to hers.

“Each persona is a company position. Need a marketing director? Legal counsel? Spin up that role.” She clicked through. “We don’t have to hire anyone yet.”

“We have to do things by the book.” He looked up. “We can’t take legal advice from AI.”

“Of course.” Maya nodded. “But not before we have a roadmap. A business plan. The basics. With this, the grunt work is gone.”

Diego appeared with the rosé and two glasses. “You two are always working,” he said, pouring their drinks. “What is it tonight?”

Sean tipped his glass. “Maya built an AI workforce for us. No big deal.”

She pretended to dust her shoulder off.

Diego raised an eyebrow. “Better not program it to brew your coffee.” He handed her a glass.

She laughed. “Too risky. It’d probably give us decaf ‘for our own good.’” She made air quotes.

Diego laughed, wiping sweat from his forehead. “I’ll let you two get back to taking over the world.” He headed for the AC.

“Saving the world!” Maya turned back to Sean. Held out her hand. “Give me your laptop.”

Three days later



MAYATired?



SEANHow did you know?



MAYAYou burned through all our credits last night



SEANshit



SEANmy bad



MAYAMust have been intense



SEANLet me buy more



SEANGimme a sec



SEANIn a meeting



MAYAAlready reloaded the account



MAYAIt’s fine!



MAYAHappens to the best of us.



SEANAre you free after work?



MAYAYeah



SEANCan I come by?



MAYAWon’t be too tired? :-P








Seven hours later

Maya heard the knock. Opened the door.

“I brought sushi.” Sean stood there with three stuffed white bags. “Got enough for Salma too.”

“You didn’t have to do that.” She stepped aside to let him in.

“I’m sorry for burning through all the credits.”

She smiled. “I’m just happy C-Suite is helping.”

They walked to the kitchen. Sean set the bags on the counter.

“Where’s Salma?”

“Her room. Still working.” Maya started unpacking containers. “She’ll come out eventually.”

Sean pulled out more from the bags. Drinks. Chopsticks. Extra soy sauce. “I got that green tea she likes. And sparkling water.”

“Sean.”

“What?” He was already moving to the coffee table, clearing Maya’s laptop and notebooks. “We should eat properly.”

Maya watched him arrange everything. Napkins folded, containers opened, drinks set out like place settings.

He set down the last container. Looked at what he’d done.

She was still watching him.

“This is nice,” Maya said quietly.

“You deserve nice.” Sean met her eyes. “You gave me someone to think with. All night. Who never gets tired.”

She sat on the couch. Smiled at him.

“I ran everything, Maya. Business model, projections. The whole thing.” He leaned forward. “This could actually work.”

“Oh I’m well aware.” She picked up her chopsticks.

“Like, really work. I think people would pay for this.”

“I know.”

“But,” Sean paused. “It’s going to be impossible to launch a social app. Not with just the two of us.”

Maya stopped chewing.

“We were being too ambitious.”

She cut him off. “We can absolutely build this.”

“Hear me out.” He handed her a spring roll.

She took it. Waited.

“Look. You keep telling me I’m overcomplicating things. For an MVP. You already said it’s too many screens. And you’re right.”

Maya settled back into the couch.

“We first just need to prove advertisers will pay people directly.” Sean set down his chopsticks. “Right?”

She nodded.

“What if paying for attention isn’t a feature of the app? What if it IS the app? We prove that part works first, then build the social stuff around it.”

She tilted her head. “I don’t see people going into an app with just ads.”

“Or will they?” Sean put his hands up. “For some reason, at one point 65,000 people visited a website every day. Just to see who was advertising on it.”

“The Million Dollar Homepage?”

“Yup. And even more people will use Billboard. Because it’ll pay them.”

“Billboard?”

“Yes, that’s what we’ll call our first app. It’s a digital billboard, just like you’ve been saying.”

Maya’s mouth curved.

“You like it?” Sean smiled.

“I do.” She drummed her fingers on the coffee table. “It would make this a lot easier.”

“Exactly.”

“We set up the marketplace first. Get advertisers familiar, get their ads in there, to then get people to watch them…”

He cut her off. “We sell billboards. Not ads. And we introduce the term as the new experience.”

“But billboards are ads. They’re promotions.”

“Ads are nonconsensual. Use your stolen data to target you. Profit off you. Billboards you visit by choice. You get paid exactly what you asked to watch it.”

Maya put down her chopsticks. Started clapping.

He waved her off.

She kept clapping.

“Stop—”

She clapped harder.

He waved her off again. Almost blushed.

“I’m actually applauding myself,” Maya said. “For building C-Suite for you. Those credits already paid for themselves.”

She sat up. “No. Really. This makes sense. We just need to set up the attention marketplace to make revenue.”

“Right? We would be testing the business model. Can selling billboards be enough to run the app? To raise money for us to build social next.”

Maya grinned. “I think it can.”

“And then we don’t ever need to take VC money.”

“Wait,” she almost choked on her drink. “Never?”

A door opened down the hall.

“Well well well. What do we have here?” Salma appeared, stretching.

Sean stood up. “Hey Salma.” He picked up the green tea from the coffee table. “Come, eat.”

“Wow. Thanks.” She took it. Looked at the sushi spread. “What’s the occasion?”

“Sean just used all our AI credits to decide we don’t need investors,” Maya said.

He laughed. “I just got carried away.”

“I can see that.” Salma started filling her plate. “I’m not done working. You’re a lifesaver.”

“How much later?” Maya asked.

“Just waiting on an email. Then we can finish the season.” Salma popped a salmon roll in her mouth. “Are you guys working though?”

“Just talking strategy.”

Sean jumped in, “What show are you guys watching?”

“Silicon Valley.” Salma opened her tea. “I think it’s season four?”

“Really?” Sean leaned back. “I just binged that whole show. Like in three weeks. Right after Vegas actually.”

Salma grinned. “Oh yeah?”

“Really because of Maya. After talking to her I wanted to know more.”

Salma’s eyes darted to Maya’s. Maya’s looked back at her. Then they both looked down at the sushi.

Salma continued. “So what did you think of the show?”

“It was great. Hilarious.” He turned to Maya. “It’s actually why I want us to avoid VCs. You’ll see why when you finish the show.”

Salma laughed. “Oh she knows why.”

Sean looked at Maya. Maya looked at Sean.

Maya nodded. “I’ve seen every episode probably fourteen times.”

“Maya’s definitely a Gilfoyle.” Salma filled up her plate a second time. “So smart. And so angry about everyone else being dumb.”

Sean burst out laughing. Maya rolled her eyes.

Salma kept going, “She was so upset at the Bitcoin episode. When they cut off his presentation.”

He wiped a tear from his eyes. Tried to stop laughing.

“Whatever. He’s usually right though.” Maya took a sip of her drink. “I’m proud to be a Gilfoyle.”

“Who are you Sean?” Salma popped a piece of spicy tuna in her mouth.

“Oh I got this one.” Maya beat him to it. “Erlich.”

“OUCH.” Sean pretended to pull a dagger from his stomach.

“No, come on. Hear me out.” Maya held up her hand. “Think about it. You can communicate ideas so well. And make what we’re doing sound so revolutionary. He understands what the company needs to be.”

“And he’s charming! Sean, you’re a prince for getting us dinner.” Salma checked her phone. “I’m free guys! Brief was reviewed. Let’s watch.”

Maya queued up the episode.

Together, they finished the season.



Three days later

Maya was at her usual table for Bitcoin Saturdays when Sean entered the cafe.

Ms. Patrice was next to her. Waved him over. “Hayyy fellow wholecoiner!”

Maya pulled her arm down. “Now come on. You don’t even know if that’s true.”

Sean’s face relaxed when he walked up to their table. “Oh it’s true.”

He winked at Ms. Patrice.

“Don’t tell me I don’t know about my own family.” She stood up and hugged Sean. “How you doing baby?”

“I’m doing great Ms. Patrice. Are you still holding?”

“You know it!” She grabbed her coffee and purse. “Take my seat. Keep our girl company.”

She left. Sean slumped into the chair.

“How was the Iranian Relief meeting?” Maya turned to him. “Did you see Leyla?”

He nodded. “Two hours trying to figure out how to get $12,000 to Tehran. Every bank we’ve worked with is suddenly ‘reassessing their risk tolerance.’”

She closed her laptop.

Sean rubbed his temples. “It’s humanitarian aid and they’re treating us like we’re buying weapons.”

Maya watched him process.

“This is insane. We can send a Lightning payment to anyone in Iran in thirty seconds. But because we want to do it ‘the right way,’ through banks…”

She waited for him to finish.

Sean leaned forward. “Let’s each put one in.”

“One what?”

“Bitcoin. Into NextBlock.”

Maya blinked. “Sean, that’s—”

“This is what Bitcoin is for. It’s fuck you money, right?” He sat up.

Maya stared at him. “You have a whole bitcoin to put in?”

“You do too.” Sean grinned. “Fellow wholecoiner?”

She opened her mouth. Closed it.

“Don’t tell me.” He put his hand up. “But. Is one too much of your stack?”

She shook her head.

“Same.”

Maya tilted her head. “Sean. You can’t be serious.”

“We hold it. Together. And we don’t need anyone else’s permission. We decide what to do with it. Nobody else.”

She pushed back. “I can’t take a whole Bitcoin from you.”

“And you’re not. We’ll set up multisig. Company account. I’m not giving it to you. I’m giving it to NextBlock.”

“You’re just riled up from this meeting.”

“No. I’m riled up because despite sanctions and the broken banking system people still don’t want to understand Bitcoin.”

She laughed.

“People won’t even consider Bitcoin. Even when there’s literally no other option.”

She looked at him. His eyes were focused on hers.

“But NextBlock will show people what Bitcoin can actually do. By letting them earn it instead of buying it.”

She smiled. “Yeah. By the time they notice they own some, they’re already in.”

“And we’ll make it all back. Eventually.” He paused. “Maya, I believe in it.”

Her smile faded. “You’re sure?”

“Fuck yes I’m sure.”

She bit her lip.

“We need a team. Designers. Developers. People who can build what we can’t.” He leaned in. “The Bitcoin funds the team and we won’t be stretched too thin from everything else we have going on.”

She just listened.

“The idea is good, Maya. We just have to build it right. It can’t be some shitty vibe-coded thing.”

He stopped. Waited for her answer.

“Fuck it.” She slammed her hand on the table. “Let’s do it.”

Two days later

Sean incorporated the company in Texas.

Three days later

Sean took a personal day.

To miss the ServiceNow contract kickoff meeting they’d make him lead.

He spent eight hours in C-Suite instead. Designed their corporate structure. Opened a bank account at Mercury. Called Maya twice.

One week later

Sean opened a Bitcoin business account for the company at Strike.

Two weeks later

Maya took a deep breath. “We’re really doing this.”

Sean nodded.

“No investors.” She recited.

“No debt.”

“Not spending. Investing.” Maya’s voice got stronger. “In ourselves.”

Sean transferred 1 BTC to the company wallet.

Maya transferred 1 BTC to the company wallet.

They set it up so neither of them could touch the money alone. Moved 1.5 BTC into cold storage. Three keys. Maya held one. Sean held one. Unchained held the third.

They kept half a Bitcoin in Strike. For paying the team.

Then NextBlock hired the Peak Shift design team.

Paid them in Bitcoin.

Both leaned over Sean’s phone, watching the Lightning payment go to Belgrade.

Three seconds later

They high-fived when it went through. Shoulders still touching.



Two days later

NextBlock hired Stud House, a web development team. Invoice paid in Bitcoin.

Four days later

Maya was trapped on call all weekend.

She had to miss Bitcoin Saturday at the Corner Cafe.

On Monday morning, she decided to quit.

She announced it was her last day in the morning team huddle. Her camera stayed off.

Maya leaned back in her chair and exhaled. Finally free.

Three hours later

She texted Sean: NextBlock just got a free, full-time dev.

Six hours later

Maya laughed for the first time that day, looking at Sean in her doorway.

“Hey there champ.” He was holding bags and bags of takeout. Thai, Indian, and Mexican.

She waved him in.

“Didn’t know what you were in the mood for.” He smiled. “So I got everything.”

“Are we celebrating?” Salma walked to Sean and tried to take his bags. “Erlich would never bring over dinner. Maybe you’re a Jared?”

“That’s somehow worse.” He kept the bags and nodded at Salma. “Hey.” He set them down.

“Yes. Let’s celebrate. I am happy.” Maya went into the kitchen to grab plates. “Just pissed I didn’t do it sooner.”

“She ran into my room after she quit. Shaking.” Salma grabbed three cups.

“From anger?” Sean took the plates from Maya, and the cups from Salma.

“I was processing.” Maya shrugged. “I was just in shock that I actually did it.”

“Maybe this can help.” Sean pulled out two joints and a pack of edibles.

“And he’s back to being Erlich.” Salma snatched one and reached for a lighter off the coffee table.

Maya laughed. Mouthed ‘thank you’ to Sean.

He held her gaze for a moment. Then turned to the TV.

Together they watched five more episodes of Maya’s comfort show.



One week later

“The roadmap needs a metaphor,” Maya circled the living room. “Something people can visualize.”

Sean was throwing Maya’s Little Hodler plushie back and forth between his hands. He leaned back on her couch. “You know what I’m gonna say.”

“What?”

“It’s a city.”

She winced. “Like a city government?”

He almost laughed. “Like exploring a city. Instead of the internet. Hanging out on a corner. Bar hopping. Checking out different neighborhoods.”

Maya leaned against her counter. “So Billboard is a city?”

Sean shook his head. “It’s NextBlock City. Everyone gets their own block. Like a profile page. And Billboard is literally what you can put on your block to promote it.”

“Right. Not ads. Billboards. Like you’d see walking around a real city.”

47 minutes later

Maya was pacing, squeezing her plushie between her crossed arms. “So the Billboard experience brings money into the city.”

“But in this city, instead of taxing citizens, we just need people to sell their attention.” Sean tracked her from the couch. “The attention marketplace serves them.”

“Where they earn money they can spend.” Maya smiled. “Zapping whatever they like.”

“And.” Sean jumped. “Our manifesto is the city’s declaration of independence!”

“YES.”

They high-fived. Their hands pressed together a beat too long.

23 minutes later

“So…after we know Billboard works, like the marketplace is running smoothly, we launch the Social app.” Maya was drawing on her whiteboard.

“And then the organic reach can happen. Free attention.” Sean was watching her draw. “People find each other. Build neighborhoods. The city grows.”

She stepped back from the board. Stood in the same spot she kissed him only two months ago.

Sean came up beside her.

She turned to him.

His eyes were stuck on the board. Staring at what they’d designed together. In just two months.

Three hours later

joinnextblock.com was live.




Chapter 10: Drunk Millennials

Three days later

The sun had been out for hours and so had they.

Maya was standing in the middle of H Street. Go-go music rattled the speakers one block away. Leyla had disappeared into a vendor tent. Aisha was taking photos of everything. Salma was somewhere nearby, probably.

“MAYA!”

She turned. Sean was making his way through the crowd with Nima and Ken. All three holding beers. All three sunburned.

“No way!” Maya shouted over the music.

“Are you by yourself?” Sean shouted back.

“The girls are around here somewhere.” She waved vaguely.

The crowd parted for Sean as he reached her.

Then they were close. Sunscreen and beer. His cheeks were pink from the heat.

“Hi.” He smiled.

“Hi.”

“You look—”

“Hot?” Maya clipped her hair up. “Can’t believe it’s ninety degrees. I feel gross.”

He was still smiling. “That’s not what I was going to say.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What were you going to say?”

He opened his mouth—

“MAYA!” Ken arrived with open arms and scooped her into a hug. “Happy H Street Festival!”

She hugged him back. “Happy H Street Festival!”

Over Ken’s shoulder, she tried to read Sean’s expression. But his eyes were on Nima. They exchanged a look.

Nima had hung back. Nodding once in her direction.

“Are you here alone?” Ken asked Maya.

“My girls are here somewhere.” She was scanning the block with no luck.

Sean looked past the group and laughed. “Found them.” He pointed across the street.

Leyla, Salma, and some guy were doing a dance. A poorly choreographed dance. Aisha was filming it. Like a proud stage mom.

Maya took a deep breath. Braced herself.

They walked over.

“Ayyyyy.” Sean walked up clapping. Ken joined, loud. Nima managed a golf clap. Slow. Sarcastic.

Leyla spun around, surprised. “Whaaa! Shayan! You’re here!” She locked eyes with Maya. Searching.

Maya kept a straight face.

Leyla hugged Sean. Ken hugged everyone who would let him. Nima stood slightly apart, arms crossed, watching.

Salma was next to the stranger. Close.

“This is Gabriel.” Salma said. Voice slightly higher than usual. “He was brave enough to learn the dance. On the spot.”

“Brave or stupid.” Gabriel smiled. “The jury’s still out.”

Salma laughed. Too loud.

Leyla caught Maya’s eye. Mouthed: O-K.

Maya suppressed a grin.



19 minutes later

The group had drifted toward a shaded corner by a closed-off parking lot. Someone had set up lawn chairs. Someone else had acquired more drinks.

Maya was leaning against a chain-link fence. Her fingers were on her necklace. Watching Sean and Nima go back and forth about something.

Nima’s hands were moving. Sean kept shaking his head. One of them said something. They both laughed. Went right back to it.

Aisha appeared at her elbow. “You good?”

“I’m great.” Maya responded. A little too quickly.

“You’re staring.” Aisha turned to face her.

“I’m not staring. I’m observing.”

“You’re observing very intensely.”

Maya took a long sip of her drink. “We work together. I’m allowed to observe my business partner.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Don’t ‘mmhmm’ me.”

The corner of Aisha’s mouth twitched. “How’s the work going, by the way? The… what’s it called?”

“NextBlock.” Maya answered.

“NextBlock. How’s it going?”

“Good. We contracted some designers and developers. Website’s up.”

“Wow. Suddenly so real.”

“It was always real.”

“But this is fast.” Aisha looked at her. “You talked about this for a year. Now suddenly you quit your job?”

“That was always the plan. And AI changed everything. I can move way faster now.”

“Oh it’s AI that changed everything? That’s what we’re calling it?”

Maya didn’t answer.

“And what about Sean?” Aisha stood back.

Maya’s head snapped toward her. “What about him?”

“Is he quitting his job too?”

Maya laughed. “We are equal partners. Most of it’s on me right now. But when it takes off, he’ll quit. He knows that.”

“Does he?”

Maya turned her gaze back to Sean. “Yes.”

“As long as you know what you’re doing. And you’re not rushing into anything.” Aisha tried to meet Maya’s eyes.

“This isn’t my first startup.” Maya’s eyes were still on Sean. “This doesn’t feel rushed.”

“What does it feel like?”

Aisha followed Maya’s gaze. Sean was laughing at something Ken said. He squinted against the sun. Glanced over at Maya.

Maya looked away.

“It feels…rational.” Maya let out a big sigh. “I’m good, girl. Can we find some water?”

Aisha shrugged. “Let’s go.”



25 minutes later

Sean was suddenly holding bags of food. Empanadas from somewhere. Pupusas from somewhere else. A pile of napkins that was already losing to the wind.

The group had found shade. Nine people sprawled out. Gabriel somehow ended up next to Salma again.

Leyla dropped onto the curb next to Maya. “Girl. What is happening?”

“I don’t know.” Maya laughed into her drink. “Is this weird?”

“Only if you make it weird.” Leyla bumped her shoulder. “What’s going on with you and Shayan lately?”

“Nothing.” Maya peeled the wrapper off an empanada. “It’s been great. We’re getting a lot done.”

“Lame.”

“I told you. We have a good idea. I want to see it through.”

Leyla narrowed her eyes. “Then why is this weird?”

“Because his friends are here.” Maya leaned into Leyla. “And I’m drunk.”

Leyla reached over and fluffed Maya’s hair.

“Hey!” Maya smacked her hands away. “Don’t draw attention to me.”

“Too late.” Leyla tipped her chin at the group. Aisha, Sean, Nima, and Ken were all looking over. Then looked away. “I see Aisha’s doing her investigating.”

Maya put her face in her palm.

Leyla shook her. “It’ll be fun. I’ve never actually socialized with Shayan.”

“You saw him on your birthday. And Ken. And Nima.”

Leyla laughed. “Oh shit. You’re right. It’s all a blur.”

They sat for a moment. Watching the group. Sean and Ken were handing out waters. Nima was on his phone. And Salma and Gabriel were sitting close. Too close.

Maya watched Salma laugh at something he said. Watched her tuck her hair behind her ear.

Leyla leaned into Maya’s ear. “They’re gonna get married.”

“We’re not giving her away that easily.” Maya objected. “What do we even know about him?”

“He’s a recent transplant. Bay Area. I don’t think he has a job but he’s been paying for all her drinks.”

“Bet he’s in tech.” Maya gave the pair a look.

“Is that a bad thing?”

Maya shrugged.

“Well,” Leyla clutched at her heart. “She deserves some fun.”

Maya nodded. Glanced across the group. Sean was watching her. She looked away. Turned back to Leyla.

Leyla met her eyes. “So do you.”



18 minutes later

A crowd had formed around a break dancer near the 8th Street stage. The music was loud. Go-go drums rattling through a portable speaker. A kid with a cardboard mat was going off.

Nima had his phone out. Filming.

“YOOO,” Ken was pushing closer to the front. Leyla and Aisha were next to him, screaming every time the kid hit a freeze.

Salma and Gabriel were somewhere behind them. Not really watching.

Maya stood quietly on the edge of the circle. Finishing her bottle of water.

Sean appeared next to her. “Hi.”

“Hey.” She turned back to the dancer. Who spun into a windmill. The crowd erupted.

Sean and Maya both took a few steps back. Watched their friends start dancing with the rest of the crowd.

He laughed. “Your friends know how to have a good time.”

“Aisha drives in from the suburbs for this.” Maya leaned toward his ear over the noise. “She has us make a whole day of it. Every year.”

The dancer hit a freeze. The crowd screamed. Leyla and Aisha howled.

“YOUNG KING.” Ken pulled his hat off and waved it.

Sean clapped. Leaned in close. “We come when we’re around. Ken lives off H. And Nima is by Brookland.”

“How long have you guys been friends?” Maya took another step back.

Sean followed. “Since high school.”

“Really!”

Sean nodded.

Maya punched his arm. “That’s adorable.”

He pretended to sway. “I know, right?”

“I’ve had my girls since college.” Maya smiled. Looked over at Leyla and Aisha.

They were cheering louder than the music through the speakers. Nima was filming them.

“So.” Sean turned to Maya. “What do your friends think about all this?”

She pretended not to hear him. “What?”

“What do they think about us starting a company?”

She didn’t turn her head. “It doesn’t matter what they think.”

“Damn.” He looked back at the dancer. “That bad?”

“No. But we know it’s a good idea. And we have so much more information than they do.”

“So they just don’t get it?”

“Wait.” Her head snapped to him. “What have your friends said?”

Sean smirked. “I thought it doesn’t matter what they think.”

“But you’re pressing it so much. Maybe they said something? That’s planted a seed of doubt.”

The dancer launched into another set. Someone threw cash in. Now Ken was filming.

Sean edged back. “Nima is a little pissed.”

Maya didn’t move. “About what?”

He waved her closer. “Just that I put my own Bitcoin in.”

“And so did I,” she reminded him.

He held up his hand. “I know. Look. You’re right. He doesn’t understand any of it.”

She relaxed her shoulders.

“Nima’s just,” he sighed, “protective.”

“We’re early. We were early on Bitcoin. We’re early on Nostr.” She looked at him. “It’s gonna work.”

Sean turned his head back to the dancer. Leaned on his side, into her ear over the music. “Tick tock.”

A smile curled on her lips. “NextBlock.”

The breaker was back on his feet. Circling. The crowd clapped in rhythm.

“I guess…” She was thinking out loud. “Leyla knew you. And Salma does now. But Nima’s only seen me out…”

The music shifted. Something slower crept in under the drums.

“We should tell them.” She turned to face him. “Have them see it’s real.”

He blinked.

“Explain our app.” She kept going. “So Nima can chill. Everyone can chill.”

“They’re drunk.” Sean’s eyes went back to the dancer.

“So are we.” Maya stepped in front of him, blocking his view.

“I’m not drunk.” Sean teased. “I’m perfectly sober. Watch.” He lifted his leg and touched his nose with his index finger.

His leg slipped down and he caught himself right before falling.

Maya’s hand went over her mouth. Her laugh still broke through.

“Okay, I’m too drunk.” He threw his hands in the air. “You’ll have to do the pitch.”

“Nope.” Maya shook her head. “You’re marketing. I’m the tech.”

“You’re better at it. I want you to do it.”

“I’m not—”

“Maya.” His voice dropped. Even in the noise she heard it clearly. “This is your idea. Let them hear it first with your voice. With your passion. You light up when you talk about it.”

She felt her face get hot.

“That’s…” She stopped. Tried again. “You can’t say things like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because.” She didn’t have an answer. She reached for some water. Remembered her bottle was empty.

“Because,” she repeated. And nothing more.

He was smiling now.

Behind them the crowd erupted again. Ken was screaming something.

“Fine.” She straightened up. “Let’s play shark tank with some drunk millennials.”

“Hey. It’s an important market to target.”

She rolled her eyes.

But she was grinning cheek to cheek.



Eight minutes later

The group moved again. A rooftop bar overlooking the festival. The sun was starting to set. Almost golden hour.

Maya and Sean were laughing about something when they caught up with them.

Ken was on his sixth beer and asking Gabriel about his job. Very loudly. “SO WHAT DO YOU DO?”

“I was at Goldman.” Gabriel said.

Leyla elbowed Salma. “So we got a finance bro to twerk? For free!”

“I was a finance bro.” Gabriel smiled at Salma. “Now, I’m funemployed.”

“Oh yeah?” Ken asked. “Doing what?”

“Just shit for a lot of tech companies. Taking them public. Helping them get bought.”

“Oh!” Leyla turned and pointed at Maya. “Maya’s in tech. She’s an engineer.”

“A dev? Really?” Gabriel asked. “How’s DC’s tech scene?”

“You’re looking at it.” Maya tipped her drink toward him. “It’s a small crowd.”

“That’s what I’ve heard,” Gabriel said.

“So were you laid off?” Nima asked.

“No, actually I stepped away.” Gabriel cleared his throat. “Needed some time off.”

“Wow.” Nima took a sip. “Must be nice.”

“The hours were killing me. My sister’s out here. I have good savings. Investments. I can afford to reset.” Gabriel met Salma’s eyes. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Smart.” Ken said. “That’s awesome you can afford to.”

Maya caught Sean’s eye across the table.

Now? he mouthed.

She was tipsy enough to say yes.

Now. She nodded.

“Mr. Gabriel.” Maya leaned forward. “Can I get your professional opinion on something?”

He laughed. “Sure.”

“We’re building an app. Starting a company. Sean and me.” She gestured vaguely between them. “I’m curious what someone like you would think.”

Gabriel’s posture shifted. “What’s the app?”

“Our first product is Billboard.” Maya said. “People rent a digital billboard to promote something. We match them with people who set their rate to watch it.”

“Match? Like a dating app?” Gabriel asked.

“Uh.” She froze. Looked at Sean. He was smiling at her.

“Yes. Actually, just like a dating app.” Sean picked it up. “Instead of setting the age and location, you set your price.” He nodded to Maya.

“Yeah, so after you’re paid, go down the rabbit hole of whatever you just discovered.” Maya ticked them off. “A new podcast. A show. An album. A creator.”

“But people get paid how?” Gabriel had more questions. “Credits?”

She shook her head. “Bitcoin. Instant micro-payments.”

“Ah.”

“What if you don’t want Bitcoin?” Ken sat back with his beer. “A lot of people don’t trust it.”

“It has to be Bitcoin.” Maya said. “The dollar can’t move this fast. We’ll be making too many micro-transactions.”

“And it lets us operate in over 100 countries,” Sean added. “I think we can find enough people who are willing to try it out.”

Aisha, Salma, and Leyla started posing for a selfie. Nima was texting on his phone.

Gabriel leaned in. “Walk me through it.”

Sean grinned.

“Let’s say you want to pay out $100 in BTC to promote…” Maya looked around.

“…Promote Nima!” Ken offered. “His company Instagram. It has the best car detailing tips.”

Nima looked up.

“Yes!” Maya smiled over at Nima. “Nima could buy a billboard. Post one of his reels. Drive people to his website, or even his other social accounts to go see more content.”

“How many people would see it?” Nima lifted his head.

“That’s up to you. And the market.” Maya turned her body to face him. “Say you’ll pay a quarter a view.”

Nima nodded.

“You could get 400 people. That’s completed views. Not impressions.”

Nima rubbed the scruff of his beard with his thumb.

“But,” Maya continued, “not everyone values their attention the same way. Some people set their price at a penny.”

“So he’d reach way more people?” Gabriel said.

“Or fewer. If people set higher prices.” Maya threw her hands in the air. “The market decides. But whatever the budget, we charge a 20 percent service fee on top.”

“So if Nima puts in a hundred, people get eighty?” Gabriel asked.

“No. People get the full hundred. Our fee is on top. Nima pays a hundred and twenty total.”

Gabriel nodded slowly. “So you never touch the payout.”

“Never. Every cent goes to the viewers.”

“But if he wants more views?” Gabriel was thinking.

“It’s between him and the market. Nima can adjust anytime based on what’s working.”

“And we can’t manipulate it even if we wanted to.” Sean took a swig of his drink.

Leyla blinked. “What does that mean?”

Maya winced. Sean nodded at her and took the question.

“Our matching system is just taking in data. We can’t force a match if the data doesn’t align. So we can’t force ads on you like other platforms do. Even when you hit ‘not interested’.”

“So…” Gabriel was thinking. “If I’m understanding correctly…theoretically, you’ll have revenue day one?”

“If it works.” Sean smiled. “From day one.”

“It will work.” Maya corrected him.

Gabriel sat back. “It should work.”

Maya and Sean locked eyes.

“And the tipping part.” Salma shifted closer. Her shoulder brushed Gabriel’s. “You guys should explain that. It’s cool.”

“On Nostr they call it a ‘zap.’ Tips you can send on any post.” Maya made air quotes. “So you watch a billboard. Discover someone new. A podcast, a creator, whatever. You like it. You can tip them the same Bitcoin you just earned, directly.”

Gabriel saw it. “So the money just circulates.”

“But what if Bitcoin crashes in the middle of me running an ad?” Nima leaned forward.

“That’s a great question. It’s all in sats.” Maya eased back. “You earn sats, you tip back out in sats.”

Nima wasn’t sold. “But if the dollar value changes, fewer people will want Bitcoin.”

“It’s still money. They may just want more of it. They would just change the price of their attention. Ask for a little more bitcoin than before.”

Sean jumped in. “It’s what’s so genius about Maya’s idea. This attention marketplace sets up attention like a commodity you’re trading. We’ll be able to track the price of attention like oil. The price will keep changing.”

Leyla and Aisha’s eyes met, then went to Maya. She was blushing.

Gabriel clapped his hands. “I love this. How far along are you guys?” Gabriel pulled out his phone. “Do you have a demo? Beta testing?”

Sean sighed. “Soon. Maya’s been working on this for a while. I just joined a few months ago.”

Maya grabbed Gabriel’s phone to pull it up for him. “We got the idea two months ago. Together. We have the roadmap up on our site.”

“Just the two of you?”

Sean looked at Maya. “We’re business partners.”

Maya smiled. “We have designers and developers. But yeah. Just us leading it.”

“Full time?”

“I am.” Maya said. “I quit my job. A few weeks ago.”

Gabriel sat with that. “You’re all in.”

“We both are.” Maya looked back at Sean.

“UNEMPLOYED all in.” Leyla clarified. “She has no income. No plan B. She’s just—”

“Leyla.” Salma cut her off.

“But the stakes are different for you than Shayan.” Aisha’s arm reached out to Maya. “You’re risking a lot. Starting a company with no fall back.”

“It was a bigger risk to stay in my job.” Maya turned to Aisha. “They’re gonna run out of money in two years, max.”

“Risk. Commitment. Whatever you want to call it. It’s big, Maya.” Aisha wasn’t letting it go.

“Hey. We are all very proud and excited for you, Maya.” Salma’s eyes darted to Aisha and Leyla. “And we know you’ve thought this through.”

“It is big. It’s very brave.” Gabriel smiled at Maya. “What Maya is doing. Most people I know talk about doing something like this. They never actually do it.”

“Brave, yeah. But smart?” Nima had finally put his phone down.

Gabriel looked at Maya and Sean. “This is a better pitch than I’ve heard in a long time.”

They exchanged glances. Smiled. Looked back at Gabriel.

Gabriel turned back to Nima. “Your friends are smart.”



Fifteen minutes later

The sun was lower now. The group had scattered across the rooftop. Ken was at the bar closing his tab. Aisha was taking photos of the skyline. Salma and Gabriel hadn’t moved from their corner.

Maya was still at the high top. Empty glasses and napkins around her.

Sean walked over with two waters. Sat down across from her.

She took a long sip. Closed her eyes for a second. Her feet were killing her. Her shoulders had caught too much sun.

A nice breeze came through.

“Cheers.” He tapped his bottle against hers. “Our first pitch.”

She started peeling the label off her bottle.

“That was fun.” She said it quietly.

“You were great.”

“We were great.” She corrected him.

He tapped it against hers again. Leaned back. “This is giving me deja vu.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Sitting on a rooftop talking about Nostr and Bitcoin.” He looked at her. “I feel like I’ve done this before.”

Maya smiled. “Vegas feels like a lifetime ago.”

“It does.”

She kept peeling the label.

“You were right, by the way.” He hadn’t looked away.

The label tore.

“About what?”

“All of it. The idea. That we could build it.” He took a sip. “Make it real.”

She looked down. Smiled. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.” He was looking at her. “Maya.”

She sat up. Met his eyes. The sun was almost gone.

Leyla appeared next to them. She slammed her hands on the table. “Guys. I’m starving. What’s the plan?”

Sean opened his mouth. Before he could speak, Ken shouted from the bar. “Come here. Finish the pitcher!”

Nima was waving her over. Leyla went back to the bar.

Maya’s eyes hadn’t moved off Sean. “You know what I keep thinking about?”

“What?”

She looked up to the sky. “What would’ve happened if the DMs hadn’t glitched.”

He laughed. “What do you think would’ve happened?”

She was quiet for a second. “I think we would’ve been distracted.” She said it slowly. “And we’d have lacked urgency.”

Sean shook his head. Laughed again.

Maya leaned back. Looked out at the city. “I can’t believe the attention protocol is about to have an app.”

He turned to look out over the rooftop with her.

She exhaled. “What a great summer.”

They sat there for a while. The crowd was getting louder around them. Neither moved.

Nima walked up. “So what’s the plan?”

Sean cleared his throat. “Rumi’s. I already made the reservation.”

“Of course he did.” Maya said to herself.

Ken walked up. Patted Sean on the back. “I have to dip early but I can come eat.”

“Hot date?” Maya asked.

“Maybe.” Ken winked.

Nima waved the rest over. Salma and Gabriel finally stood up. Aisha took one last photo.

They all headed out.



37 minutes later

The table was loud. Three bottles of wine in. The bread gone, the hummus scraped to the bowl, only oil left where the mezze had been.

Ken had somehow ended up between Aisha and Salma. Gabriel rested his hand on the back of Salma’s chair.

Maya looked across the table. Sean was laughing at something Nima said. He looked good. Easy.

Then the entrées came. Platters of it. Kabab still steaming on the skewer. A lamb shank sliding off the bone. The rice crowned with tahdig. Golden. When it hit the table, half of them groaned.

Aisha’s hand shot up. “Nobody touch it.” Two clicks of her phone. “Okay. Go.”

Hands came in from everywhere. Sean served Leyla first, then Nima, filling their plates before his own.

Aisha got a few bites in before she pointed her fork at Maya. “But wait. What’s the plan for money? Now that you don’t work? Are you getting a business loan?”

Maya smiled. “Bitcoin.”

Aisha rolled her eyes. “What does that even mean?”

“I’ve been buying Bitcoin.” Maya spooned tahdig onto her plate. “For years. Every paycheck. Moved my retirement into it five years ago.”

The table went quiet.

Aisha set down her fork. “So you’re just… set? You have enough money?”

“Not set. But I’m not desperate.” Maya looked at Gabriel. “There’s a difference. Like you, I assume?”

“It’s easier to figure out your next move.” Gabriel’s hand found Salma’s arm. She didn’t move it. “When your mind isn’t occupied working for someone else all day.”

“But Bitcoin’s so volatile.” Nima leaned forward over his plate. “If the price drops tomorrow—”

Maya kept eating. “I only spend what I need. The rest stays in cold storage.”

“But your retirement? All your eggs in one basket?” He shook his head. “Everyone knows you have to diversify.”

Maya took a bite. Forced a smile. “Are you diversified? Or are all your eggs in the dollar?”

Nima shot back. “The dollar is the strongest currency in the world. It’s backed by gold. What’s Bitcoin backed by?”

“Math.” Maya took a sip of wine. “And the dollar hasn’t been pegged to gold since the ’70s.”

Ken looked up from his phone. “Really?”

Maya nodded. “There will only ever be 21 million Bitcoin. The dollar?” She shrugged. “They just keep printing more.”

“Did you guys know we printed more money during COVID than ever before in this country?” Sean sat up. “That’s why it feels like everything costs twice what it used to.”

“Wait. Seriously?” Leyla’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth.

Sean nodded. “In just a few years.”

Aisha spooned ghormeh sabzi over her rice. “Is that why no one can buy a house?”

Nima turned to Sean. “Yeah but that’s temporary. Things will go back to normal.”

“When?” Maya said. “When has the dollar ever gone back up in value? When have prices ever gone back down?”

Nima opened his mouth. Closed it. Reached for his wine.

“You walked right into that one.” Leyla patted Nima’s shoulder.

Sean was grinning. Maya caught his eye across the table.

“Anyway.” She leaned back. “It’s working so far for me.” She looked at Nima. “But I’ll keep you posted.”



20 minutes later

“This is a feast, guys.” Gabriel sat back, hand on his stomach. “I like your style. Reminds me of how my grandma used to do dinners.”

“Persian food is good. I can’t lie.” Salma pointed her fork. “But you haven’t lived until you’ve had Palestinian. My mom’s maqluba.”

“Maqluba?”

“It means upside-down. Rice, lamb, eggplant, all in one pot. You flip the whole thing onto a platter.” She pretended to flip an imaginary pot onto the table. “It’s a work of art.”

Gabriel turned to her. “You know how to make that?”

“Oh yeah.” Salma shrugged. “Just takes practice.”

He leaned over and dusted her shoulder off. “I could never.”

“With all this free time?” She nudged his knee under the table. “You could learn.”

He held her eyes. “Maybe you’ll teach me.”

Salma’s smile softened.

Aisha, Leyla, and Maya all exchanged looks. Repeatedly.

“Learning something new. Trying something new.” He looked at her. “That’s exactly what I need right now.”

“The corporate world was crushing my soul.” Gabriel set his glass down. “I swear, I could only assimilate for so long.”

Everyone caught themselves laughing. The laugh of people who all knew.

Gabriel looked across the table. “What about you, Sean?”

“Me?” He leaned back. Held his wine with both hands.

“You’re in government, right? How’s that going?”

Sean let out a breath. “It’s a nightmare.”

The table got quiet.

“People are getting fired by email. Mass emails. No warning. My friend showed up to work last week and his badge didn’t work. That’s how he found out. Standing at the door. Card wouldn’t scan.”

“Jesus.” Ken shook his head.

“They’re still doing it. On purpose.” Sean’s jaw tightened. “It’s not just cuts. It’s the shock factor. They want to humiliate us.”

“My cousin got that email last month.” Aisha was staring at her now empty plate. “Twenty-two years. Gone.”

“My aunt too.” Leyla winced. “She cried for three days. At least she was eligible for retirement.”

“Still, that’s not on her terms. It’s not right.” Sean exhaled. “It’s been demoralizing. Dehumanizing really. Everyone’s waiting for the next round.”

He looked back down at his plate.

Leyla turned to look at Maya.

Maya hadn’t been looking. She was smiling, watching Salma laugh at something Gabriel whispered.

“But Sean, you’re still there.” Gabriel met his eyes. “They’ve kept you.”

Sean nodded. “I’m still there.”

“Tell me,” Gabriel pressed. “You weren’t tempted to take the buyout?”

“No. I didn’t even trust it.” Sean waved it off. “And someone has to stay and hold it together.”

“I personally wouldn’t quit anything.” Salma shook her head. “In this economy? Hold on until the bitter end.”

“Job market is so brutal right now.” Leyla agreed. “My sister’s been looking for eight months. Nothing. Thank god you’re okay, Shayan.”

Nima looked up from his lamb. “I just can’t believe all these layoffs. It’s been so bad for business.”

“Really?” Sean looked up, surprised. “Your revenue is down?”

“Of course, Shayan.” Nima sipped his wine. “Everyone is spending less. No one knows what will happen. People are worried.”

Gabriel leaned in. “These companies just don’t know what they’re doing. They over-hire when things are good. Panic and slash when numbers dip.”

Salma turned to him. “Morons. And then the people at the bottom pay for it.”

“We’ve been hit so hard. It’ll only get worse.” Aisha sat back and crossed her legs. “No one is buying houses right now.”

“This…is why you have to quit before you get the mass email.” Maya tipped her glass toward Gabriel. “Am I right?”

Gabriel and Maya raised their glasses to each other.

The waiter appeared with another bottle. Poured. Disappeared.

“But the layoffs aren’t stopping.” Gabriel said, watching the wine settle in his glass. “And they’re completely arbitrary.”

“Completely. They’ve had to hire some people back,” Sean’s eyes kept finding the table. “The cuts were too deep. None of these people in charge know what they’re doing.”

“But private sector has been doing this for years.” Leyla pointed her fork around the table. “Right? Government is just using their playbook now. If you saw these contracts. These companies don’t give a shit about their employees.”

“Because they don’t have to.” Maya picked up the last piece of tahdig on her plate. “People act like employment is the only way to make money.”

“Nothing like working for yourself.” Aisha smiled. “Me and David, my husband,” she explained to Gabriel, “we’re in real estate. It can be chaos but at least nobody can fire us.”

“Family business.” Gabriel turned to Salma. “That’s the dream.”

Leyla and Maya looked at each other immediately. Rolled their eyes. And grinned.

“It is.” Aisha folded her arms on the edge of the table. “There’s always someone else who cares as much as you. Takes the pressure off.”

“That does sound nice.” Nima sighed. “I get exhausted running everything by myself. I have seven employees now.”

Leyla blinked. “Seven is a lot.”

“Yeah. And I want them to actually want to work for me.” Nima leaned his elbow on the arm of his chair. Grabbed his chin. “I think we have great benefits, lots of time off, bonuses when we do well—”

“You sound like a great boss.” Maya smiled at him.

“I try.” Nima waved his hand. Almost smiled.

“I manage nine people under me right now.” Salma thought out loud. “It used to be four but there’s been cuts and they combined teams.”

Gabriel leaned back. Put his arm over the back of her chair. “Sounds like you’re ready to start your own firm.”

“Never.” Salma almost giggled. “I can’t stand the admin stuff.”

Maya cocked her head at Salma. “Girl. How is a little admin stuff worse than managing almost ten people?”

“Ok.” Salma smirked. “Says the girl who has Sean do all her admin work.”

Sean laughed. Put his hands up. “Hey. I’m happy to do it.”

“It’s called delegation.” Maya took a sip of her wine.

Gabriel kept his eyes on Salma. “For me, it took time to even think about leaving. Couldn’t even picture my life in that way.”

Salma tilted her head. “What couldn’t you picture?”

“Myself. In charge. Of myself. When you’ve only ever been someone’s employee…it’s hard to think you can be more.”

Maya was nodding. “Hmm.”

Gabriel turned to Sean. “The responsibility sounds impossible. So you just stay. Keep being the worker bee.”

Maya reached for the wine bottle. “You think you’re a cog in the machine even when you’re the one actually running shit.”

“Especially then.” Gabriel sat forward. “Because you’re too busy running their thing to imagine running your own.”

Maya looked across at Sean. He was looking down. Dangling a fork on his plate.

Ken stood up. “I’m out guys.”

He dropped three hundred-dollar bills on the table. “HAPPY H STREET FESTIVAL. The wine is on me. It’s been a pleasure.”

Sean was already on his feet with the bills. Held them out to Ken.

“Ken. No. That’s too much.” Nima almost shouted from the table.

Ken tried to keep a straight face. “Man, those aren’t even mine. I don’t know where those came from.”

Sean pushed the bills toward Ken’s chest. “You know we can’t let you.”

Ken laughed. Tried to step around him.

Nima stood up. Blocked the other side. “Now you really want to embarrass us like this. Baba, take it!”

“Ken! Just do your share.” Now Leyla shouted.

“Fine.” Ken threw his hands in the air. Grabbed one of the hundred-dollar bills from Sean’s hands. “But one more time?”

The whole table in unison sang “Happy H Street Festival” to send Ken off.

Aisha raised her glass.

Maya raised hers to Sean. “Best one yet.”




Chapter 11: Freedom Tech Fantasy Novel

One month later

The leaves had started to turn outside Maya’s window. It was early evening. She was on HiveTalk with Rafael. Sean knocked on her front door.

She called without looking away from the screen. “Come in. We’re almost done.”

He closed the door quietly. Set his bag down. Leaned against the wall, out of frame.

Rafael’s tired face filled Maya’s laptop screen. “Their project just got a TechCrunch article.”

“Wow.” Maya leaned back in her chair. Smiled at Sean. “Mainstream attention.”

“For a video app on Nostr. People do want this. Sean was right.” Rafael paused. “But now they’re scrambling. Tens of thousands of people tried to sign up. But the app wasn’t ready.”

Sean stepped into frame. Cleared his throat. “What was I right about?”

“About people wanting a video app.” Maya turned to him. “Someone is building a new version of Vine. On Nostr. And it’s blowing up.”

“Wait.” Sean pulled back. “I saw this on TikTok. A new Vine that filters out AI content. That uses Nostr?”

Rafael and Maya looked at each other.

“They’re talking about it on TikTok?” Maya smirked.

Sean nodded. “It’s been all over my feed this week. People are excited.”

Maya turned back to Rafael. He’d caught it too.

“A Nostr app. On TikTok.” Rafael shook his head. “Hey Sean. Good to see you.”

“You too, man.” Sean moved to stand behind Maya’s chair. “So what happened? Did the app crash?”

“It was too many people. They weren’t ready for it.” Rafael glanced off screen. “I have to go. She’s up.”

“Go.” Maya smiled. “Enjoy your sweet baby.”

“I will!” Rafael waved.

They waved back. Maya ended the call. The screen went dark.

She sank into her chair.

Sean moved to sit on the edge of the table. Grinned. “That’s going to be us.”

She almost blushed. Looked down. “What is?”

“People want an escape. A new video app.” He started tapping the table. “What did he say? Tens of thousands?”

“Oh. Yeah.” She rocked in her chair. Looked away. “Exactly. This is what I’ve been afraid of.”

“Don’t be.” He sat forward. “We just need to be ready for it. ’Cause our referral program is about to make people so much money.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I shouldn’t be afraid of ten thousand people breaking our app?”

“We make sure it works before we launch.”

“Ha!” Maya stood up. “That’s not how this works. There will always be glitches.”

He stood too. “But we can do enough to make sure what matters works.”

“There’s infrastructure. Testing. Retesting.” Maya listed them off on her fingers. “Every new user is a new way for something to break.”

“Every new citizen.” Sean corrected her. Clasped his hands.

She rolled her eyes.

“Words matter, Maya.” His eyes met hers. “It reminds us they have rights.”

“Exactly.” She threw her arms in the air. “Rights to an app that will actually work.”

The front door opened.

Salma and Gabriel walked in. Laughing about something. Salma’s cheeks were flushed. Gabriel was holding her jacket.

They stopped.

Maya and Sean. Standing close to each other. Facing them.

Salma set her bag down slowly. “Everything okay?”

Maya cleared her throat. “We’re fine.”

Gabriel looked at Sean. Then Maya. “Should we go?”

Salma looked at Maya. Whispered as if the men couldn’t hear. “This looks like a thing.”

“It’s a good thing.” Sean laughed. “A good problem.”

“A growth problem.” Maya added.

Salma looked between them. Exhaled. “Oh thank god. I thought you were breaking up.”

“We’re not…” Maya started. “Can we focus?”

Salma walked to the kitchen.

Gabriel dropped onto the couch. “Okay. How can I help?”

Salma came back with a bag of cheese puffs and two waters. “Did you guys know Gabriel has to consult at least one business a day or he evaporates into thin air?”

She handed him the water.

Turned to look at Maya and Sean. Held out the bag. “Want some?”

They both shook their heads.

Salma plopped next to Gabriel and started eating.

“She’s not wrong.” Gabriel pulled his chair closer. “Okay. Fill me in.”

Sean looked at Maya. She waved him on.

“We’ll have a rewards program.” Sean started. “You refer someone who buys a billboard, you earn half our service fee. So 10% of any campaign. No cap.”

“Whoa. No cap?” Gabriel’s eyebrows went up. “That’s aggressive.”

“So people get paid to invite friends?” Salma said through a mouth full of cheese puffs.

“Yeah, when the friends they invite spend money.” Maya jumped in. “Every time they run a campaign, the person who referred them gets that 10%.”

“So it compounds.” Gabriel was doing the math. “Ongoing incentive for each new person to bring more people.”

“Not just bring. TEACH.” Sean pointed at him. “For them to understand the new advertising model. Instead of paying big tech to promote NextBlock, we’ll pay people.”

Gabriel kept nodding. “So you think Billboard goes viral on its own.”

“Well that’s what I’m worried about.” Maya crossed her arms. “If we can’t handle the demand, we lose them. We just watched it happen to another project.”

“People wanted it enough to show up.” Sean turned to Maya. “They’ll come back for a new Vine, when it works.”

Gabriel leaned back on the couch. Put his arm around Salma. “I think you need to gate it. Right?”

“Thank you.” Maya looked at Sean. “That’s what I’ve been saying.”

“I’m not against gating it.” Sean held up his hands. “But it has to be fair. And I don’t want to move slow because we’re scared.”

“Excuse me.” Salma jokingly raised her hand. “What does gating mean?”

“Think Facebook.” Gabriel smiled. “Harvard first. Then Ivy League. Then all colleges. Then everyone. They gated it for years.”

“Ooh. I remember begging my cousin for an invite.” Salma tucked her legs under her, leaning into Gabriel.

Maya uncrossed her arms. Put her hands on her hips. “See. Everyone will understand what we’re doing. And why.”

“Okay so you gate it.” Gabriel looked at her. “But tie it to the referral program. Make the referrals limited.”

“But anyone can still sign up right?” Sean asked. “Even without a referral? I don’t want to lose people.”

“When you go viral, right?” Gabriel grinned.

Sean pulled out a finger gun and winked.

“Give them FOMO.” Gabriel dropped his voice. “Set up an early access waitlist. Referrals just skip the line.”

“But only 21 referrals each.” Maya held up her index finger. “It’s capped at 21.”

“21.” Sean smiled. “Nice.”

“Huh?” Salma said.

“It’s an inside joke.” Sean explained. “For Bitcoiners. There will only ever be 21 million Bitcoin.”

Maya glanced at Salma. “It’s for the culture.”

“Oh.” Salma grabbed another cheese puff. “Cute.”

“And you guys can control your growth.” Gabriel looked at them. “As you grow the supply side of your market.”

Maya turned to Sean.

Maya was already walking toward the whiteboard. Sean grabbed a marker and tossed it to her. She caught it without looking.

Salma was doing the math. “So if someone I referred ran a hundred-thousand-dollar campaign…”

“You’d make ten grand.” Maya didn’t look up from the board.

Salma stopped chewing. “Damn.”

“And your company just gave up ten thousand.” Gabriel pointed his water at the whiteboard.

“We’d never have had that sale.” Sean was already writing. “Someone does the work of explaining what we built, they earn it.”

Maya wrote a number. Sean circled it. He was nodding before she finished.

Gabriel watched them a moment. “This is going to work.”

“Off duty now?” Salma pulled his arm around her.

“Your roommate’s going to be rich.” He kissed the top of her head.

“I already called dibs on her boat.” Salma settled into him.

Across the room, Maya and Sean slipped into their own world. Salma watched. Smiled.



Six weeks later

The perfect autumn afternoon. Yellow, orange, and red leaves covered the city. Tourist season had ended.

Maya’s favorite eggnog latte was finally back on the menu at the Corner Cafe. She was almost done with hers.

Sean’s had gone cold. It sat untouched as he stared at his screen.

She was staring at him. He hadn’t noticed.

She moved her eyes from his lips to his laptop. His bare laptop.

She reached into her bag. Pulled something out. Hid it in her hand.

“Sean.” Maya said softly.

He didn’t look up.

She tried again. Cleared her throat. “Se-an.”

Nothing.

“Shayan.” Maya sang. With perfect pronunciation.

His head shot up. “Sorry.” He pulled out his headphones. “What did you just say?”

“Shayan.” Maya said again. This time with less confidence.

His face softened.

“I practiced.” She looked down. Still smiling.

“You practiced.”

She slapped down a sticker next to his untouched latte.

“What’s this?” He picked it up. “Our logo?”

“For you.” She tapped her nail on the back of his laptop. “If you’re gonna be a cypherpunk, you need stickers on your laptop. Shayan.”

“Oh, are those the rules?” He held the sticker up to inspect it.

“Them the rules.” Maya snatched the sticker out of his hand.

He gently handed his laptop over. She stuck it on. Slid it back to him.

“Thank you.” Shayan ran his fingers over the sticker. He looked back up at her. “Thank you.”

“You’re so welcome.” She pulled out another sticker. Stuck it on her laptop.

“Here.” She got up with her phone. Leaned against him to pose for a selfie. She reached one arm out with the phone and used the other to arrange the laptops.

“May I?” He reached for her phone.

She handed it over.

“It’s just…my arms are longer.” He used his free hand to pull Maya into him.

She tilted her head onto his shoulder. Let it stay.

Shayan took the photo. Handed back the phone. “Do you approve?”

Maya checked the photo. Their first photo together. She smiled. “This’ll be in the archives.”

He laughed. “The NextBlock archives?”

She nodded.

He reached for his drink. “I love how much you believe in this.”

“It’s gonna work.” Maya was dancing back to her seat. “I know it will.”

He sat back. Stretched his arms out. “It’s been great having stuff to work on. While all this plays out.” He looked at his phone. Picked it up.

“Expecting a call?”

“What?” He looked up.

She was looking at him. Both eyebrows raised.

“No. I.” He sighed. “I think they may reach an agreement soon. Maybe the shutdown will end this week.”

“That eager to go back?”

He rubbed his eyes. “Just trying to keep up with what’s happening. Everyone from work is texting. Luis is losing his mind.”

“But hey!” Maya clapped her hands together. “We’re getting so much done while you’re furloughed.”

“Yeah. I’m impressed by my own productivity.”

She met his eyes. “You should be.”

“I think this is my,” he started counting on his fingers, “fifth shutdown? The last really long one, Trump’s first shutdown. I think I barely cleaned out a closet.”

“But this time, you wrote the spec for Billboard.” She reached out her hand to bump his fist.

He brought his fist to hers. Their hands pretended to explode.

“Thanks to this whole AI setup.” He slid down in his seat. “I feel like I can make anything. Or I can dream it up and you can make it.”

Maya’s eyes softened. “That’s exactly right.”

His eyes were pulled back to his phone again.

“It’s been like a trial run for doing this for real. Full time.” Maya tilted toward him. “What do you think? Are we good partners?”

He looked up.

“Can you handle me every day? Always together. Like this.” She waved her hand over the table.

He smirked. “I’ve had worse coworkers.”

“You know. Shayan.” Her hands went still. “I think we work.”

Shayan chuckled. Then let out a bigger laugh.

Maya leaned in. “Why is that funny?”

“It’s not.” He finally caught his breath. “I agree. I think we work too. I’ve thought so since coat check.”

Maya held his gaze.

Her eyes drifted to her phone on the table. The selfie.

The cafe hummed around them. Someone ordering at the counter. A chair scraping.

Her eyes found his again. “Then let’s really do it.”

He sat up.

“It’s like you’ve been unleashed since the furlough.” Her voice was softer now. “What if you didn’t go back?”

His face dropped. “What?”

“After the shutdown ends. You could quit?”

He said nothing for a moment. “I have to go back.”

“Do you? You’ve saved enough.”

He closed his laptop. The sticker caught the light. “Maya—”

“Imagine if you didn’t have to keep checking your phone. To track whether Congress did its job. So you could do yours.”

“I have two degrees focused on tracking whether Congress does its job. It’s part of the job. And I like that part.”

“But don’t you want freedom? Not a job?” She closed the space between them. “You could just be here. With me. Building this together at full speed.”

Shayan pulled back. Away from her. “How could you ask me that right now? You know what’s happening.”

Maya pressed her hands flat on the table. “I actually don’t. I have no clue what’s happened down the street. I don’t care. I care about NextBlock.”

“How nice for you.” He almost rolled his eyes.

Her eyes narrowed. “It’s all a distraction.”

He shook his head. “I need to know what’s happening.”

“Why are you so obsessed with fixing a broken system,” she almost whispered. “That you’re not even allowed to fix.”

He took a deep breath. “There will be so much to do when the government opens back up. It’s going to be a mess. I can’t abandon them now.”

She sat back. “You really think they’ll let you help? You. Of all people. Shayan.”

“Maya. Believe it or not, I’m respected there. They listen to my ideas. I can influence change. Hold people accountable.”

She crossed her arms.

“You don’t need to care.” His voice was quiet. “But you need to respect my career.”

“I respect you.” Maya put her hand over her heart. “They don’t. You want to run back and get burnt out for them?”

Shayan stood.

He grabbed his bag. His laptop. With the sticker she’d just put on it.

“I’m not doing this right now.”

“Shayan—”

He was already walking out.

Maya sat alone at her table. Looking at their selfie on her screen. Still smiling back at her.



Three minutes later

Shayan was outside the cafe. He hadn’t left.

The air was cold. A couple with a stroller walked past him. Someone’s dog pulled at a leash. The cafe door kept opening and closing. Each time, not her.

Then it was.

Maya. Shoulders up. Moving past him.

“Maya.”

She stopped. Didn’t turn right away.

“I’m sorry. Let me walk you home.”

Her shoulders dropped.

He reached for her bag. She let him take it.

They walked. Quiet at first. Leaves under their feet.

Shayan exhaled. “I didn’t want to do that in there. I don’t think any of that was fair to me.”

She turned to him. Eyes wide. “I can’t believe you think I’m the bad guy here.”

“It was disrespectful. To my work. My career.”

She sighed. “You really think I don’t respect you?”

“Why would I quit right now? NextBlock doesn’t need me full time. I can still work nights. And I always work weekends. What more do you want?”

Maya walked faster. “This isn’t for me. I want you to stop splitting yourself in half.”

He kept up. “I’m not. I’m managing. I know what I’m doing.”

“That’s the problem. You’re too used to it. Always in chaos. You don’t even see how much it takes from you.”

Shayan shook his head. “Now that’s dramatic.”

“It’s reality. It holds you back. Look at what we got done this last month.” She slowed her pace. “Have you ever been this productive working for someone else?”

“That’s the AI, though. And government’s different.” He rubbed his temple. “Change takes time. I like my job. I’m very good at it.”

“You’re good at a lot of things. That’s not a reason to stay somewhere that’s falling apart.”

“I feel like I’m going insane.” He stood in place. “You can’t think quitting my federal career is an easy decision.”

She stopped walking. “Wasn’t that always the plan?”

“Yes. Eventually. If it takes off. Not right now.”

She rolled her eyes. “How can you understand Bitcoin so well, but still think you can fix things from the inside?”

“Because I live in reality, Maya. Not a freedom tech fantasy novel.”

“So now everything we’ve worked on is a fantasy?” She started walking again.

“Not a fantasy.” He followed her. “That’s not what I meant. It’s early. We both say it is. I need to keep one foot in reality.”

“Reality? Or your cage?”

Now he rolled his eyes.

Maya stopped walking. Looked down. “I’m ready, Shayan.”

He stopped.

She met his eyes. “But I don’t think I can date you while you’re still there.”

He stepped back. Took a deep breath.

She held hers.

“You kissed me.” His voice was low. “You told me to wait. I waited. We see how good we are together.”

He stepped toward her.

“But now there’s another condition. You just… can’t be with me.”

“I am with you. You’re not with me. You’re not in this. You have one foot out.” She stepped closer to him. “You could be all in. But you’re not.”

He started walking again. Past her.

“Shayan.”

“You quit a job you hated. I love my job.” He said it without turning around. “This has nothing to do with you.”

Maya caught up. Walked beside him. “You’re really showing more conviction for the U.S. Federal Government than something you and I could create?”

Shayan stopped.

Maya exhaled. “It’s illegal for you to do your job right now. You’d rather keep giving yourself to somewhere that doesn’t want you.”

He turned to face her. “You had nothing to lose when you quit. I’d be walking out on people who are terrified right now. And for what? We’re not even launched.”

“Alright. Let’s say it opens back up tomorrow. What are you working on?” She tilted her head at him. “Not something you’ll want to. They’ll probably just make you break more shit.”

“I am not ready to quit.” He searched her face. “But I’m here. I’ve been here. And I’ve always been ready.”

She edged closer. “How can we build an escape for people? When you could be free. Right now. But you can’t walk away.”

He didn’t have an answer.

They were standing in the middle of the sidewalk. A jogger went around them.

“Shayan. You’re creative, smart… you get shit done. More than anyone I’ve ever worked with. Imagine what you could do when your mind could focus on one goal. Your goals.”

She waited. Patiently. Smiled.

He finally spoke. “I just can’t. Not right now.”

Her face dropped. She nodded once. Took a step back.

“Wow. Really.” His eyes met hers.

She didn’t move.

“First time I say no to you.” Shayan bent and dropped her bag in front of her.

“This isn’t about me.” Maya grabbed her bag off the concrete.

“It’s always about you. Your rules. Your timeline. Even your apartment.”

“My apartment?”

“It doesn’t matter.” He waved it off. “I see what happens the second you don’t get what you want from me.”

“It’s what I want FOR you.” She took a small step closer to him. “Not from you.”

They stood there.

She waited.

He looked at her one more time. Then walked away.



Three days later

It was a chilly night. But it was cozy inside Chaplins. The lights already dimmed low. Steaming bowls of ramen were coming out of the kitchen.

“I’m so glad to be out of that apartment.” Salma slid into the booth.

Gabriel sat across from her. “That bad?”

“She’s fine. She says she’s fine.” Salma opened her menu. “Maya’s gone into full conspiracy theory mode. Just endless YouTube rabbit holes.”

“No word from Sean?”

“Still nothing.”

Gabriel nodded. Picked up his menu.

Salma tapped her fingers against the table. “What about you? Has he said anything to you?”

“He’s been quiet.”

The server came by. Salma ordered for them. Spicy miso and tonkotsu. Their two Sapporos quickly arrived.

“But they have money invested in their company. Contracts.” He poured the beer into her glass. Handed it to her. “How long can this go on?”

She clinked her glass against his bottle. “I can’t tell if Maya thinks he’s ghosting her or it’s just time to cool down. I’m trying not to make a big deal out of it. I like Sean.”

“So you’re on his side? You think he had the right to freeze her out?”

Salma shrugged. “She could reach out too. The phone works both ways.”

“The longer they don’t talk, the harder it’ll be to make up.” He sighed. “Maya’s unemployed now with no business partner.”

Salma took a sip. “She did this to herself.”

“Cariño. That’s harsh.”

“She set up a no-win situation. No dating. Just business. This after SHE kissed HIM. The emotions were gonna run high.”

Gabriel sighed again. “I think she’s just trying to move them forward. It’s hard when you’re a tech founder. The situation was to protect their idea.”

She looked at him. “Please. It’s ridiculous to ask someone to walk away from their career.”

“Babe. Come on. What is a career in the federal government. In 2025?”

She shook her head. “It’s his career. And not an easy one to build when you’re an immigrant. An Iranian immigrant.”

He tilted his head. Nodded.

“They met five months ago. Like at the beginning of summer. That’s it. And now she’s trying to rewrite his whole life plan.”

“Eh…he wrote the plan with her. They published that plan on their company’s website.”

“Wow. Okay.” She sat back against the booth. “You’re really on her side.”

“She’s your best friend.” He propped his elbows on the table. “Why aren’t you?”

Salma picked up her beer. “I’ve known Maya since college. She is a big thinker. Yes. But she gets frustrated when people can’t keep up with her.”

“You think she’s quick to drop someone? A guy?”

“No. No it’s not that. Just takes ‘woke’ to a different level. An impossible level. ‘Think war is bad? Stop using the U.S. dollar.’”

He laughed.

She laughed too. “I’m serious. It’s that dramatic with her.”

“Yeah…but she’s kind of right.”

Salma threw her napkin at him. “How am I getting outnumbered here!”

“Babe.” He handed her back her napkin. “There’s no way he’s happy. Federal employees are miserable right now.”

“He said he loves his job.”

“Really think about it. The man is defending a building he’s not even allowed to enter.”

“Because he’s loyal. He believes in the mission.”

“I think he’s stuck. Like I was.” He stole a piece of her pork belly. “For three years, I knew I wanted more. But I was so busy, I couldn’t even think about it.”

Salma sipped her beer. “So you think Sean should quit?”

“If he asked me?” He narrowed his eyes. “I’d tell him to quit. It’s a good time to transition.”

“Wow.”

“He’s not going to listen to Maya. That’s the problem. If anyone else said it, he’d consider it. But she says it and it feels like pressure.”

Salma pointed her beer at him. “Because it is pressure.”

Gabriel set his beer down. “What pressure. It’s his girlfriend telling him he’s better than what he’s settling for.”

“She’s not his girlfriend.” Salma gave him a look.

“Right.” Gabriel leaned in. “Come on. They really haven’t hooked up?”

Salma lowered her voice. “I told you. She kissed him once. Right before they started the company. Then told him they couldn’t date.”

“Couldn’t be me.” He grabbed Salma’s hand and kissed it.

“Five months of keeping his hands to himself.” She watched his lips leave her hand. “I just feel bad for him. For both of them.”

“Sean’s not wrong for being scared. I get it.”

She tilted her head. “Exactly. Quitting isn’t an easy decision. And it’s a personal decision.”

Their ramen arrived. The bar had gotten louder.

Salma broke her chopsticks. “But should he quit because his job sucks? Or because the business will work?”

Gabriel slurped his ramen. “Both. But mostly the latter.”

She blinked. “Really?”

“I’ve been looking into it.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “A lot. And I think I could actually make money from this.”

She looked up. “You?”

“You wouldn’t believe the money people waste on advertising. Insane amounts.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You think people would want to use their app?”

“Why not? Their idea is interesting enough to try. If they pull it off right.”

“To try but—”

“I think it could work better than other digital ads. So they’d keep spending. And every time they buy a campaign, I get that 10%.”

“The referral commission?”

He was doing the math with his chopsticks. “Five clients at 100K each. That’s 50 grand a year. For introductions.”

“But can’t your clients shut off the commission? At any time? It’s not reliable passive income.”

“Yes but—”

“They pick the allocation every campaign, right? They can just give it all to the company.”

“Yes, counselor. You are correct.” Gabriel laughed.

Salma put her hands up. “I’m just trying to understand. Cause it seems like you think an unreliable 50k a year could be a job.”

“You need to see their vision. Billboard just raises money to keep building their social app.”

“So how do you get paid in their vision?”

“I’m not sure. Sean says they’ll figure out something just as fair for ad sales. He never wants to hire a sales team.”

Salma put her chopsticks down. “You really think this will take off?”

“They’re building an app that pays people to watch ads. And it’s not a scam.” Gabriel slurped some broth. “Execution matters, of course. But it should do really well.”

“I dunno,” Salma slumped into the booth. “I don’t want to watch ads for Bitcoin. I’m not sure anyone we know will actually use it.”

“Yes. No one would accuse you of being an early adopter.” He winked. “But there are a lot of people who will understand exactly what they’re trying to do.”

“People ask me about it sometimes. I never know what to tell them.”

Gabriel set his chopsticks down. “That’s their biggest challenge. Explaining all these new concepts to short attention spans.”

“Hey!” Salma kicked him under the table. “I can focus. When it makes sense.”

He raised his hands. “I wasn’t talking about you.”

“Mmhmm.” She cradled her Sapporo. “I just can’t imagine Maya actually starting a social media app. She barely uses social media!”

“Well she is. It’s a great idea. Deserves a chance.” He picked his chopsticks back up. “And I want to help them. Meeting them when I did feels like fate.”

Salma’s mouth dropped. “Wow. Okay.”

Gabriel laughed. “Of course, fate first brought you to me.” He reached for her hand.

She pulled away. “Yeah, yeah. Real smooth.”

He blew her a kiss.

“Just know that I would never quit my job.”

He shook his head. “No one’s asking you to.”

“Good. Because I love my job.”

“I know you do. You keep the nine to five.” He smiled. “I’ll stay flexible. To do ramen runs whenever you need.”

Salma smirked. “I just need you to have some kind of passive income coming in.”

“Deal.”

She extended her hand. He grabbed and kissed it again.

“Now,” he let go of her hand. “We need to get these founders talking again…”

“She has to get it together. He’s a great guy.” Salma finished her beer.

“My guess, she probably just feels rejected right now.”

Salma turned her glass in her hands. “I think she’s crushed.”

“Yeah?”

She set her beer down. “After seeing what they could be together, I think she thought he’d never want to go back.”

“But he didn’t say he doesn’t.”

“She had him every day. For weeks. Before this furlough she had to wait until 5pm every day to see him.”

“True.”

“And they had a good time. Apparently super productive. Got along great. But he chose to go back to the one thing that was keeping them apart.”

Gabriel was quiet.

“I know in her mind he had already quit. She was just waiting for him to say it.”

“Ah. I see.” He frowned. “She expected a romantic declaration.”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

“Well,” he laced his fingers through hers. “Have I been clear enough with you?”

She played with her hair. Smiled. “You could do better.”

He slid over next to her. Put his arm around her. “Let’s first figure out dessert.”

She pretended to elbow him in the ribs.

“Let’s order something to go for Maya too.” She flagged the server. “She probably hasn’t eaten.”



One week later

Maya was walking home with two grocery bags. The government had opened back up six days ago. Shayan still hadn’t.

The cold had settled onto the city for good. She could see her breath.

She stepped up towards the front door of her building. The door swung open.

Salma and Gabriel. Dressed up. Salma in a coat Maya hadn’t seen before.

Maya whistled. “Look at you two.”

“You like?” Salma did a little spin. “Comedy show. At the Improv.”

“Oh right.” Maya shifted the bags in her arms. “Have fun guys.”

Gabriel hesitated.

Salma touched his arm.

Maya looked between them. “What’s going on?”

“So,” Salma took a deep breath. “Sean got laid off. Today.”

The bags shifted in her arms. “Oh.”

“He got RIF’d.” Gabriel said. “Reduction in force.”

“How do you know?” Maya’s voice was flat.

“Ken told me.” Gabriel said. “It happened this morning. They escorted him out.”

Maya looked at the ground. Shook her head. “Right before Thanksgiving.”

“So no word from him?” Salma asked her.

“Ha.” Maya stepped toward the door. “I gotta go inside.”

Salma looked at Gabriel. He stepped away from them. Hands in his pockets.

Salma lowered her voice. “Talk to me.”

Maya stared past her. “I’m good. It’s good news. He’s free now. Whether he wanted to be or not.”

“Maya.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine.”

Maya didn’t say anything.

“Are you going to call him?”

“No.”

“Maya. He was there for you when you quit.”

“I would have loved to be there for him through this.” Maya looked at her. “Actually. Wait. I was trying to actively avoid this humiliation ritual they’re subjecting everyone to.”

Salma was quiet.

“I am not reaching out.” Maya shifted the bags again. Looked back at Gabriel. “And please don’t tell him I know.”

He nodded.

Maya turned back to Salma. “I mean it. Please don’t try to problem solve.”

Salma put her hands up. “Okay.”

Maya hit the automatic button to open the door. Stopped. Turned.

“Go enjoy your man. I’m fine. I promise. I just need to put the groceries away.”

The door closed behind her.



That same night

Green Zone was almost empty. Most people had already left the city for the holiday weekend.

Downstairs, the walls glittered blue and gold under the low light. Vintage coffee pots and old travel posters. A Moroccan lantern over the tiled bar.

Shayan sat in the middle of the bar. Ken on one side. Nima on the other.

“Shayan. Chi shodeh?” Nima tapped the bar. “Tell us.”

The bartender brought over three drinks. Shayan’s pomegranate old-fashioned. Nima’s Fuck Trump Punch. Ken’s Johnnie Walker, neat.

Ken and Nima clinked theirs against Shayan’s. He didn’t pick his up.

Shayan cracked his neck. Rolled his shoulders. “They put a meeting on my calendar this morning. HR was in the room.”

“Did they say why?” Ken asked.

“It’s a reduction in force. Guess my function is wasteful.”

“Fuck these people.” Nima sipped his drink. “Some little shit from DOGE cutting jobs for no reason.”

“Nah.” Shayan shook his head. “We actually got shit done. Held people accountable. It was on purpose.”

Ken leaned in. “Can you appeal it? What did HR say?”

“They gave me an hour to pack my desk. Someone stood there the whole time.”

“Shit.”

“I sent a mass email to everyone I could think of. To say goodbye.” Shayan took a sip. “I can’t appeal but maybe they could place me somewhere else.”

“Like another office?” Ken asked.

“Or agency.” He shrugged. Looked at his phone. “People are calling. I could go somewhere else. Probably.”

Nima sat up. “Are you serious right now?”

“I mean, yeah. Maybe?”

“You want to go back. To kiss the ass of the people who just had you escorted out? Beg them for a job?”

Ken put a hand on his arm. “Nima.”

Shayan said nothing.

“They call you guys wasteful. Lazy.” Nima stared at him. “And you want to go back to that?”

“I am well aware of my situation, Nima.” Shayan threw his head back. Rolled his shoulders again.

“Why am I the angry one right now?” Nima looked at Ken. “He’s just sitting there.”

Nima turned back to Shayan. Looked around the empty bar. “You know what this place is named after?”

Shayan knew. He let him go.

“The Green Zone. In Baghdad. The fortress the Americans built to keep themselves safe while the country burned.” Nima opened his hands at the room. “And now it’s ours. A bar. In their capital.”

Shayan held up his hand. “It’s our capital too.”

Ken turned on his stool. “It’s as much ours as they let it be.”

“We can’t beg.” Nima shook his head. “We have to play like we know the game’s rigged.”

“I can’t believe this is all really happening.” Shayan groaned. “Everything I’m responsible for. There’s no backup. All the systems will break.”

Ken patted Shayan’s shoulder.

Shayan put his head on the bar. Groaned again.

The bartender brought over the wings and a plate of falafel. Carefully set them on the bar, around his head. Left.

“Fuck them. You’re out.” Nima took a bite of the falafel. “They never deserved you.”

Shayan looked up at his plate. “That’s probably what Maya would say.”

Nima and Ken looked at each other.

“Fuck.” Shayan put his face in his palms. “The humiliation hits in waves.”

“So.” Ken bent toward him. “What’s the plan there?”

Nima tapped Shayan’s head. “Now would be a great time to call Maya.”

Shayan lifted his head. “I don’t want to talk to her. Definitely not now.”

“A woman is never going to call first. And apologize?” Nima took a sip of his drink. “If that’s what you’re waiting for.”

“Apologize for what? Being right? I’ve been so angry with her. And it’s not like anything’s changed. Not like she’ll respect me more now.”

“Come on.” Nima chuckled. “I actually think she was trying to get you out. Before they did this to you.”

“Nope.” He flicked the wrapper of his straw across the bar. “She never asked what federal service meant to me. Not once. She Immediately just decided it was the problem.”

“So Maya’s controlling. Is that the issue?” Ken popped a whole falafel in his mouth.

“No. But she keeps moving the goal post for us. When I told her I wasn’t ready to quit, she looked at me like I failed a test.” Shayan sighed. “Her standards are unrealistic.”

“Well these are low standards, Azizam.” Nima grinned. “Most girls won’t ask you to quit your job. They want you to have one.”

Ken laughed.

Shayan kept his eyes down. “She’s a purist. Bitcoin Only. Sovereignty. Freedom. Escape the Matrix. She wants to live on another level.”

Ken gently elbowed Shayan. “Sounds like a friend of mine.”

“Not like this. I’m still happily tethered to,” he looked around, “all of this. And I don’t hate it all the ways she does.”

“Oh really?” Nima put down his drink. “You don’t hate it?”

Ken smirked.

Nima pointed a wing at him. “You are the same bama who had a Zune when the rest of us had an iPod. You’ve always pushed for a different way.”

“The Zune!” Ken couldn’t stop laughing. “We used to make so much fun of you over that.”

“Hey!” Shayan held up his Android phone. “And I’m still the only one not a slave to Apple.”

“My point exactly. You’re the Maya of our group.” Nima and Ken clinked glasses.

Shayan almost smiled. Exhaled. “I don’t even know what I’d say to her.”

“Just call her.” Ken offered.

Shayan looked down at his phone. Flipped it over. “I need to figure my shit out first.”

“At least you’re free now.” Nima smiled. “Whether you wanted to be or not.”




Chapter 12: The Longest Night

One week later

The street lights were already on. The cold December air hit Maya’s face the second she was outside.

She pushed through her building’s front door. Phone in hand. Running late.

“Maya.”

She looked up. Froze.

Shayan. Standing on the sidewalk. In a long peacoat. Collar up against the cold.

He took a step towards her. His eyes dropped. Her heels. The dress under her coat. Back to her face.

He blinked. “You look beautiful.”

“Sean.”

He flinched. “I’m back to Sean now?”

“I meant Shayan.” She gripped her phone. “It’s just…I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“I know.” He walked up to her. Slowly.

She put up her hand. “I have to go.”

“Wait.” He stepped in front of her. “Please.”

Someone pushed through the door behind her. They stepped aside.

“Seriously? After you ghosted.” She met his eyes. “After everything. You just disappeared.”

“I know.”

“Stop saying ‘I know.’” Maya’s voice was sharp now. “Why are you here?”

“I know you heard. About my job.”

She shifted her weight on her heels. Nodded.

“I’ve been trying to figure it out.” He paused. “Every time I think about what’s next, it starts with you.”

Their breath was visible between them.

She looked away.

“I have to go out of town. To help a friend. But when I get back—”

“You know what’s funny? I thought we knew what was next.” She turned to him. “We had a plan. We wrote it together. Months ago.”

He didn’t move. “You’re right.”

“But we were just playing pretend, right? It was just a fantasy.”

“No,” he almost reached for her. “It was never a fantasy.”

“You called it one. ‘A freedom tech fantasy.’ That’s exactly what you called it.” She pointed down the street. “Right there.”

He winced.

“Everything we planned. Everything we were working towards.” Maya pulled her coat tighter. “Like none of it was real.”

A couple holding hands walked past them. They waited.

“It was always real. I just…” He took a deep breath. “I couldn’t see myself leaving. But I could always see it working. I could always see you in it.”

Maya looked away from him again. “NextBlock can’t work unless you leave. You were always supposed to leave.”

“When I was ready.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t have anything to leave.”

“Right. Free agent. Not my business partner.” She crossed her arms.

“Maya.”

Her phone buzzed in her hand. She ignored it. “I really have to go. I’m already late.”

She turned. Started walking.

“Please.”

She stopped. Kept her back to him.

He took one step closer.

“Asking me to quit wasn’t another condition. I apologize for saying that.”

She didn’t move.

“You were trying to give me something I couldn’t even want for myself.”

She looked at the ground.

“And I got angry at you.” He swallowed. “Because it was easier than admitting you were right.”

Her head tilted.

“I’m sorry, Maya. I’m so sorry. If I could go back and quit I would.”

“You can’t. You made your choice then. Everyone knows—”

“I don’t care what anyone thinks. I didn’t care what anyone thought when I met a girl in Vegas. The smartest person I’d ever met. Who asked me to build her idea with her. Who would only date me if I first started a company with her.”

She rolled her eyes. Still didn’t move.

He exhaled.

“I chose you a long time ago.” Shayan’s voice steadied. “I thought you knew that. So when you questioned it…Maya, it hurt.”

She closed her eyes. Turned around.

“But I’ve been patient. I’ve been happy to wait. So please, go do what you need to do tonight. Go on a date if that’s where you’re going.”

She started to smile. Stopped herself.

“But we also get a turn.”

She finally met his eyes.

“I want you to celebrate the winter solstice with me. Yalda. The longest night of the year.” His eyes locked on hers.

Maya stood there. The cold on her face had turned her cheeks red.

Her phone buzzed again.

“Come to my place. December 21st. I’ll cook.”

“The 21st?” She raised an eyebrow. “Why not just wait until New Year’s?”

“My boss. Old boss. He’s moving his family to Colorado. I’m driving their second car out for them.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll be gone for a while. But I had to try to see you. Before I leave tomorrow.”

She just stood there. Looking at him.

He smiled. “I’ll let you go.”

She shook her head slowly. Then smiled.

He stepped back. Gave her room.

Maya turned and started walking away. Her heels clicked against the sidewalk. Without looking back, she raised her hand. “Bye, Shayan.”

He watched her until she turned the corner. Exhaled.



12 minutes later

Maya rushed inside the restaurant. Gave her coat to L’Ardente’s hostess. Found their candlelit table. The waiter pulled out her chair and she sat.

“I’m so sorry I’m late.”

“It’s okay. Sorry for all the texts. I ordered for us.” Leyla looked her up and down. “Damn girl. You look great.”

“Yeah.” Maya ran her hands over her dress. “That’s what Shayan said too.”

Leyla dropped her bread.

Maya let out a sigh. “He was waiting outside my building. He came to apologize.”

“Exactly what was his excuse for disappearing for so long?”

“I dunno. He said a lot of things. He’s going out of town.” Maya rubbed her fingers against her temples. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

“And when you looked this hot!”

They both laughed. Louder than they meant to.

“So where is he going?” Leyla broke off a piece of bread.

“It sounded like a road trip. To help his boss’ family move. Well, old boss.”

“Fuck. That’s depressing.”

Their waitress arrived with their drinks.

“He seemed ok,” Maya sipped her martini. “Actually, he thought I was going on a date.”

“How do you know?”

“Well,” Maya adjusted the napkin in her lap, “Shayan said to go on this date, but he wants to take me on one when he’s back.”

Leyla put down her drink. “Hold on. Hold on. What are we talking about here? You’ll date him now?”

“I don’t know. He tried to trick me into it.” Maya’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say yes. Dude ghosted for weeks.”

“I know.”

“We’re supposed to build a company together, Leyla. I have money moving on this.”

Leyla sipped her drink.

“Such a guy move to just fucking check out.” Maya popped her martini’s olive in her mouth. “How can he when we’re this committed?”

Leyla gave her a look.

“What?” She stopped chewing.

“Babe.”

“What?”

“Can we not pretend you don’t want to date this man? This man you say you’re already so committed to.”

Maya reached again for her martini.

“Be for real.” Leyla continued. “You guys are making this more complicated than it needs to be.”

She shook her head. “No, that was him. He acted like I was the enemy. When I was trying to save his dignity.”

Leyla scrunched her nose. “I think he just needed to cool down. It sounded like an intense fight. Couples fight.”

The waitress came with the food. Cacio e pepe. The lasagna Maya read eight reviews about. A caesar salad.

Maya twirled her fork into the pasta. “He’s so smart Leyla. He thinks about everything. And he cares about doing it right. He doesn’t cut corners. Or rush.”

“Mmhmm.” Leyla ran her finger along the rim of her glass.

“What?”

“Nothing. Keep going.”

Maya slid down her seat. “No. I’m done.”

Leyla tilted her head. “Can I ask a question?”

Maya nodded.

“You were so hung up on him after Vegas.”

Maya sucked her teeth. “Liking him was never the problem.”

“Then what is the problem?”

Maya looked at her plate. “You don’t understand my career. What I’ve dealt with.” She pushed her pasta around. “And what I went through with my first start-up.”

Leyla sat back in her chair. Swirled her wine. Let her talk.

“I finally had an idea. The best idea I’ve ever had. And then he shows up. Makes it better. And then half of my idea was his.”

A fork clinked against a plate somewhere behind them.

“It was like a partner fell into my lap.”

Leyla raised her eyebrows. “Yeah. That’s exactly what happened.”

Maya kept going. “If we didn’t click after a while, the business could maybe still work. But if we dated first…”

“If something went wrong, a fight could stop everything?”

“It was all working.” Maya sighed. “Until I said something.”

“Yeah, cause you got impatient.”

“Fuck.” Maya covered her face with her hands. “I really like him.”

“You don’t say!”

“I know he likes me.” Maya was pouting.

“Girl.” Leyla stared at her. “Everyone knows he likes you.”

“But does he? Yeah, he wants to date me. Getting a guy’s attention isn’t hard. At first. But keeping it after—”

Leyla cut her off. “After he sees how much attention you actually need?”

“Well yeah. Cause I’m fucking interesting. And curious. And I have big dreams.” She picked up her glass. “I see the world the way I see the world.”

“Damn straight!”

“And until him, I hadn’t met anyone who could keep up with me.” She snapped her fingers. “He wasn’t missing a beat.”

“Until he did.” Leyla sipped her wine. “Is he allowed to make one mistake?”

Maya sat back. Took a deep breath.

Her eyes drifted to a couple three tables away. Holding hands. “I just don’t understand how he could be with me like that. Almost every day. And then just walk away.”

“So what did he say?”

“About what?” Maya looked back at Leyla.

“What was his defense?”

“Oh, yes counselor.” Maya sat up. Cleared her throat. “He said that I was trying to give him something he couldn’t even want for himself. That he couldn’t picture himself leaving.”

“Well.” Leyla reached for the lasagna. “The universe took care of that for you.”

“But it wasn’t his choice.” Maya stared at her plate. “When I said that to him, he said he chose me a long time ago.”

Leyla grabbed the table. “Are you kidding me?”

Maya rolled her eyes. “You’re too easy. This is all easy for him to say now.”

Leyla looked at her. “Shayan is an honest guy. He’s a good guy.”

“Yeah. I thought so too.”

“And I loved working with him at the charity.” Leyla set down her fork. “He’s stepped back from that. For you. Did you know that?”

Maya looked up from her plate. “He did?”

“The Fall is usually our busiest time. He passed off his duties to someone else back in September.”

“We don’t know that was for me.”

“Girl. Don’t we usually ditch everyone and everything when we meet someone we like?”

Maya grinned. “Cough cough. Salma.”

“Oh my god.” Leyla threw her head back. “What is going on with them? I haven’t seen her in weeks.”

“I mean, it sucks that she’s gone all the time. But I’m happy for her.” Maya took another sip of her martini. “Gabriel is great. He actually really believes in NextBlock. Him and Shayan get along.”

Leyla slumped in her seat. “Well damn. I’m about to be the last single person in this crew.”

“I’m still here with you.”

“Please. Shayan took you off the market the day I pulled him into the cafe to—” She made air quotes, “‘meet’ you.”

Maya half-smiled. Looked down.

“Honey. You could’ve given him more time. You were kinda pressuring him.” Leyla pointed her fork at Maya. “An ultimatum was never gonna work on a man.”

Maya picked at the pasta. “It just slipped out.”

“And somehow you’re still getting what you wanted. He’s yours now. Full time. If you want him.” Leyla picked up her glass. “So when’s the date?”

Maya straightened herself in her seat. “He invited me to his place. I’ve never been.”

“This whole time?” Leyla side-eyed her. “You’ve never gone over? Aren’t you dying to snoop?”

Maya shrugged. “It’s just felt safer at mine. Usually Salma is there so nothing can happen.”

“Oh.” Leyla planted her elbows on the table. “So something’s finally gonna happen?”

“I don’t know.” Maya sighed. “We either have to figure this out, or burn it all down. Right?”

“Girl. Why does this have to be so do or die! Let it breathe.”

“Well, I have no choice. He’s giving it two more weeks to breathe. He wants to have it on the winter solstice. Cook for me.”

Leyla put her glass down. “You mean for Yalda?”

Maya nodded. “I think so?”

Leyla bit her bottom lip.

“What’s Yalda?”

“The longest night of the year.” Leyla winked.

“Oh god.” Maya groaned. “Girl.”

They both lost it.

The waitress cleared their plates. “That was so good.” Maya patted her stomach. “Who needs a man when my girl takes me to places like this?”

“Right? I’ve been wanting to try it for months.” Leyla looked around. “We’re coming back.”

“Okay. Wait.” Maya caught her breath. “Where’s the fire. Why were you blowing up my phone?”

Leyla looked around slowly. Then back at Maya. “I’m going to tell you something and you need to chill.”

Maya leaned in. “What is it! Who’s here?”

“Don’t move. You’ll bring attention to our table.”

“Tell me!”

“Okay.” Leyla took a deep breath. “It’s Nima. He’s over there, in that last booth. On a date.”

Maya turned her head slowly.

“See him?”

“Yeah.” Maya spotted him. Turned back to her. “But I’m okay. This isn’t awkward.”

“No. I haven’t told you it yet.”

Maya stared at Leyla. “I’m on the edge of my seat babe.”

“We matched a few weeks ago.”

Maya’s eyes widened. Mouth dropped.

Leyla put up her hand. “Nothing’s happened.”

She craned to peek at him.

“Since when? YOU swiped on him.” Maya snatched Leyla’s phone off the table. “On purpose?”

“Fine. But don’t read the messages.” Leyla started biting her nails.

Maya scrolled through. “He is pretty handsome.”

Maya turned back to look at Nima. “Well. We do know you’re not the only girl he’s messaging on there.”

“The date isn’t going well.” Leyla blocked her face with her drink. “I don’t want him to see me.”

“So what’s in the messages?” Maya handed the phone back to her. “Has he asked you out?”

“No.” Leyla looked down. “We’ve just talked about how he can’t ask me out.”

“And why can’t he?”

“I just thought this would make things more complicated for you. We matched like a day before your fight.”

“Oh.” Maya tapped the table with her fingernails. “But since when did you like Nima? Leyla, he hates me.”

“That’s not true.”

“Why can’t I see the messages then? Did he say anything about me?”

“Just that he’s rooting for you guys to figure it out. We both are. Obviously. So we can—”

“We? Ya’ll a ‘we’ now? What is going on tonight!” Maya finished her martini. “Where are our drinks? I need another one to process this.”

“I’m not doing anything.” Leyla waved down their server. “Sort out your shit with Shayan. Nima hasn’t even asked for my number. Or added me on IG.”

“I guess these guys both know how to be patient.” Maya finished her plate.

“Too bad we’re not.” Leyla laughed.

“But when did this start? At the festival? Or at your birthday? When else have you seen him?”

“Girl, I haven’t. Relax.” Leyla looked over at Nima. “I am interested. Now. We’ll see. Let him have a few more bad dates until he gets to go out with me.”

Their drinks came. Then the tiramisu, finished tableside.

They watched Nima’s date end early. He left without spotting them.

Maya laughed with Leyla more than she had in three weeks.



Two weeks later

Maya checked her phone again in the elevator.



SHAYANUnit 810. Dinner is at 7.



SHAYANDon’t bring anything.








She’d read it four times.

Looked at herself in the elevator mirror. She took off her coat. Straightened her dress.

The doors opened. Onions. Garlic. Spices.

She followed her nose to 810.

She could hear voices. Through the door. More than one.

She froze.

Looked down at her dress. Pressed her ear to the door.

The voices stopped.

Footsteps.

She stood back.

Maya pressed her hand to her chest. To quiet her heart.

The door opened.

She wasn’t ready. He didn’t care.

Their eyes met.

“Hi.” Shayan was leaning against the doorframe. “You’re here.”

Maya took him in. His hand in his wet hair. The collar open. Sleeves rolled up. His forearms.

“I am.” She pushed hair away from her face.

He stepped back. Reached for her coat. “You look beautiful.”

She looked past him. Heard soft music. Saw no one else.

“I’m sorry.” She stayed in the doorway. “I didn’t realize other people were coming.”

“Other people?”

He stared at her. Took her coat. Walked inside to hang it up.

She followed him in.

He started laughing. Turned around. “No. This is all for you.”

He stepped aside. The apartment opened up in front of her.

Dark hardwood floors covered in rugs. Built-in shelves along the far wall with posters and plants everywhere. A Persian rug mounted on the wall like a painting, deep red and gold.

Pots hanging above his kitchen island. The smell was everywhere.

And his coffee table, low to the ground, surrounded by pillows. Set for two.

A spread with watermelon cut open in the center, pomegranates cracked in half, stuffed dates, pistachios, dried fruit. More than two people could eat.

Candles. Not just on the table. On the shelves. On the windowsill. The lights weren’t on but the room was illuminated.

Shayan watched her discover his home. She touched things. Smelled them. Took her time.

So did he.

He walked over with two martinis. Handed her one. “Happy Yalda.”

She took a sip. “Is this pomegranate?”

He nodded.

She looked back at the table. “This is just too much. How long did it take to set this all up?”

He waved her off. “Dinner will be ready soon.”

She popped a date into her mouth. “You have a serious problem.”

He pushed the pistachios closer to her. “I like feeding you.”

She let her eyes meet his. For a moment. Then she looked at the TV. On but muted.

“Wait,” Maya walked over. “Were you watching ‘What We Do in the Shadows’?”

“Yeah, these were the party guests you overheard me talking to.”

“Oh. Is this traditional Yalda viewing?” She took another sip of her drink.

“In this home. Yes.” He grabbed the remote. “I love the Nandor episodes. You know he’s an ancient Persian warrior. It’s not that historically inaccurate.”

Maya laughed. “Right. Except for the part that he’s a vampire.”

“That could be accurate. How do we really know?” He turned off the TV.

“So.” She started pacing by his shelves. Inspecting his books. “How long have you been here? Did you build these?”

“Yeah. Took me a whole summer.” He was standing by the kitchen island. Watching her.

Her fingers traced the edges of the shelves. The framed photos of family and friends. “How did you convince your landlord to let you do all this?”

“No landlord.” He crossed his arms. Propped himself against the kitchen counter. “I bought this place. The end of 2020.”

She turned around. “Wow. You bought during COVID?”

“Locked in right before the rates went up.”

“Oh, so you’re never moving.”

He checked the stove. “I know I’m lucky.” Turned back. “And I pay my mortgage in Bitcoin. It gets cheaper every year.”

She set her drink on the shelf. “So really you could’ve quit even before I did.”

He didn’t say anything. Just looked at her.

She held his gaze.

“Maya.” He started walking towards her.

She pressed her back to the wall. Looked down. “I’ve been so mad at you.”

“I know.” He was closer now.

“It didn’t help that we weren’t talking.” She shook her head. “Or maybe it did.”

He turned. Walked to his desk. “Can I show you something?”

She pushed herself off the wall. Followed him.

He pulled out the chair behind his desk for her.

She sat down. Accidentally pushed her feet too hard against the floor. Rolled away from him.

“Whoa,” Shayan caught the chair. Pulled her back towards the desk. And him. “Don’t run away from me yet.”

He moved to open his laptop on the desk. Maya reached past his hand and closed it.

“Shayan,” she spoke slowly. “I’m sorry I pushed you away. You were right. It was the first time you said no to me.”

He froze. His hand came off the desk.

“From the beginning you’ve been game for whatever I threw at you. You supported my ideas that no one else even seems to understand. I was excited. To have a real partner.”

Shayan didn’t move. But the corner of his mouth curled.

“I actually think if you were with me when I was doing Responder, it would’ve worked.”

He brought himself to the ground. Crossed his legs. Looked up at her. “I would have loved to work on that with you.”

Maya tipped toward him. “We would’ve fixed 911 dispatch together.”

“I bet we would’ve.” He rocked back on his hands.

“I was so inspired. Working with you. I thought you wanted it as much as I did.”

Shayan opened his mouth to speak.

Maya raised her hand to stop him. “It did feel like you were my muse. I was so motivated. We were getting so much done. Then I asked you to quit and you looked at me like I was insane.”

He kept quiet. Waited.

“Suddenly it felt like I had imagined it all. And you had no intention to ever join me for real. Be with me in this. I didn’t know if you were lying to me or yourself. But I questioned ever trusting you were committed.”

He sat up. “I am very committed.”

His eyes didn’t move.

She looked down at him. “But to all of it? All of me?”

“Maya.” He exhaled. “When did I ever ask for half of you?”

“You didn’t but the way you choose to live—”

“Maya, you live that way too. You’re in the capital of the fiat world. Like a ten minute walk from the literal money printers.”

“Yeah but I’m trying to build a different future. For myself.”

She was looking right at him.

“That world is built on systems that can take everything from us. I want to remove myself from as much of it as I can. I have Bitcoin. I discovered Nostr. I can build anything you can think of. But you were jumping back in.”

He kept still.

“I’m constantly confused by how people think this’ll all play out. My best friends even. And yours. Sit and complain about the mass layoffs, inflation, the never ending road to retirement. They have no plan.”

He was nodding.

“These are people watching the same world unfold as me. And maybe a part of me had given up on them. But you. Not you.”

Maya cleared her throat.

“Shayan. That day. Walking home. You suddenly became one of those people right in front of me.”

He looked up. “Betrayed by your own muse.”

She let out a small chuckle. “I’m not just building a startup. I’m building a life that no one can take from me.”

Shayan pushed himself off the floor. Knelt before her.

“And this won’t work if you don’t want to live in the same world as me.” She eased back in the chair.

He grabbed both arms of the chair. Pulled himself up to her eyes.

“I see everything you see, Maya. I do.”

She breathed slowly.

“But I need you to be patient with me. I won’t always be ready when you’re ready. That doesn’t mean I’m not coming.”

The chair rocked them both in place.

“I will always be sorry that I got angry with you that day.” His eyes stayed on hers. “We were both frustrated for me.”

She looked down at her hands. “I was very frustrated for you.”

“And maybe a little impatient.”

“Maybe a little.”

He let go of the chair. Was still kneeling. “Even though I don’t think that was ghosting, I won’t do that again.”

“It wasn’t?”

“Ghosting means you’ve reached out and there’s no response.” Shayan grinned.

“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “Disappearing is tacky.”

“Hey.” He grabbed onto the desk to pull himself up. “I existed. Go see all my comments flying on the tickets in Notion.”

Her eyes went to the laptop. “Shit. You’re right, I turned those notifications off months ago.”

“Nice. I was hoping you hadn’t checked.” He turned the screen to her.

“What is this?”

Shayan cleared his throat. “I think I figured out how we’re going to launch. Actually, I know I figured it out.”

“With Billboard?”

He shook his head. “Forget Billboard for a second. We launch the Block first.”

“The Block?”

“Remember the city? Districts. Neighborhoods. The corner. The whole thing we drew.” He nodded at the screen. “This is the block. Everyone gets one. Their own address on the internet. A photo taking up the whole screen. Their links. Everything in one place.”

Maya pulled the laptop closer.

“And a Lightning address. So anyone can pay them. From anywhere. Whether or not they’re signed up with us.”

She was trying to keep up. “And this is how we launch?”

“Not everyone is going to care about getting paid to watch ads. Or even want Bitcoin. But most people online need a digital business card.”

“You mean like LinkedIn?”

“No. Like Linktree. Like all these link-in-bio services that charge people to store just a couple links. But ours is free. And completely customizable.”

She scrolled.

“We give this away. Every citizen gets one. They set up their Block, they’re in line for Billboard early access. When we launch, the city already has people in it.”

“How is this all already done?”

“Oh maybe because no one had to approve it.” He smirked. “The idea hit me a few days after our fight. I was gonna try to prove to you I could do both.”

Her eyes were jumping around the screen.

“Then I got fired and had even more free time.” He half-sat on the edge of the desk. “So you were right. I see more clearly without the distraction of work.”

She looked up at him. “And the distraction of me.”

“No. You were very missed.” He tapped the edge of the laptop. “Keep looking at it. I’m going to finish setting up dinner.”



Later that night

They were on the floor. Across from each other. The table between them.

The tahdig was nearly gone. Golden, cracked open between them like a crown. Rice stained yellow with saffron beside fesenjan, a stew thick with pomegranate and crushed walnut. Most of it eaten.

Maya scraped the last piece off the plate.

Shayan was resting on his elbow. Watching her over his wine.

“This food is incredible.” She kept chewing. “Why have you been holding out on me?”

He leaned back on his pillow. “I’ve been trying to get you to come over for months.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she looked around. Pretended to check her pockets. Patted herself down. “I must’ve lost the invitations.”

Shayan leaned over. Refilled her wine. “You had to be ready first.”

She took a sip. “All that takeout was a distraction. I could’ve been here, not having to share my food with Salma.”

“Speaking of your friends…” He sat back. “Can we talk about Nima and Leyla?”

“Yes!” Maya sat up. “What the hell? Did you know?”

He put his hands up. “No. What do you even know?”

She narrowed her eyes. “What do you know?”

He laughed. “Just that they matched. And suddenly Nima was your biggest fan.”

Maya put her hand on her chest. Mouthed me?

“He basically told me to get over myself and call you.”

“Well then. Maybe I’m Nima’s biggest fan now.”

“Sorry. Leyla’s about to take that spot.”

“So you’re in favor of this?”

“They are two consenting adults. Matching on a dating app.”

“But is he a good guy?” She squinted at him. “Like what does he actually want?”

“My guess is… he’s met a very interesting woman who he can’t get out of his head. And he’s ready to pursue it. You know, without any unnecessary drama clouding the courtship.”

She tried to hide her smile behind her wine. Unsuccessfully.

“Well good for him then.” She raised her glass. “To no unnecessary drama. For Leyla and Nima.”

“For Leyla and Nima.” His glass met hers.

They drank. The night pressed against the windows.

“So,” she pushed food around her plate. “Are you going to tell me about your trip?”

“My trip?” He paused. “Oh. The drive to Colorado? It was great. Long.”

“But you like driving.”

“Yeah, when Luis asked for the favor, it felt like perfect timing. I could clear my head and get away from everything.”

“Away from us.”

“Maya, no.” He shook his head. “Just from my old life. It’s been a lot. And I wanted to be there for him. For his family.”

“Why did they move so quickly?”

“There’s nothing left for them here. Even if he got another job, who knows what’s gonna happen the next four years. His family’s out there. They’ll figure it out.”

He set his wine on the table. “The whole way there, I kept thinking how much control our jobs had over us. Just the return to office policy alone. He was only seeing his kids two hours a day.”

“Miserable people who hate their families. Those are the only ones who want everyone back in the office.”

“Exactly. He loves his family. I hope he gets to actually be with them now.”

He stood up. Started clearing plates. Maya handed hers to him.

“I’m stuffed. I couldn’t eat another thing.”

He didn’t listen. Came back with two small bowls and sat beside her.

“What’s that?”

“Bastani. Saffron ice cream.”

She looked at it. Pistachios. Cream. Yellow from the saffron.

“You’re not serious.” She took the bowl.

He took a bite of his. Closed his eyes for a moment. “Try it.”

She did. “Oh my god.”

“Right?”

She took another bite. Then another.

“Driving out there,” he took a deep breath, “I kept thinking how lucky I was to have NextBlock just there for me to fall back on. All because of you.”

“Not just me.”

He looked down. “You know, I’m realizing there’s this thing in my brain. That makes me feel like I need someone else to let me do these things.”

“Do what?”

“Honestly. Anything. Everything. All this,” he waved his hand, “It’s tradition. Not my idea. My career path. Education. And even NextBlock, you decided we should do it.”

“Yeah, but you agreed. None of it would’ve happened if you didn’t decide it would.”

“Maybe. It’s just…” He turned his glass in his hands. “I just need to stop waiting for permission.”

“Damn straight.” She scraped the bowl.

“You made quitting look easy. But I needed permission. And it couldn’t come from you.”

“Yeah.” Maya set her bowl down. “Nobody else can give you that.”

“Right. Well.” He nodded to himself. “Making the Block was good practice for me. Just taking an idea and seeing it through.”

“You figured out something I wasn’t even thinking about. And it shows off the freedom technology.”

“Without anyone realizing what we’re using.” He smirked.

“It gives people something to use immediately when they join. I love it, Shayan So much.”

He sat up. “And you checked it? It should all work, right? I couldn’t see why we’d limit the text or links someone wants to show. And let them accept direct payments.”

“We can do all of it. It’s very cheap to hold that data.” She sipped her wine. “There is no technical reason other companies can’t let profile pages have more information. They just want to keep you in their app.”

“Right.” He picked up his glass. “Here’s to exposing another dark pattern.”

Their glasses clinked together. Softer this time.

The music was still playing. The candles had melted into pools. The light closer to the ground. Closer to them.

Maya looked at the rug on his wall. Ran her thumb along the edge of her glass.

“You know what I couldn’t do while you were gone?”

“What?”

“Look at your drawings on my whiteboard.”

He was quiet.

“I was so pissed at you. I couldn’t work on NextBlock. I couldn’t look at any of it.” She pulled a pillow into her lap. “So I stopped.”

“That’s fair.”

“I started looking back into my other research. About my family.” She was looking at the rug again. “There’s stuff my older cousins used to say about my grandmother. Things that never added up.”

“Like what?”

“Like where we’re actually from. What we actually are.” She paused. “I’m Native, Shayan. My family. I found out we’re Indigenous. The government reclassified people. Changed the records. Whole identities erased.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“When did you find this out?”

“A few weeks ago. I actually hired a genealogist. She pulled some records. It’s all true.”

“Maya.” He set his glass on the floor. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay. I’m more than okay. I’m angry. But I’m okay.” She picked a pomegranate seed from the bowl between them. Then another.

“But how could they do this without your family realizing?”

She turned to face him. “The government literally changed what people were. Gave new identities to whole communities. If you were Native, suddenly you were Mulatto on paper. Then Black. Or white. Or just… nothing. And after enough generations, people forgot.”

“But wait. What do you mean? You’re not Black?”

She pulled the pillow tighter. “What even is Black? A box I’ve been told to check. It’s not a place. It’s not a language. It’s just made up.”

“Just like money,” he said under his breath.

“Fiat identity.” She almost chuckled.

He tilted his head at her.

She continued. “Now I’m finding out that maybe even my Cape Verdean side could have also originally been Native…there is just so much research I have to connect to figure it out.”

He poured himself water. Didn’t drink it. “I want to say I’m surprised but nothing surprises me in this country anymore.”

“I found these channels online. People recording themselves reading discontinued books that expose this history. And I started organizing it all with AI. Feeding it everything. Videos, articles, old records. It pulls out the connections. Catalogues it.”

Shayan smiled. “Of course you did.”

“Like a book.” She grinned. “I’m turning it into something my family can actually read. Something I can give to them. To prove something that sounds crazy.”

“Proof of work.”

“Exactly.”

His fingers laced together in his lap. “They must be so proud of you.”

“I haven’t told anyone yet.” She looked down. “About any of this. Not even Salma.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

“You know where you come from, Shayan.” She looked around his apartment. The rugs. The food. The book on his coffee table she still couldn’t read. “I’m still figuring that out.”

Shayan reached for the pillow underneath her. Pulled it towards him.

She slid with it. Looked up.

He opened his arms.

She put her head against his chest.

His arms closed around her. Her hands found the back of his sweater. Held on.

They stayed like that. The candles still burning. The music still playing. The longest night still ahead of them.



Maya lifted her head. “Where’s your bathroom?”

He stood and helped her up. Walked her down the hall.

He stopped at the door. “So. My toilet—”

She looked past him. “Is that a bidet?”

“It’s a washlet. It’s—”

“Oh my god.” She pushed past him. “This is incredible.”

“It’s pretty intuitive. Just—”

The door closed in his face.

From inside, laughter.

He went to his kitchen. Started the kettle. Filled a small pot with loose leaf.

He reached for the high shelf. Two glass cups. Dropped a rock candy stick in each.

He walked back to the living room. Cleared the plates. Wiped down the table.

Then the book. He held it for a second longer than he needed to. Set it on the table between the cups.

Adjusted it. Then left it.

Maya opened the bathroom door. Shayan was in the kitchen.

She could see him from the hallway. Pouring from one pot into another.

He didn’t know she was there. She let herself look.

When he looked up, he found her standing in the hallway.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

She walked back in. Noticed the cleared table. “I wish you’d let me help clean up.”

Shayan came around the kitchen island. Put his hand on her back. Walked her to the pillows.

“Sit.”

“Again?”

“Again.”

“So.” He went back to the kitchen. “What do you know about Yalda?”

“Um. I know it’s the winter solstice. After tonight the days get longer.” She adjusted her pillow. “And nights get shorter.”

“What else?”

“Persians celebrate the seasons changing. Use the lunar calendar. The big one is your new year in the spring. Norouz.”

He looked up from the stove. “You know about Norouz?”

“I’ve celebrated with Leyla’s family. A few times.”

“Really?”

“What?” She smirked. “You thought you were the first Persian to feed me?”

“Hey.” He put his hands up. “I’m happy as long as you’re being fed.”

Shayan brought the cups over. Handed her one. His fingers brushed hers on the glass.

This time he sat next to her. “So Norouz you know. That’s the easy one. Spring. New year. The light already won.”

She sipped the tea. Watched the rock candy dissolve.

“Yalda is the other side. Tonight the darkness is at its peak. It’s the longest night. And thousands of years ago, on this night, people didn’t know if the sun was coming back.”

“You’re right. Wow. They must have been so scared.”

“So they stayed up. Lit fires. Ate. Read poetry. Held onto whoever was next to them.” He looked at her. “You don’t celebrate Yalda. You survive it. Together.”

She wrapped both hands around the glass.

“You know… this could’ve been the worst year for me.” He looked at his tea. “Fired. With no direction. No purpose.”

His eyes met hers. “Instead I’m sitting here. With you. Two founders of the coolest tech startup.”

He cleared his throat. “That’s why I wanted tonight. To talk. About everything. And then we leave the darkness behind.”

He took her glass from her hands. Set it on the table next to his.

“It’s because of you. All I see ahead is light.”

Her hands found the pillow underneath her. She held on.

“There’s a world out there I get to figure out now. And no matter what happens, I just know that I’m never, ever using Microsoft Outlook again.”

Maya laughed. Actually cackled.

“I mean it.” Shayan’s laughter joined hers. “I realized it a few days ago. I started crying.”

She was still laughing. Wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m so happy for you.”

He caught his breath. “I am so happy because of you.”

The laughter faded. The candles flickered all around them.

“There’s one more thing.” Shayan reached for the book on the table. The old one. Persian script on the cover.

“My uncle, he loves poetry. Actually he’s kind of a poet himself. But, he gave me this.” He turned it over. “He loves Hafez.”

She looked at what he was holding. “You can read the Farsi?”

“Sure. At a kindergarten level.” He grinned. “This one has English translations.”

He handed her the book.

She held it. Heavy in her hands.

“So there’s a tradition called Faal-e Hafez.” He said it slowly. “You hold a question in your head. Something you want to know. But don’t tell me what it is.”

She traced the cover of the book with her fingers.

“Then you open it to any page. And whatever you find is your answer.”

“So it’s fortune telling,” Maya teased.

“It’s not fortune telling.”

“You’re asking me to open a random page and let a dead poet answer my question.”

“A 700-year-old dead poet. Yes.”

She turned the book over in her hands.

He let it go. “You never know what meaning you’ll find in poetry.”

Maya looked at him. Then at the book.

“Just try it.”

She closed her eyes. Held something in her mind. Took a deep breath.

Opened it.

A folded piece of paper fell out. She caught it. Unfolded it.

She saw his handwriting.

Maya gave him a side eye. “What is this?”

“Read it.”

She straightened the creases on the paper. “Did you write this?”

He just looked at her.

She read the title under her breath. “Tick Tock.”

She looked up. Met his eyes.

He looked at the paper. Back at her. Waited.

She looked down and read:

attention is a sacred wine I dare not steal the cup unless your hand, freely, lifts it up

tick tock block by block the old guard falls we’re raising a temple outside their walls

guard what is sacred give only if earned through trust freely given or value returned

She read it again. Then again.

The room was quiet.

He was holding his breath.

She finally looked up.

“Did the poem answer your question?”

She looked back at the paper. Started counting to herself. “One..Three..Eight..Thirteen.”

“The whole vision.” Maya eyes softened. “How did you describe everything in thirteen lines?”

“It’s your vision.” His eyes were sharp. “I was actually working on website copy. Somehow this poured out instead.”

“You really see it.” Almost under her breath.

“We’re standing on the first block. This is what we’re doing. What we’ll give people. How long it’ll take.”

Her eyes went to his hands. His neck. His lips.

“It’s gonna take years. Maybe decades. But I believe in this. I’ll help you do this.”

“Website copy?” She looked down again at the words. “These read almost like instructions.”

“‘Unless your hand, freely, lifts it up.’” She bit her lip. Met his eyes.

He waited.

“So,” she shifted against the pillow. Held the poem up. “I just have to opt in?”

“We both do.”

She ran her thumb across his handwriting.

He was smiling. Watching her.

He finally exhaled. “Maya.”

She looked up. Set down the paper.

“You have had my full attention since Vegas.” Shayan put his hands on his knees. Leaned towards her. “All I want is to keep giving it to you.”

Her eyes locked on his. His dropped to her mouth. Came back up.

Her arms reached out. For the pillow under him.

Her hands tightly gripped the fabric. Slowly pulling herself closer while he didn’t move.

He reached his arms over her. Brought her the rest of the way.

Their faces now inches apart.

She finally spoke. “Same.”

He let out an unexpected laugh. “Same?”

“You know,” she tilted her head back to meet his eyes. “I feel like I’m seeing you for the first time tonight.”

The apartment had disappeared.

It was just them. Floating in the air. On two pillows.

“Not Sean. But Shayan. This is who you should always be.”

He brought his face down to hers. “You mean you want to make me Persian food every night?”

“No. Yes. But no.” Her eyes narrowed on his. “You know what I’m saying. Shayan is who I want.”

“Yes ma’am.” He pulled her pillow even closer to him. “No more assimilation.”

Maya let herself giggle. Her knees were now between his. His breath was warm on her face.

“Thank you. For your poem. For tonight.”

His arms tightened around her. His hand slid up her back. Found her neck.

He pulled her face up to his.

He kissed her.

The rock candy still sweet on both their lips.

She sank into him. Her hands pressed to his chest.

His heartbeat under her palms.

She grabbed the front of his sweater. Pulled herself deeper into his arms.

His hands moved down her back. Found her waist.

Her hands went to his face. His jaw. His hair.

He pulled her into his lap and kissed her slower. She let him take his time.

Then he eased back. Looked at her.

His breathing settled. “Hi.”

She smiled. “Hi.”

He straightened the strap of her dress where it had slipped. His lips followed. Her shoulder. Her collarbone.

He stopped. “Wait. Is this—”

His hand had stayed on her shoulder. He looked at the dress. Then at her.

“It is.”

“From the After Party?” His hands slid down to her waist. “How did I not—”

“Yeah! How did you miss it?” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I thought you paid attention to everything.”

He looked around his apartment. “I think I was too busy trying not to mess this up.”

She leaned in. Pecked his lips. “I almost didn’t wear it.”

He pulled back. “Why not?”

“Because you’d know.” She kept kissing him. Now on his neck.

He laughed. “Know what?”

Maya cupped her hands on his face. “That you had me before I even walked through your door.”

Shayan took one of her hands off his face. Slowly kissed her palm.

“Good.” He stared at her hand in his. “Because I’m so tired of calling you my business partner.”

She lifted his chin. “What else would you call me?”

His arms pulled her into him closer. “My girlfriend.”

She blinked. Her hand was still on his chin. “Your girlfriend?”

He nodded.

She pulled his face to hers.

His arms wrapped around her waist. She let her full weight fall into him. Her hips pressed into his. The pillows shifted beneath them.

He stood up. Took her with him towards the bedroom.

Her legs wrapped around his waist. Her arms tightened around his neck. She held on.

The candles flickered. The music kept playing to an empty room.

Hours later the sun would rise.

But for now, their longest night had just begun.




Act 4




Chapter 13: Must Be Nice

Six months later

“Alright. ALRIGHT.” Ken was standing on a chair. Holding a microphone. “Can I get everyone’s attention for a second.”

The room laughed. Someone whistled.

“I’m not gonna talk long because I know y’all are trying to eat.” He raised his glass. “But I gotta say something about these two.”

Maya leaned into Shayan. His arm was already around her chair.

“I could not be more excited. I’ve watched these two go back and forth for a minute now.” Ken shook his head. “It took them long enough.”

A bigger laugh this time.

“But they figured it out. And I couldn’t be happier for my brother.” Ken’s voice dropped. “Nima. Get up here, Azizam!”

Nima stood up. Buttoned his jacket.

Ken stepped down. Pulled him in. Clapped him on the back twice. Handed over the mic.

“Hey everybody. Thanks for being here.” Nima chuckled. “I’m sure some of you are thinking this feels sudden.”

A few tables cracked up.

“Allow me to explain. Actually, Leyla doesn’t even know this.” He turned to Leyla. Winked. “But I want to share the story of the first time I saw her.”

Leyla’s mouth dropped. She leaned forward. Chin in her hand.

“I was at a fundraiser. I used to volunteer for IRF a lot. She had just started. I don’t think she’d been with us more than a few weeks.”

“We had a silent auction that night. And one of the donors was bidding on his own item. Everyone knew. Nobody was going to say anything because, you know, he’s a big donor. He’s older. It’s awkward.”

He took a sip of his champagne.

“Leyla walks up to the group. Hears about it. And walks straight over to him and tells him he can’t do that.”

“And he tried. He was smiling, doing the whole, you know.” Nima waved his hand. “But she wasn’t having it. She was polite. Direct. Didn’t make a scene. She just said no.”

The women at Leyla’s table erupted. Aisha yelled, “That’s our girl!”

“The man was outraged. Everyone else was watching from across the room like—” He mimed hiding behind a drink. The tables laughed.

“But then he conceded.” He held out his arm to Leyla. “Fast forward to two hours later… she’s on the dance floor with him!”

The laughter carried through the room. Guests holding their napkins high, waving them in the air.

“And they were having a great time. She got the DJ to play Baba Karam for him. Pretty sure she made his night.”

Leyla had her face in her hands.

“So I’m standing there thinking…” Nima reached out again to her. “Who is this person.”

Leyla bit her bottom lip.

He turned back to the room.

“She was… I mean, look at her.” He gestured at Leyla. Laughter spread through the room. “I didn’t stand a chance.”

“But—” Nima raised his finger. “She had a boyfriend. So I had to go on with my life. Until three years later, on a hot summer night, where we literally bump into each other. In the middle of Dupont Circle.”

Maya squeezed Shayan’s hand. He leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“…It’s her birthday. She’s with her girls. I’m with my boys. And finally, she’s single. But Leyla—” He turned back to her. “Getting this woman’s attention is like—”

Another wave of laughter. Leyla raised her glass. Rolled her eyes.

“She spent the whole night making sure everyone else was having a good time. I don’t think she looked my way once.”

Leyla pouted at him from across the room.

“But a few months later, it happens again. Except it’s daytime. At the H Street Festival. She barely registers I’m there.”

Leyla shrugged.

Aisha and Salma’s elbows were on the table. Chins in their palms. Eyes wide.

“This is so sweet,” Salma turned to Gabriel. He kissed her shoulder.

“But we ended up spending the whole day together. As a group. I got to see this person. Again.” Nima smiled. “But now our best friends had become recently… you know, entangled.”

“Ay!” Shayan pointed at Nima. Maya pulled his hand down.

“So what could I do? Nothing. Right? She wasn’t even giving me an in.” Nima threw his hands up. “So again, I went on with my life. Until months later. When her dating profile pops up.”

He pumped his fist. Laughter and cheers rocked the room.

“I immediately swiped. So fast I sprained my finger. That eager. Even once we matched, she wouldn’t send her number. For weeks she still made me work for it.”

Maya’s eyes caught Leyla’s.

“But,” Nima cleared his throat, “I did finally get this woman’s attention. Long enough to let me take her out on a damn date. And make her realize she’s my wife.”

He looked at the room.

“Happy to report I made my case and won it.”

Every table started cheering. Salma started kelling. Ladies across the room joined. Ken started a chant. “Nima! Nima! Nima!”

“So when my Leyla joon told me if I wanted to marry her it would have to be at Burning Man —”

The groans were immediate. Shayan covered his face with his hand.

“I knew none of y’all were coming to that.” Nima raised his glass. “So tonight is what we’ve got. And it wouldn’t be real without each of you here.”

Their friends and families raised their glasses. “We love you!” rang out from every table.

Nima looked at Leyla. “So here’s to all of you. And here’s to my future wife. May you never again be too distracted to notice how much I love you.”

“Be salamati!”

“Be salamati!” the room echoed.

Glasses clinked. Kelling started from somewhere and spread.

Nima walked back to Leyla. She was standing before he reached her. She grabbed his jacket with both hands and kissed him.

Then she put her hand on the mic. He let go.

“Okay, okay. Just for the record.” She turned to the room. “I knew exactly who this man was.”

Nima braced himself.

“I knew because women talk.” She smirked. “We talk a lot.”

The ladies in the room started cheering.

“Of course I remember Nima from that fundraiser. Yes. I noticed him. Every woman in that room noticed him.”

Ken shouted “ye-ah!” Shayan put two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

Leyla looked at Nima. “You weren’t a secret.”

Nima grinned. Almost started blushing.

“So I did what any respectable woman would do.” She shrugged. “I ignored him. For years.”

The room erupted in laughter.

“I mean, come on, those thirst traps he kept posting online.” She shook her hand like it was on fire. “I’m too busy to try to fight other women on social media.”

Nima raised his hands up. “They’re car detailing videos!”

“OW, OW!” Salma and Aisha shouted.

“But I’m woman enough to admit when I was wrong.” She turned to Nima. “Thank you for making me finally stand still. And see you.”

Nima put his arm around her. She lifted her glass.

“To my future husband. May you always remember…that I’m always watching.”

Glasses went up across every table. The room was on its feet.

Leyla turned to Nima and kissed him.



Five hours later

Leyla was in Nima’s lap. His chin on her shoulder. Her fingers drawing circles on his wrist.

David had Aisha’s feet in his hands. Slow circles along the arch. Seven months pregnant. Five hours of dancing. Her eyes were closed.

Maya and Salma at the end of the table. Heads together. Whispering about something only they were allowed to hear. Gabriel was enjoying the last of his wine.

Shayan and Ken were shoulder to shoulder. Ken was pointing at something on Shayan’s phone. Shayan was scrolling.

Nine people in a room built for a hundred. Chairs stacked along the walls. One waiter folding linens near the back. The staff had stopped asking if they needed anything.

Maya was looking at her phone. She covered her mouth. Then lost it. Salma followed. Their laughter woke the table up.

“What.” Leyla sat up.

Salma couldn’t talk. Maya held up her screen.

It was a video of Nima. Three hours ago. In the center of the crowd on the dance floor. On the ground. Full suit. Face down. Doing the worm.

Behind him, Maya and Shayan dancing. Cheering him on.

Leyla’s jaw dropped. “WHEN WAS THIS?”

“You were in the bathroom!” Salma was crying.

Ken was on his feet. “PLAY THAT BACK.”

“I didn’t know you could move like that.” Maya wiped her eyes. “Nima, you used to be so stiff. I swear you’d barely make eye contact.”

Leyla pressed her lips to Nima’s neck. “That’s because I made him so nervous.”

“I was not nervous.” Nima reached for the phone. Ken held it higher. “I was assessing.”

“Assessing.” Ken repeated. Didn’t even look at him.

Aisha’s voice came from behind closed eyes. David’s hands paused on her foot.

“You know what I remember?” She opened one eye. “That day at H Street. When we were first hanging out.” She looked at Nima. “I could’ve sworn you didn’t want to be there.”

Nima and Shayan looked at each other.

“Yeah,” Aisha continued. “I saw you two arguing at one point too.”

“I remember that.” Maya smirked.

“I was just being protective.” Nima turned to Maya. “That’s my boy. I didn’t know your intentions.”

“Well we did.” Leyla interrupted. “She wouldn’t shut up about him.”

“For the record,” Maya lifted her chin, “I had rules for a reason. We had a business to build first.”

Shayan leaned back. Rested his hands on the back of his head. “I wasn’t worried.”

“So guys, tell us.” Gabriel leaned in. “How close are you now to launching?”

“Well,” Maya tucked her leg under her. Exhaled. “That’s a good question.”

“Hopefully soon.” Shayan pushed a hair out of Maya’s face. “Unless a new AI model drops and this one gets another great idea.”

“Not just me,” Maya corrected. “But we can do more now than we thought. The agent I just built us knocks what I made last year out of the water.”

“But nothing is holding you guys up?” Gabriel sipped from his glass.

“Maybe Shayan’s perfectionism.” She squeezed his knee.

“Or is it that good ’ol government efficiency?” Nima chuckled. “My boy likes to take his time.”

Maya rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it.”

“Ay!” Leyla raised her hand. Pointed at Maya.

Leyla and Maya reached over the table to each other. High-fived.

Shayan put his arm around Maya’s chair. “There’s a learning curve. When you’re finally allowed to use your whole brain.”

“More like, there’s a lot to unlearn.” Maya met his eyes. “Before you can really get to work.”

She put her hand on his leg. His fingers locked on to hers.

“Sounds like it’s been productive.” Gabriel smiled. “I’m ready to see it.”

“You and me, both.” Shayan exhaled.

“And they will.” Maya sat up. “When it’s ready.”

“But you’ve been saying ‘almost ready’ for a while,” Nima cleared his throat. “You guys have enough runway to keep pushing it back?”

Maya and Shayan looked at each other. Back at him. In unison. “We’re okay.”

“We get it.” Leyla pointed at Shayan. “Ya’ll have 100 Bitcoins!”

Maya laughed. Shook her head.

“I believe you guys are ok.” Aisha shifted David’s hands to a different spot on her foot. “But I just don’t understand how.”

“Yeah, a month in Costa Rica. That week in El Salvador.” Ken put his arm around Shayan’s chair. “You guys are acting like you’re in early retirement.”

“Well, my new boss lets me work remote from anywhere.” Shayan grinned. “And those places are Bitcoin hubs. You can pretty much live off of your Bitcoin there.”

“But the taxes on the gains will get you.” Salma pointed at Maya.

“We don’t sell it. We spend it.” Maya pointed back at her. “Down there, buying groceries with Bitcoin is just sales tax. Same as cash.”

“Once you find people who accept Bitcoin as payment,” Shayan reached for Maya’s water. “Everything gets cheaper for you.”

“We are more than okay.” Maya stretched her arms above her head. Yawned. “Bitcoin went up. Our costs are low. We sell only when we need.”

“When did it go up?” Salma frowned. “It crashed this year. Again and again.”

“Is this a crash if you bought in at 30k?” Shayan smiled.

David leaned forward. “Is that what you bought at?”

“I first bought much lower than that. But sold too early. Like an idiot.” Shayan shrugged. “Eventually I started just doing regular buys. And I don’t touch it.”

Maya turned to David. “Even just a dollar day is enough.”

“But you guys aren’t worried? Cause what if it crashes more?” Aisha repositioned her belly in her seat. “I’m so worried about the economy right now.”

David put his arm around Aisha. “We’ll be fine.”

Leyla sighed. “I’ve reviewed more severance packages this quarter than in the last two years combined.”

“The layoffs at my firm won’t stop.” Salma added.

“The tariffs are still crushing us.” Nima shook his head. “But I’m not going to let anyone go. We’ll figure something out.”

“At least AI isn’t coming for you, Nima.” Salma turned to Leyla. “Thank god we’re also personality hires.”

Leyla winked at Salma.

“Hopefully we can all just ride this out.” Ken exhaled. “A lot people are struggling right now.”

The table got quiet for a moment. Maya’s hand was on Shayan’s knee. His arm still around her chair.

“Must be nice.” Ken said. Softer now. “Not having a boss to worry about.”

“Or employees.” Nima said.

Maya looked at Shayan. The smallest smile.

“It’s been very nice.”



One year later

The red light came on.

“Welcome back to LIVE with News Channel Six. I’m Lisa Williams. There’s a new tech startup right in our backyard here in the District. And you may want to hear about it. Meet founders Sean and Maya. They have a new social media app that wants to pay you crypto to use it. Welcome.”

“Thank you.” Maya answered.

“Thank you for having us.” Shayan added.

Lisa turned from the teleprompter to Shayan. “Now your app is called NextBlock.”

They both nodded.

“And it wants to pay people to watch ads.” Lisa leaned forward. “So how much are we talking here? How much could someone really make on your app?”

“Well,” Shayan cleared his throat. “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

He blinked to block the bright lights shining on his eyes.

“Right now social media companies make billions selling our attention. But you get nothing.” He smiled. “NextBlock flips that. If someone wants to advertise to you, they pay you directly.”

“Okay.” Lisa turned to the camera. “But how much would I make watching one ad?”

He laughed. Repositioned himself on the couch. “The reason I can’t answer that question is because that’s up to you. And the market. We called it the attention marketplace.”

Maya interrupted. “Think of them as billboards, instead of digital ads. These billboards pay out after you’ve looked at them. Like in a video game. If you pass one and choose to watch, you’ll earn some coin.”

“Well now…” Lisa danced in her anchor chair. “That kind of sounds fun.”

“A billboard doesn’t pop up unless the promoter was willing to pay your rate.” Maya pointed at Lisa. “You set your price. Not the advertiser. Not us.”

“Well that’s interesting.” She leaned in. “So on average, how much can someone make?”

“Well…that’s the fun part of NextBlock.” Maya shifted in her seat. “That number changes about every 10 minutes. Because we time matches with new blocks on the Bitcoin blockchain.”

“Get it? Next. Block.” Shayan grinned.

Lisa humored him with a laugh. “But right now? How much to watch an ad.”

Shayan pulled out his phone. “7:18 am eastern time, on a Tuesday morning… about 20 sats. So 3 cents.”

“Okay,” Lisa tossed her hair. Looked at the camera. “So no one is quitting their day job here.”

Maya and Shayan’s eyes darted to each other. She smirked.

“Well.” Shayan smiled. Wide. “We believe as this new promotion model grows, the price will change. More accurately reflect market demand.”

Maya leaned forward. “I personally think consented attention is more valuable than we realize. Considering it’s an opt-in experience—”

“But that’s only half of NextBlock,” Shayan interrupted. “The other is our social experience. Where you can take what you just earned watching a billboard, and tip that out to content creators.”

“Oh, that’s interesting.” Lisa leaned back. “So it’s like tokens you earn to give out?”

“It’s Bitcoin.” Shayan sat up straighter. “Bitcoin. Which is real money. The best money. Because you get it instantly.”

Maya put her hand on Shayan’s arm. Lightly.

“The point is that people can earn and tip on a regular basis,” Maya kept smiling. “Content creators get paid directly by the people who love them. No platform taking a cut.”

Lisa looked up, over Maya and Shayan. Shouted to the weatherman, “What do you think Jim, would you want viewers to send you crypto for your weather reports?”

Jim was standing at his green wall ten feet away, scrolling his phone. He looked up. Laughed. “I think I’m good over here.”

“You can always exchange it back to dollars,” Shayan added. “But in our app, everything moves on Bitcoin.”

“Right so let me ask a technical question if you don’t mind?” Lisa turned to Shayan.

“You’ll have to ask Maya.” He turned to Maya. Put one hand on her back. “She’s our CTO. This is her brainchild.”

“Oh, that’s great.” Lisa’s eyes sharpened. Then she looked between them. “And you two are a couple, right?”

“We are,” Maya answered quickly.

“That’s lovely.” Lisa paused. “Okay Maya. How do you know a real person watched the ad? What about bots? What if I’m tipping AI?”

“So everyone on NextBlock has what we call a Block. Think of it like your address on the internet. People visiting your Block see your content, but also links to all the other places you are on the internet. A way to pay you. All of that lives on your Block.”

Lisa reached for the mug on the glass coffee table between them. Nodded.

“And to get a Block, you have to be verified, not by us, but through a Bitcoin wallet with Know Your Customer laws. That’s how we battle the bots.” Maya’s hands were moving fast. “One real person, one Block.”

“It’s also how we restrict the age on our app to 18 and over,” Shayan added. “We don’t advertise to children.”

“As for AI,” Maya continued, “if you like a video and you want to tip the person who posted it, or the AI that made it, that’s your business.”

“But some of us need help spotting that AI.” Lisa sat up. “Right Jim!”

Jim shook his head. “It’s getting trickier every day.”

Maya forced a laugh. “Well. We’re all adults. You can decide for yourself what’s worth your money.”

Lisa paused. Looked down at her cards. Looked back up.

Maya tried to look at Shayan through the corner of her eye. He was looking at Lisa.

Lisa cleared her throat. “Well alright. Fair enough.”

Shayan exhaled. Tapped his shoe against Maya’s. Tick. Again. Tock.

Lisa turned to camera. “The app is called NextBlock. You can check it out at joinnextblock.com. Sean, Maya, thank you both.”

The red light went off. They both sank into the couch.

Lisa was already on her feet, unclipping her mic. “Not bad for your first segment, you guys. You’ll get faster.”

She walked off without waiting for a response.



One year later

The crowd was already laughing when Sheri put down her water glass.

“You would be surprised how little men know about Bitcoin.”

The laughter swelled. A woman in the third row clapped once.

“Oh, I know,” Cory said from the moderator stool. “Your phrasing though…”

The room howled.

Tuesday nights at PubKey usually held fifty. Tonight there were over a hundred. The bar had run out of seating an hour ago. Eyes were locked on the three-person panel on the stage.

Sheri cleared her throat. “But what I mean is, it’s easy to assume the husband who talks about Bitcoin and crypto actually knows what’s going on. Unfortunately, we know that’s not always true.”

She paused.

“And usually it’s crypto, right? Not Bitcoin. They’re losing a lot. Hiding it from their families.”

Cory turned to Drew. “Drew. You wrote about this.”

Drew nodded. “I did. There’s a storyline in my book. Jessica trusted her husband. He was into crypto. He kept hiding his losses.”

“So real,” Sheri interrupted. “I’ve represented a few Jessicas.”

“But you can’t fault her.” Drew continued. “She had too much on her plate to take on learning a whole new currency. But it also wasn’t right to blindly trust her husband with their finances.”

Sheri leaned forward on her stool. “Two years ago, I noticed a pattern. Same case. Over and over. Different husband, same wife sitting in my office.”

“He’d been talking to a ‘trader’ online for months. Charts. Updates. Returns. The trader was helpful. Patient. Knew his kids’ names.”

A woman in the front row exhaled. Sharp, audible.

“By the time the husband tried to pull the money out, there was nothing to pull.”

Sheri lifted her water glass. Sipped. Set it down.

“And in case any of you still think the trader is a person…she isn’t. The trader is an AI. Running thousands of these conversations at the same time. Building a relationship with each husband. Never sleeping. Never forgetting what he told her.”

The room was silent.

Drew turned to the room. “Jessica was supposed to be that cautionary tale. The character whose husband got caught up in it. Because every single thing about that world is a scam.”

“And they’re targeting men.” Sheri added.

Maya lifted her mic. “Crypto is just digital beanie babies. That’s all it is for men. Something to play with.”

Drew jumped in. “Everyone has that friend. The one who told them to buy Bitcoin five years ago. Ten years ago. They didn’t. And they’ve believed ever since that they’re too late.”

“And the scammers wait for that feeling.” Sheri explained. “Then they pitch a new coin. ‘You can’t be early on Bitcoin anymore. But you can be early on this.’”

Drew shook her head. “Which is why women can’t afford to not understand this stuff anymore. We can’t sit on the sidelines and trust the men in our lives are figuring it out.”

“Exactly.” Maya smiled. “We have to figure it out ourselves.”

Cory looked to Drew. “And that’s why your book has been so important. It’s brought so many women to Bitcoin.”

He paused. “Or, should I say, it brought Bitcoin to where women already were.”

The room broke out into applause.

“I’d been trying to tell the women I love about Bitcoin for years.” Drew said. “None of them were going to read a book called How Bitcoin Works. I knew that.”

Laughter rolled through the bar.

“So I wrote Stacking Bread for them instead. A bakery inherited by a woman. She needs to find money or it closes on Christmas. And this annoying Bitcoiner guy who is a regular there, who she doesn’t realize had been paying her grandma in sats since 2015.”

Drew smiled. “I wanted to show people Bitcoin can solve real problems. That it’s a way out of this crumbling system.”

Maya gestured around the bar. “And to show the simple example of a business accepting Bitcoin as payment…that’s something we’re all doing here tonight.”

The room cheered. Glasses up at the bar. “Bitcoin is the best money!” from somewhere in the back. The place clapped for itself.

“But not every city has a cool Bitcoin bar like PubKey.” Maya continued. “Drew’s book showed people the subculture already exists. All around us. Alongside the old world.”

Drew watched Maya. “And publishing it on NextBlock’s Library…that’s how I was able to connect so closely with my readers. Every chapter was like an open book club.”

Sheri spoke up. “I learned a lot in those comments. Found other good Blocks to visit. That’s where I found the Flirting with Bitcoin Neighborhood.”

Cheers from the room.

“From there I had a place I could keep coming back to.” Sheri exhaled. “I finally found the community I needed to understand Bitcoin for my career. And for my life.”

Cory faced Sheri. “Sheri, if you could leave the women in this room with one thing, what would it be?”

Sheri didn’t hesitate. “Trust your husband. Verify him anyway.”

Maya’s eyes darted to Shayan. He was grinning.

From the edge of the third row Ms. Patrice stood and clapped.

Maya’s eyes caught her. She waved from the stage.

Ms. Patrice blew her a kiss.

Cory swung back to the panel. “Speaking of husbands.”

He let the laughter settle.

“We should mention, our NextBlock founders Maya, and Sean over there, actually just got back from their honeymoon.”

“Really?” Drew’s head snapped to Shayan at the bar.

Maya laughed. “Sheri, don’t worry. I put this guy through the ringer.”

Sheri turned to look at Shayan. Squinted her eyes. “Good.”

The whole bar cracked up again.

Maya let it settle. “It’s wonderful Sheri is seeing it this way. Because what that means is that she understands Bitcoin is money. And once you understand this invention, the ideas start coming. For how to use it. What else it can be.”

“And that’s where NextBlock came from?” Cory asked.

“With these two revolutionary technologies, Bitcoin and Nostr, we were able to completely reimagine social media.” Maya continued. “If you have something to share, a video, a book, whatever, you should be able to. Without anyone else’s permission.”

He smirked. “But you can’t force anyone to see it anymore.”

“Exactly!” Maya pointed at Cory. “You’ve got to earn it. Either by paying for it. Or by being interesting enough that someone shares it.”

A hand went up in the second row.

Cory looked at the crowd. “We aren’t doing questions tonight. But…ok yes?”

A woman stood. “When are we getting DMs on NextBlock?”

Maya found Shayan’s eye across the room. They both smiled.

Maya took a deep breath. “Never, probably.”

The crowd stayed quiet.

“When we started building NextBlock, DMs weren’t reliable. But I’d also been talking to women on Nostr. The harassment in DMs was impossible to escape. It’s a place where anyone can hit your attention. Over and over. Without you ever granting them permission.”

The woman in the second row nodded. Sat down.

“Even when it’s labeled a ‘request.’ You can mute them. But the first one already landed.”

“Right.” Cory agreed. “I’ve heard you say this. ‘DMs are too intimate for social media.’”

Maya nodded. “And I wanted them completely separate from the city we were building. On your Block, you specify how to be reached. Email. Scheduling link. Comment publicly. Don’t contact me. You publish it. But knowing my Block address doesn’t grant you a private channel to me. It never will.”

A few scattered claps came from the crowd.

“I believe when you change the incentives in a game, you change behavior.” Maya opened her hands. “NextBlock should be the more empowering experience. For anyone who uses it.”

Drew leaned over toward Maya’s mic. “Can we get a round of applause for this woman?”

The claps grew.

Maya looked across to Shayan at the bar. “Well, give some to my sweet husband. Half of this applause is his.”

“Half?” Sheri shot Shayan a look. “She’s being generous.”

Laughter filled the room one last time.

Cory nodded toward the line. “Thank you, Maya. Drew. Sheri. I see a line forming already. Can you stay?”

They nodded.

Shayan and Ms. Patrice were already at the stage steps. Behind them, a line.

Maya sat back in her stool. Smiled.




Chapter 14: Bitcoin Slot Machines

One year later

The red light came on.

“Alright.” Deja sat forward. She was sitting in one of the three oversized velvet chairs on the set. “Are you guys ready to talk about this one?”

Frankie leaned back in his chair. He was wearing the same matching ‘VERIFIED HUMAN’ sweatshirt as her.

“Let’s do it.” Imani grinned. Placed her mug down on the end table by her chair.

A large ‘The TOUCH GRASS Podcast’ neon sign glowed green behind them.

Frankie shook his head. “Like, he really thought he could come back from it.”

“Alright, so listeners.” Deja glanced at the camera. “Basically, this creator, his handle is Drax on NextBlock.”

“I almost feel bad for him.” Frankie laughed.

“You’ve definitely seen some of his stuff.” Deja turned to Frankie. “He went viral years ago. Songs from texts from his grandma using AI. And he’d act them out.”

“Those were so stupid.” Imani rolled her eyes.

“Right.” Deja kept going. “Looks like he tried to copy another creator’s shtick. She was making these ‘POV you’re an agent and your human is doing a digital detox’ videos.”

“And people on there went nuts.” Frankie scoffed. “Like immediately called him out. Even for taking other people’s content back in the day.”

“Yeah, so maybe ‘Grandma’s Anthem’ was actually stolen too.” Deja shrugged. “Who knows.”

“He’s done.” Frankie cleared his throat. “The trust is gone.”

“Did you see the hashtag they’re using?” Imani laughed. “The videos in the #noATTNtoDrax district is ROUGH.”

“But that’s not the big deal. That shit happens on NextBlock like every other day.” Deja lowered her voice. “Drax was still posting like nothing happened. His neighborhood count was dropping, right?”

“He kept doing what he thought would work.” Imani raised an eyebrow. “’Cause it used to.”

Deja continued. “But Drax didn’t care until Mischa, who runs the ComedyTech neighborhood, took him out of hers.”

“Which is her prerogative to do.” Imani sat up. “It’s her neighborhood.”

Frankie shrugged. “But it’s one of the most popular ones. It killed a lot of his reach.”

Deja held up a finger. “But did you hear now? This dude is trying to sue Mischa.”

“WHAT!” Imani’s hands went up.

Frankie threw his head back. “Sue her for what? Taste?”

“HA! Let me pull up the filing.” Deja grabbed her phone. Started scrolling. “It’s something like…what’s the legal term for causing financial harm?”

Frankie frowned. “Who’s covering the legal fees? He can’t have that kind of money left for a bullshit lawsuit.”

“Mm.” Deja kept scrolling. “He’s just trying to stay relevant.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Imani waved it off. “He can’t win.”

Frankie rolled his eyes. “Like how much could he have been making on there?”

Imani held up a finger. “You’d be surprised. I’ve seen a citizen post a video and make a thousand dollars,” she snapped, “like that.”

“Not surprised at all.” Deja pretended to dust her shoulder off. “Been there. Done that.”

Frankie nodded. “Even our listeners get decent zaps for clipping the show.”

“Shiit, I zap ’em!” Deja reached out to Frankie. “Thanks for helping out the show!”

“Exactly.” Frankie’s palm met hers. Slap, slide, snap as they pulled apart.

“But Drax’s stuff has always been a little controversial, right?” Imani faked a frown. “Poor guy thought drama would get him views.”

“But see that’s why I love NextBlock.” Deja settled back in her chair. “Rage bait won’t work there. There’s too much cool shit to let drama distract you.”

“It’s so legacy.” Imani played with her braids. “Thinking impressions matter anymore.”

“You know what I like?” Frankie adjusted the cap on his head. “No view counts. Anywhere. Can’t fake a number they don’t even show.”

“Exactly.” Deja added. “Like how many people actually reposted your video. Cause that’s free attention you’re getting. That’s worth more than a zap.”

“Nah.” Frankie waved a hand. “Zaps are all that matter. Either they liked it and tipped you or they didn’t.”

“But guys…” Imani leaned in. “I don’t think you know what Drax did when this all first went down.”

“What?” Frankie asked.

“He tried to run billboards, like an apology tour.” Imani sighed. “But it’s been something like…80% opt out.”

“Shiiit.” Frankie sat back. “People don’t even want to be paid to see his stuff.”

Imani threw a hand up. “YUP.”

“That’s kinda brutal.” He turned to Imani. “Like, he can’t even pay his way back in.”

“You can buy attention here. You just can’t force yourself on anyone.” Imani opened her hands.

Deja laughed. “Bet you half the city probably has him blocked at this point.”

“Even though they don’t censor.” Imani crossed her legs. “You have to be on your best behavior on NextBlock.”

“We’re all adults.” Frankie cleared his throat again. “Just don’t be an asshole. Don’t steal people’s shit. We can see everything!”

“People can spot a fake. And they’ll just block your access to their attention. Poof.” Deja flicked her hand open. “You can’t come back from that.”

“But like, that’s him thinking he’s still in legacy social media, right?” Imani tilted her head. “On YouTube, even if he was getting canceled, he’d have options. He’d run ads to trick everyone into thinking it’s blown over.”

“No way his management will even advertise him off another Block.” Deja jumped in. “Cause they wouldn’t want to risk everyone mass opting-out that one too.”

“He can try to sue.” Imani snorted. “But Mischa isn’t an algorithm or company that banned him.”

“I think the point everyone’s been missing though is this is Mischa’s job.” Deja sat forward. “Right? Operating that neighborhood. People like it cause it’s ZERO AI slop. She vets all the Blocks she adds.”

“And she hosts those livestreams for people to meet each other.” Frankie’s voice softened. “She’s built a community there.”

“She better have a good lawyer though.” Imani’s voice dropped. “Defending this shit gets expensive.”

“I’ve sat and watched like five billboards straight in her neighborhood before.” Frankie smiled. “I can spend so much time in there.”

“Yeah, she’s finding the best Blocks.” Deja glanced at her phone. “And after this Drax drama, I think like yesterday…yeah…she already has ten thousand more visiting her neighborhood.”

“The people have decided!” Imani threw her hands up. “They’d rather give her a cut of what they earn, than let him pay them.”

“Dammmn.” Frankie slapped his knee.

“But this is what I keep saying!” Deja held up both hands. “People think they can still get away with the shit that used to work!”

Frankie tilted his head. “Yeah cause they haven’t figured out how to game NextBlock. Yet.”

“Lemme tell you how to game NextBlock.” Deja crooked a finger.

“Oh I’m listening.” Imani laughed.

“Good.” Deja smirked. “Pay attention.”

“Imani is the last person who needs your advice.” Frankie gave Deja a side eye. “She knows the founders. She can just ask them.”

“OH that’s right!” Deja clapped once. “You know Sean!”

Imani rocked in her chair. Flipped her hair to the other side. “I do.”

“Oh,” Deja sighed. Put her hand on her chest. “I loved his talk on the future of television.”

“Did he say it’s dead?” Frankie chuckled.

Deja’s eyes popped. “Oh, I have to send it to you.”

“It is a good one.” Imani scrunched her nose in agreement.

“You know, the whole business model to fund production for like anything streamed?” Deja sat back. “It’s ads! Or product placements.”

“Right,” Imani was nodding. “Just companies paying to promote themselves.”

“Mmm.” Deja took a quick sip of her tea. “So what if TV shows weren’t on networks. Or even Nextflix!”

“So like…YouTube?” Frankie grinned.

“No. Like NextBlock. They replace ads with billboards, in the ad breaks. Right? So people get paid. But the show also gets paid from that billboard. Whatever price the show sets.”

“Okay. Okay.” Frankie eyes were at the ceiling. Thinking. “So a TV show is like a neighborhood basically?”

“Kinda. But think about what that would mean. You could make a pilot and bam!” She pounded a fist into her hand. “You got funding for a whole season.”

Imani whispered into her mic, “If your shit’s good.”

All three started laughing.

“It would be wild though. If that worked.” Frankie scratched his neck. “No more product placement. No network deciding what gets made.”

“That’s the whole idea.” Imani gestured between them. “The show is the network now.”

Frankie sat back. “Guess this Sean’s got vision.”

“I love Sean. He’s crushing it.” Imani sat up. “But Maya’s my girl. And I knew her before they met. I was there that night she first shared her idea with him.”

“Wow.” Frankie sat up. “You were there when they met?”

“Yup.” Imani nodded. “Four years ago. I watched her talk through her protocol with him for hours. At a Nostr event actually.”

“Stop.” Deja held up a hand. “That’s too cute.”

“It was nauseating.” Imani groaned. “But Sean was definitely who she needed. There was no app idea until him.”

“Wait.” Frankie put up a hand. “What’s the difference?”

“Their protocol, the attention protocol, is the rules for buying and selling attention. That’s the idea Maya had.” Imani spread her hands. “The NextBlock app is the video social experience that uses those rules. That was Sean’s idea.”

“Mm.” Frankie squinted. “Still don’t get it.”

“Sorry,” Deja clicked her teeth. “Me too.”

“Okay, like email.” Imani tried again. “Email is a protocol. Gmail, Protonmail, those are different apps that use it.”

“Ohhh.” Frankie shot her a finger gun. Sucked his teeth.

“Okaaay, Maya.” Deja was on her phone and typing. “Well alright. That’s an attractive couple…and she’s the developer…Love that.”

“She is. And she thought this shit out.” Imani leaned in. “Sean will be first to tell you this can’t be gamed.”

“Yes it can. Lemme tell you.” Deja waved her closer. “The game is…your shit’s just gotta be good!”

“HA!” Imani held her hand up. Deja smacked it.

“I remember right when we joined, we did a billboard.” Deja chuckled. “I think I set it to a quarter a view and sent it out to our subscriber list. It was just a minute teaser of a pod episode.”

“We had more downloads that week, yeah.” Frankie said. “But the comments were the best part.”

“Yeah cause the comments can get zapped,” Deja pointed at him. “Everyone brought their A game in there.”

“But remember,” Frankie’s eyes widened. “On one of our first billboards, someone made more in the comments than we did on the video.”

“Yeah. ’Cause you can make real money, the content is like premium here.” Imani’s hands opened wide. “Right? But then no one is even lazy in the comments. Cause people love to zap what’s good.”

“Yeah, I love zapping. 1 sat here, 1 sat there.” Deja pretended to throw coins into a fountain. “Ohh great joke, thanks queen.”

“Great gif, thank you sir!” Frankie pretended to throw a coin.

“You know I live for a messy comments section.” Deja said. “I stay checking the Pulse. I’m nosey as hell. I want to know who zapped who.”

“And it’s never too chaotic cause there aren’t any bots.” Imani picked her mug up off the end table. “Most of Nostr still hasn’t even figure that out.”

“HUMANS UNITE!” Frankie raised a fist.

“But girl. Speaking of Nostr…” Deja turned to Imani. “That’s what we wanted to talk to you about today. Last time Imani came on she explained Bitcoin and Satoshis…”

“SATS,” Frankie wagged a finger at her. “We’re calling them SATS.”

“And that was great. Magical internet money. I’m slowly getting it.” Deja groaned. “But you gotta explain Nostr to me. Your girl just stopped using IG. I’m trying to catch up.”

Imani sat up. “Wait. Did you read Stacking Bread yet?”

Deja winced. “No.”

Frankie blinked. “Girl. Even I’ve read it.”

“It’s the best way to ease into all this stuff.” Imani shrugged. “Just read the book.”

Frankie turned to the camera. “Yeah, listeners, for those who don’t know, Imani has been circling around all this tech—”

“Freedom tech.” Imani corrected.

“Freedom tech, for years. We want to understand it.” Frankie repeated. “NextBlock says that no matter what we post to our Block, it can’t get taken down.”

“Where was this in 2024?” Deja shook her head. “When I got shadow-banned for posting for Palestine.”

Imani set her mug down. “That post? On NextBlock, nobody buries it. No algorithm deciding who gets to see you. And it’s yours. They can’t take it down, can’t shadow-ban it. It just stays up.”

“And it’s not just NextBlock.” Imani went on. “Same tech, hundreds of other apps. All open.”

“So, in all those other apps, we just log in with our NextBlock account?” Deja asked.

“Kinda. Yeah.” Imani took a breath. “Technically with your npub.”

Deja interrupted. “Girl. Slow down. Npub?”

Frankie cut in. “It’s like your user name. Your account.”

“Yes!” Imani exhaled. “One login. You’re you everywhere. Same account, no new password. You visit my neighborhood, it’s all Nostr projects, and you walk in as you.”

Frankie pulled the mic closer. “And all your followers follow? Right? On these other apps?”

“All the contacts, in your address book.” Imani emphasized.

“Followers is from legacy. We don’t follow people, we visit them now!” Deja clapped between each word. “Keep up!”

Frankie waved Deja off.

“Coming up: Imani explains the entire internet. Let’s run an ad first.” Frankie gestured wide. “Sorry listeners, it’s not a billboard that’ll pay you.”

Deja turned to the camera. “Go touch some grass while you wait.”

The red light blinked off.



Ten months later

The elevator door closed.

Maya let out a long breath. Her shoulders dropped.

Shayan was watching her. Already smiling.

“Thank god we’re finally alone.” She stretched her neck to the side.

“Mm.” He took a step toward her.

She dropped her head to the other side. Her blazer was on her arm. Her blouse still a little wrinkled from the mic she’d ripped off earlier.

He took another step. “You were ruthless up there.”

She bit back a smile.

He laughed. “I still can’t believe you shouted ‘can’t be worse than a model that loses eight billion dollars to fraud!’”

“I can’t believe I laughed about it with the crowd.” She lifted her chin.

“Yeah.” His hand found her waist. First time all day he’d let it. “Can we please practice a little more restraint next time.”

She put her hands on his chest. “I was so unprofessional.”

The numbers above the door started climbing.

He grabbed her face. Kissed her.

Her back hit the wall and she laughed against his mouth.

His hands moved to her hair. To her back.

“You can’t wait three minutes?” She pulled back.

“I’m not used to having to wait.” He kissed her again.

She pulled him closer. Closed her eyes.

The floor stopped moving.

The chime snapped them back.

They jumped apart. Maya straightened her hair.

The elevator door opened. To an empty hallway.

Shayan exhaled. “We’re in the clear.”

She walked out. “You’re proud of yourself.”

He followed. Smirked. “A little.”

“Someone from the conference could’ve seen us.”

“And then what?” Shayan pulled out the room key. “We’re in Vegas, baby.”

“It only took you five years to finally get me back to your hotel room.” Maya walked through as he held the door.

Inside, their suite was a mess. Her dress from yesterday over the chair. Three laptops were open on the desk. Their minibar already raided. They each threw their 2031 CES SPEAKER badges on the dresser.

Shayan headed for the coffee machine.

Maya tossed her blazer on the couch. Kicked off her heels. Climbed onto the bed.

She pulled out her phone. Opened the group chat.

No 🚗 to Arlington 🚫. 47 unread messages.

She scrolled to the top.
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Shayan walked over with her coffee. Placed it on the nightstand. Tossed a bag of pistachios from the minibar onto the bed.

Maya grabbed them without looking up. Smiled at the screen. Typed.

He kissed the top of her head. Walked to the window.

Thirty-five floors below, the Strip was glowing. He watched the water dance in the Bellagio fountains.

He turned back. Watched her scrolling on her phone.

She wiped a tear from her face.

Shayan walked over. Sat next to her on the bed. Took the phone gently out of her hands. Set it on the nightstand.

She looked up.

His eyes met hers. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“What did Salma say?”

“Basically that our child doesn’t miss us.” Maya slumped into his chest.

“That kid can be such a jerk.” He patted her back. “We gotta remember to get Salma a Spice Girls Reunion t-shirt.”

“That can’t be all we bring back for her.” She pulled away. Rolled her shoulders. “She deserves three nights in a hotel too.”

“Right.” He leaned back on the bed.

“Look at her.” Maya put her phone in front of his face. Her eyes filled.

Shayan looked at the photo. “My Baba joon.”

She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. Exhaled.

“She looks older.” Maya kept looking at the screen. “Doesn’t she look older?”

He looked again. His thumb traced the screen. “Can you send these to my mom too?”

“I will.” She kissed his temple. Put her phone back down.

“I texted with Gabriel earlier too. She’s doing great.” His hand reached for her leg. “It’s just a few days.”

She turned to face him. Sat cross-legged on the bed.

He did the same, lying down. Then closed his eyes and reached for her hand.

She held it. Used her fingers to draw circles on his palm. Then up his arm. Then back down to his hand.

Shayan settled deeper into the bed. “Can’t believe how well this is going.”

“I can.” Maya kept drawing on his palm. “But, I couldn’t have done this without you.”

Shayan opened one eye. “Yeah you could have.”

She shook her head. “No. It only works because it’s both of us.”

“It works too well. We definitely pissed people off today.” He smiled. “Should we be worried?”

“Worried isn’t the right word.” Maya was now focusing on his wrist. “I just didn’t think it would land as hard as it did today. As fast.”

Shayan yawned. “And that woman from Oracle, trying to argue technology needs to track people.”

She rolled her eyes. “Like it was a law of physics.”

“And the Meta guy said the same thing. Twice.”

Maya scoffed.

“They don’t even realize what they’re saying out loud anymore.” He cleared his throat. “These people are psychopaths.”

She chuckled. Bit her lip. Kept drawing circles up his arm.

“And then to call us a novelty.” His eyes were closed.

Maya took a long, deep breath. “‘Bitcoin slot machines’ is what they called it.”

“I heard three other people call us that today.” Shayan let go of her hand. Sat up. “That’s gotta be the talking point.”

“Let them.” She finally stood. Stretched her arms over her head. “As if that’s the worst thing to be called in Vegas.”

“That’s all they have. To scare people away.” He yawned again. “Bitcoin is our only barrier.”

She looked down at him. “It’s our superpower.”

He laughed. “Our click-thru-rates are our superpower.”

“8% and with no surveillance capitalism. Imagine that.”

Shayan shook his head. “Took no prisoners.”

Maya let her head fall back. Laughed.

He reached for his phone. Tapped something. Held it out to her.

Maya took it. Squinted at the screen. “What? Tomorrow’s flight is delayed?”

“Kinda.” He stood up. “We need one more day. Just to celebrate.”

Now she frowned at him. “But Salma thinks we’re coming back tomorrow.”

“She’s always known we’re coming back Friday.” Shayan’s smile got wider.

Maya looked at him. Back to the phone. “When? How?” Back to him. “Why did you do this?”

He put his hands on her shoulders. “Because my CTO has been killing it lately and she deserved an extra day of PTO.”

She set the phone on the nightstand. Pulled him down onto the bed.

She climbed into his lap. Buried her face in his neck. “Thank you.”

“Tick Tock.” He almost sang. “I think the old guard is falling.”

Maya took one more inhale. Then stood and walked to the closet.

“Do you need help with your dress?” He sat up. Stretched his back.

She shook her head. Started changing for dinner.

He changed into a fresh shirt.

“And that asshole sat up there and called it innovation.” Her zipper caught at her shoulder blades.

“Uh huh.” Shayan walked over. Lifted her hair off her neck. Zipped her up.

“Everyone there knows that 60% of impressions are non-human now.” Maya switched out her earrings. Bigger hoops replaced smaller ones.

He watched her as he sprayed on his cologne.

“No one can verify real attention.” Maya adjusted herself in the mirror. “Not like us.”

His eyes followed her hands.

She walked over to him. Fixed his collar.

Their eyes finally met. She breathed him in.

“Wait.” Maya stepped back. “Why did we get ready so quickly?”

His arms wrapped around her. “Why are we even leaving?”

She tilted her head. “That’s a good question.” Her hand found his chest.

He pulled her closer.

Her chin lifted.

She could feel his breath on her lips.

And then his phone alarm screamed in his pocket.

She didn’t move.

It buzzed again.

He pulled back. Looked at the phone. “Speaker’s dinner.”

“Wow.” Maya turned away. Couldn’t hold back her laughter. “Another one of your damn phone alarms ruining my night in Vegas.”

“Actually.” Shayan grabbed her. Pulled her into his arms. “We can be late.”

She found his belt loop. Pulled him onto the bed.

Two hours later, they made it to dinner.

For now, nobody else would get their attention.



Three years later

The gavel cracked twice.

“This hearing of the Subcommittee on Digital Engagement and Commerce will come to order.” Senator Whitfield cleared his throat. “Today’s examination concerns the operation of NextBlock, Incorporated.”

The chatter in Room 216 of the Hart building turned into whispers.

Below the dais, photographers knelt in the well, cameras tipped up at the witness table. The shutters never fully stopped. A soft, constant clicking, under every word.

Maya straightened in her chair. Kept her head high.

The placard in front of her said Reis. The one to her right said Yousefi.

Shayan put a hand on her wrist. She exhaled. He let go.

“I will have you escorted out if there is another outburst from the gallery.” Senator Whitfield pointed his gavel directly to the people in the second row. One of them was holding a sign in black marker that read “FREE THE INTERNET.”

Shayan closed his eyes. Took a deep breath. The whispers around him finally dissolved.

Whitfield looked down at his list. “Senator Vargas.”

“Mr. Yousefi. Ms. Reis. Thank you for being here.” Vargas held up her phone. “Your company claims to fight this country’s addiction crisis. The one this device started.” She set it down. “You haven’t ended it.”

“Under the banner of freedom technology, you’ve persuaded people to sell themselves for a currency most of them will never have enough of to matter.” She pulled off her reading glasses. “So tell us plainly. How is that liberation? Because to me it sounds like a more sophisticated way of profiting off people’s attention.”

The chamber went quiet. Even the shutters stopped.

“It’s the opposite, Senator.” Shayan answered into the quiet. “We’re not profiting off their attention. It was always theirs, taken everywhere else for free. We just built the one place that has to ask.”

He set his pen down. “The liberation isn’t that we pay them. It’s that they can say no. Nobody chooses for them. Not even us.”

“Nobody.” Vargas picked it up. “That’s the trouble, isn’t it, Mr. Yousefi? You’ve built a place where nobody answers to anyone.”

“We answer to the code, Senator.” Shayan gestured to Maya, then himself. “We wrote the rules into it ourselves. So we can’t exploit you. It’s a promise we can’t break.”

“A promise.” Vargas set her glasses on the table. “Promises can be broken.”

“Not when it’s written in code.” Maya’s voice carried across the chamber.

“Code can be rewritten, Ms. Reis. You wrote it. What stops you from changing it tomorrow?”

“Nothing, Senator. We could change it tonight. But you’d see us do it. The rules are public. And anyone who didn’t like the change would leave, and take their name, their social graph, their attention with them. We’ll always be incentivized to keep that promise, because no one is trapped in our app.”

Vargas’s eyes met Maya’s. Maya didn’t blink.

“You profit from the same compulsion every other social media app does.” Vargas turned to Shayan. “Except yours adds a constant dopamine drip of money. That only feeds the addiction. Does it not?”

“The addiction was never the money, Senator. It’s the algorithm. Every other app runs a feed that learns what gets to you and feeds you more of it. Outrage. Fear. Whatever you can’t look away from. That’s what hooks people. Not the money.”

“We don’t run one. Nothing here is built to keep you scrolling, and we don’t make a dime off how long you stay. So there’d be no reason to.”

“That isn’t what I asked.” Vargas didn’t move. “They call your app a bitcoin slot machine, Mr. Yousefi. You pay people to keep coming back. I asked about the wallet. Not the feed.”

“You said yourself, the money isn’t enough to chase, Senator. But it’s something they can spend. On the creators they value. On what they want more of. It’s an economy. It moves.”

“A slot machine pays out just enough to keep you pulling, Senator.” Maya’s eyes stayed on her. “Ours pays you so you can back what you actually want to see.”

“Moving on.” Vargas picked up a new page. “Your platform has been accused of encouraging mob mentality. There is no appeals process. A single accusation, true or false, and a person can be erased in an afternoon. How does NextBlock expect an innocent person to recover from that?”

“Senator, the only coordination we’ve seen runs the other way.” Shayan’s hands hovered over his notepad. “Marketing firms filing baseless suits against the people who run our biggest communities, pressuring them to platform clients who couldn’t earn the attention on their own, who—”

“That is not what I asked.” Vargas turned to the Chairman. “Reclaiming my time. Mr. Yousefi. How does an innocent person recover?”

The shutters picked up. Whitfield leaned in. “The witness will answer the question.”

Shayan looked at his hands. Then up. “They might not.”

The shutters broke loose. A hard run of clicks, the loudest yet. He waited them out.

“You’re right, Senator. A crowd can get it wrong. Someone can be accused of something they didn’t do.” Shayan continued. “But an appeals process needs a judge. Someone with the power to override what people choose to look at. That’s the exact power we took away.”

Vargas raised an eyebrow. “So the innocent are an acceptable loss.”

“No.” Shayan’s jaw tightened. “On the old platforms, when that happened, they just deleted you. You couldn’t even speak. Here, no one can erase you. You can always tell your side.”

“You say you answer to the code, Mr. Yousefi.” Vargas held his eyes. “I answer to people. The ones who get ruined by a crowd on your platform, with no way back.”

“I can’t give them a way back, Senator.” Shayan didn’t look away. “But I can be honest with the people who trust us enough to be here. People using social media need to understand the rules of engagement. What is permanent. What can be removed. What will always be public. We make these things very clear.”

She gathered her papers. “I hope you have a better answer soon. For their sake.” She turned to the chair. “Mr. Chairman, I yield.”

Maya’s foot found Shayan’s under the table. Tap. Tap.

Whitfield checked his list. “Senator Cole.”

“Thank you.” Cole leaned into his microphone. “I’d like to enter into the record a list of seventeen trade associations that have filed formal complaints against the NextBlock platform.”

He gestured to a staffer. A poster board went up on an easel beside the dais. Seventeen names.

“The National Restaurant Association. The American Gaming Association. The National Reverse Mortgage Lenders Association. And fourteen others.”

He looked up.

“Each one represents an industry that says it cannot reach its customers in your application. We have heard versions of this complaint from businesses in nearly every state in this country.”

He let the names stand on the easel a moment.

“The complaint is that NextBlock systematically censors commercial speech. Mr. Yousefi. How do you respond?”

“People are choosing not to look, Senator. We couldn’t stop them if we tried. No one, not the advertisers, not us, decides what anyone sees. That’s by design. It’s the only way it can’t be rigged.”

“Choosing.” Cole repeated. “You’d have this committee believe that people, on their own, with no one steering them, decided to stop seeing this advertising. In the millions.”

“No one steered them, Senator. There’s nothing here to steer with.”

“It’s the same for us, Senator.” Maya took it from there. “A quarter of the people on NextBlock have also switched off our promotions. We can’t reach them either.”

Cole lifted the board off the easel. “Every name on here is a legal business, Mr. Yousefi. They employ Americans. They pay their taxes. They broke no law.” His voice climbed. “And most of the people on your platform have shut them out and never looked back. These industries say they have no way to earn a second chance.”

“It can’t be forced, Senator.” Shayan kept still. “We can’t make a person watch what they don’t want to. That’s all these complaints are. Industries that can’t buy their way in here.”

Cole picked up a new sheet. “Political speech. Our staff reviewed your filings. Several Super PACs report their access is blocked from ninety percent of accounts. Members of this body have personally told me they cannot reach their own constituents on your platform. Is NextBlock discriminating against political speech?”

A murmur ran through the gallery. Along the dais, senators sat forward.

Under the table, Shayan’s knee grazed Maya’s.

“Those aren’t filings, Senator. That’s public data from our attention marketplace, anyone can pull it.” Shayan let the shutters run, then went on. “And it isn’t discrimination. Both political parties get tuned out at the same rate. It’s fatigue.”

“Fatigue.” Cole turned to the senator seated to his left. Scoffed. “Polite phrasing for a boycott of constitutionally protected speech.”

“A boycott is also constitutionally protected, Senator.” Shayan sat back. “We built NextBlock so people can always opt out. Social media that runs on consent. The First Amendment protects the speaker. It has never once required a listener.”

Behind them, the gallery stirred. Whitfield’s hand drifted toward the gavel.

Cole’s voice cooled. “If this committee finds that NextBlock organized these boycotts, and did not merely permit them, you will be back in that chair.” He squared the page in front of him. “Mr. Chairman, I yield.”

Whitfield ran a finger down the list. “Senator Park.”

Down the dais, Park didn’t reach for his notes.

“Good morning, Mr. Yousefi. Ms. Reis. Let’s get right to it.” Park raised his finger to the room. “There is a serious threat NextBlock has imposed on us that needs to be addressed by this Congress. Through their legitimate business, they’ve given massive exposure to a decentralized, censorship-resistant protocol for global networking.”

Behind him, a staffer raised a chart showing the NextBlock Citizen census data.

“Since launching, NextBlock’s user base has doubled year after year, around 40 million today. This could be an app more dangerous than any that’s come before it.”

Park turned his attention to Maya.

She was squinting. Trying to read the board behind him.

“As NextBlock’s CTO, could you please explain to the committee why, on your network, someone can scream a lie and no one can ever take it down?”

“Of course, Senator.” Maya adjusted her microphone. “Ten years ago, if you wanted to build anything social online, you had to own the identity layer yourself. Every person’s name, their data, their connections, sitting in your company’s database.”

She watched the row of senators above her. Watching her.

“Nostr ended that. A person’s identity is a key they hold, not something on a company’s server. Their posts live on relays, and anyone can run one. So someone like me can build on top of it without ever holding a person’s identity hostage.”

She pressed her hands flat on the table. “It’s a better way to exist online, Senator. Your name is a key only you hold. No company hands it to you, and no company can take it back. You own what you say. Which means you answer for it.”

“Ms. Reis.” Park folded his hands on the table. “Your explanation ignores the dangerous content that is monetized on the Nostr protocol. Content your application steers people towards. Your encouragement to use this technology is frankly irresponsible.”

The gallery erupted.

Whitfield’s gavel cracked. Once, twice. “Order. I will clear this room.”

Shayan waited for it to settle. He didn’t look back.

“You hear them, Senator. Every person behind me is an adult. Soon, you will let them walk out of this building into a world full of lies, and liars, and people who could hurt them. But you trust them to handle it. To decide who to believe. Who to ignore. Who to walk away from.”

Shayan met Park’s eyes. “Why is it irresponsible to let adults keep that same autonomy online?”

Park shook his head. “It is almost concerning how naive you are pretending to be, Mr. Yousefi. I shouldn’t have to tell you that AI has made it nearly impossible to assess the truth online. It is not the same playing field as the real world.”

“I worked for this government for fifteen years, Senator. Naive is the last thing I am. I’ve seen what happens when a few people decide things for everyone.”

He looked down the row of senators. “I wouldn’t hand that power to anyone in this room. Not to you. Not to me.”

“So instead you hand the power to publish anything to predators, foreign operations, and other threats to our country?” Park responded.

Maya pulled the mic to the edge of the table. She slowly leaned in to speak. “What you’re asking for is a backdoor, Senator. That will never happen.”

Somewhere behind her, the chatter began.

“And if that’s why this committee wants an excuse to come after us, so be it.” Maya’s voice was level. “But your resistance to this technology will not slow its adoption. Whether you like it or not, the people have tasted freedom.”

“It’s permissionless, Senator. No one can stop it. Shut us down tomorrow. There are already eight other apps with their own attention marketplaces. Hundreds more that use Nostr.”

The sound climbed. In the second row, the FREE THE INTERNET sign rose again.

She placed her hand over Shayan’s wrist. Looked back at Park. “Naive is thinking people will accept less than owning their own identity. Naive is thinking you could buy stolen attention forever.”

She held Park’s eyes. “No excuse, no lie you tell, will ever convince people to give up these rights.”

Behind her, the room surged. Whitfield’s gavel came down. The noise swallowed it.

Park fired back. “It is the responsibility of this Congress to protect the people.”

“And until Congress can do that without violating their digital rights, NextBlock will offer a place where their rights are protected.” Maya sat tall in her chair. “The heist is over. You cannot steal our attention anymore.”

The room broke open. In the well, the photographers fired in a steady roll, flashes washing over the table.

The gallery came up off its feet. FREE THE INTERNET signs rising along the second row. The noise climbed past anything the gavel could reach.

“This committee will stand in recess.” Whitfield could barely be heard. “We reconvene at two.”

Shayan had Maya by the hand before the gavel stopped banging. They went up the aisle together. Past the cameras, reporters calling out questions neither of them answered, and through the doors.




Chapter 15: Build It With Me

Thirty-One Years Later

“Alright.” Noor looked up at the clock. “It’s 2:57. Hang up your frames if you haven’t already. We’re starting on time.”

Her classroom was on the fourth floor. Tall windows ran down one side, over the old University of the District of Columbia campus. Only one was cracked open, and a crisp autumn breeze came through. Afternoon light came off the almost-bare trees and lay long across the floor.

The seats ran in a horseshoe around one long, low table of worn wood. Everyone faced in. No second row. No one staring at someone else’s back. The table faced a bare plaster wall. Against it, Noor’s desk.

The chatter rose. Backpacks and bodies shuffled.

They filed toward the wall by the door, under the banner that read “Bring Only Yourself.” Frames came off faces first, their lenses going dark. Then the smaller things. An ear-thread. A ring. A girl peeling a thin cuff off her wrist. One by one, the amber light in each cubby turned green.

The wall was taking attendance. And their distractions.

Xander had just racked his ear-thread when he knocked Janelle’s frames out of her hands. They hit the floor.

“Shit. My bad.” He went down to grab them.

“It’s fine.” She crouched too, but he already had them.

“Wow.” He looked them over in his hands. “These still fold? Antiques.”

“They work.” She took them back, racked them, and found her seat before he could answer.

His eyes followed her to the chair across the table, facing his.

Portia was already sitting, watching her. “I saw that.”

“Shut up.” Janelle clutched her notebook as she slid into her seat. The smile got out anyway.

She pushed her notebook over where Portia could see. Opened it. Drew an arrow at the boy across the table. Under it she wrote: commons captain for NO KINGS.

Portia’s eyebrows went up. She leaned over and wrote back. perfect. there’s your in.

Janelle didn’t look up. Shook her head once.

Portia again. you hate whole coiners.

Janelle crossed out hate, hard. Added: no, I think no CEO should earn a whole coin.

Then. the boycott takes it too far.

Portia underlined ‘takes it too far.’ Circled the arrow Janelle first drew. Winked at her.

Janelle closed the notebook on her. “Can we focus.”

She faced the front. Portia still smirking.

Down the table sat scuffed notebooks. Pens. Dented thermoses and bottles. On Noor’s desk, a glass of water beside a pitcher.

Noor laid a sheet over the glass plate in her desk and switched it on. A low hum. A square of light climbed the wall behind her. It read:

THE FALL OF GATEKEEPERS Ten Years After the Passage of the Bill of Digital Rights

She nudged it straight with one finger. Sat back on the edge of her desk.

3:00. All fourteen of them seated.

“Welcome back. It’s the third session of our fall seminar.” Noor projected her voice. “We’ve covered what it took to win Title I of the Digital Sovereignty Act in 2055.”

She changed the sheet. “Last week, we learned these rights were born from the ideas on a single page written seventy years ago.” She pointed up. The wall read: The Cypherpunk Manifesto.

“It was a moment where people decided they would build things that protect their freedoms. Instead of waiting for the government to hand them over. It inspired people all over the world to stop waiting for permission.” The light went off. “It gave us Bitcoin. It gave us Nostr. And the Attention Protocol.”

“One of those is not like the other, Ms. Cruz.” Xander sat low in his chair. Hadn’t raised his hand. “The cypherpunks cared about privacy. Selling your attention is public.”

Noor swapped the sheet on the overhead. “So can anyone tell us why attention is listed first in the Bill of Digital Rights, before privacy?”

The wall now read:

Title I, Article 1. Attention Sovereignty. A person’s attention is their own. It may not be taken, sold, or compelled without their consent. It may be given. It may be earned. It may never be stolen.

Xander rubbed his fingers together. “’Cause money always comes first.”

“I never watch promos.” Portia sat back in her chair. “I don’t need the money.”

“Proving my point.” He gestured at Portia. “The only people selling their attention are the ones who can’t afford not to.”

“True. But Portia is exaggerating.” She turned to Portia. “You watch them on shows you like.”

“Yeah,” Portia said. “To support them. How else will they keep making them?”

Janelle put it back to the room. “I think it’s about having the choice. To sell. And protect your attention from being stolen.”

Xander sat up. “But that’s still not freedom.”

“It’s consent and a paycheck.” Janelle shrugged. “That sounds like a job to me.”

“But I guess…” Portia was thinking out loud. “Getting people to opt in was easy back then. They were already addicted to their phones.”

“No one was forcing them.” Kareem spun his bottle on the table. “Wasn’t it like seven or eight hours of screen time a day for most people?”

A guy stopped, thermos halfway to his mouth. “Seven hours? That’s insane.”

“We have to remember, the feeds were designed to trap them. Every minute sold to advertisers.” Noor set her glass down. “Yes, seven hours a day. Actually, eight if you were a teenager.”

“But how was that legal?” A kid two seats down had stopped peeling his orange.

“Because the internet was new. And very centralized,” Noor continued. “No one had caught up to what it was doing to people. Everyone got lonelier and angrier by the year, and the algorithm fed on both.”

Someone mumbled “iPad babies” under their breath. A laugh went around the table.

“Careful.” Noor raised a finger. “It’s easy to vilify that generation. Their parents thought they were giving them a leg up. They didn’t understand how dangerous it was.”

“Ms. Cruz, wasn’t it like, mandatory?” Portia had her chin in her hand. “They were handing out tablets in kindergarten.”

“Yes. Thankfully, now we know classrooms should be a screen-free space.” Noor’s hand waved over the “Bring Only Yourself” banner.

“Kids, fine. Why were adults on tech that was so bad for them?” Kareem turned a palm up. “People need to take personal responsibility.”

“Are you aware how aggressive surveillance capitalism was in the ’20s?” Janelle tilted her head at him. “They were constantly listening to people through their phones.”

“That’s actually not true.” Xander leaned forward. “They weren’t listening. Instead, they had every tap, everything you paused on, and what you typed and deleted before you even sent it. People were convinced their phones were listening because the guesses were that good.”

“Right, so you could even say that’s worse.” Janelle turned back to him. “It was data theft.”

Xander pointed at her. “Exactly.”

Seven miles south of campus, a rocket was coming down at the old airport. A few seconds later the boom rolled through the cracked window. A double crack, half a beat apart. The water in Noor’s glass rippled and went still.

Nobody looked up.

“So why are we judging them?” Portia rolled her bottle between her palms. “My dad says a minute of attention used to go for a thousand sats on NextBlock.”

“Imagine watching three promos for that today,” Kareem said. “I could take us all out tonight.”

The room laughed.

“That’s right. But it wasn’t much back in the ’20s,” Noor said. “Attention was always being sold. NextBlock made it yours to sell in an open market.”

Xander shook his head. “Why are we romanticizing what they did? They made people verify themselves. Data the government could reach.”

“Are you serious?” Janelle huffed a laugh. “Every single app was doing that already. None of those people were anonymous cypherpunks. They barely understood Bitcoin. How else would they have figured it out, without getting paid to watch promos?”

“So we should idolize corporate tech?” Xander waved a hand from Janelle to Noor. “Ms. Cruz, come on.”

“I think the NextBlock founders would agree with you, Xander.” She sat up. “Actually, I know they would. Some of you may know I grew up very close to them. They’re like an aunt and uncle to me.”

“No way.” A couple of them said it at once. “Wait, you’re serious?”

“My mom went to college with Maya Reis. They were roommates back in the ’20s when she met Shayan Yousefi.” Noor almost laughed. “NextBlock started in my mom’s living room.”

A kid near the front sat up. “Wait, they’re from DC?”

“I thought they moved to Iran after the revolution?” another student asked.

“They come and go,” Noor answered. “Back in the ’40s they bought a whole block by Logan Circle, to help rebuild their old neighborhood after the collapse.”

“The only place on that block they don’t own is the Corner Cafe.” Noor nodded toward the windows. “One of the oldest cafes in the city. Forty years ago, Maya talked the owner’s son into buying Bitcoin. He held on, and never had to sell.”

“Before they launched NextBlock, she sat in that booth every Saturday giving away Bitcoin advice. Usually no one showed up.”

“That’s wild.” A girl down the table twisted her hair up off her neck. “Can you imagine her just sitting in a booth, waiting for someone to ask about Bitcoin?”

Xander tipped his chair back. “All she did was help make more kings.”

Janelle set down her pen. “Her work actually helped fix the first thing your cypherpunks cared about.”

Xander opened his mouth. Closed it.

“She’s right.” Noor tipped her head at Janelle. “The cypherpunks wanted to kill email spam. Back when anyone could email anyone. They wanted to do it with proof of work. Make every sender pay a tiny cost. It just never caught on. Not until people started controlling access to their attention on the protocol.”

Someone’s head came up. “Pay to Message uses the Attention Protocol?”

“Yup.” Janelle turned to Xander. “Pay to message, call, email. Before it, there were more bots than people online with no real way to block them.”

Xander lifted both hands off the table. “Thank you, founders.”

Everyone chuckled. Even Janelle.

“My bias aside,” Noor continued. “Yes, they laid the groundwork. But adoption of all these ideas took time. When the first pay-to-message services launched, few people thought it would work.”

“Why not?” Portia said. “Who’d want to keep a number a stranger could call for free?”

Noor opened her hands. “Why didn’t people want to sell their dollars for Bitcoin?”

Knowing laughs went around.

Noor looked from face to face. “When you’re early on a new idea, the isolation is what makes you give up.”

“New ideas take years to win. And bad ideas that are better funded are there to distract us.” Xander brought his chair down. “How many people lost everything in the ’30s betting on AmeriCoin over Bitcoin?”

“Too many,” Noor said. “The only reason my family came through it was because of my father. I’m proud to say he was the first attention broker. Putting a price on a minute of attention, with data from an open market, changed everything.”

“My uncle’s an attention broker, too.” A guy halfway down the table laced his hands behind his head.

“My mom was, before she had me.” Someone across from him.

Noor smiled. “It’s honest work.”

“My grandparents lost everything in the ’30s.” A voice down the table.

The room went quiet.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Noor looked at him. “Unfortunately, that was the story of most Americans.”

“So, what are they doing now?” A student folded a gum wrapper into smaller and smaller squares. “The founders?”

“Enjoying their grandchildren.” Noor sat back. “Maya’s spent decades on the reclaim-your-identity movement, ever since she traced her own Native roots. Shayan stayed on digital rights. Article 1 compliance is still his fight.”

Portia didn’t look up from her doodling. “Those tags are on everything now.”

“They don’t mean anything.” Xander turned his hand over. “Nobody checks.”

“Yeah. Tender’s supposedly compliant.” Janelle made air quotes. “It just leaves out that your girlfriend’s whole personality is based on sponsored context.”

“Who even still uses Tender?” Portia wrinkled her nose.

“Like fifty million people?” Kareem shrugged. “My cousin’s first boyfriend was an AI. She called it practice.”

The room groaned.

“What?” Kareem grinned. “It’s a first love that’ll never break her heart.”

“That’s not love.” Xander didn’t grin back. “The risk is the whole point.”

Keeping the rest of herself still, Portia drove her elbow into Janelle’s ribs.

Janelle blocked it, knocking her bottle off the table. It clanged off the floor.

All eyes shot to Janelle. Hers were on Xander.

He laughed under his breath. Then met her eyes. “Don’t you agree?”

Janelle’s mouth hung open for a moment. “Yeah… fake only feels good for so long.”

“I just don’t see how anyone could trust these apps.” She sat tall again. “And they’re funded by yet another evil hundred-coiner.”

Xander pulled himself up in his chair. “The wealthy sovereigns don’t care about us. We have half of Montana fenced off by a guy who already named his daughter his heir.”

“But what’s No Kings gonna do, seize it?” It was just the two of them now.

“Is it seizing when it was never really theirs?” He turned to Noor. “Half this city’s still in court over who the land belongs to. Right, Ms. Cruz? People are paying mortgages on ground they might not own in a decade.”

Eyes jumped to the window. Seven years ago, the Piscataway won this land back in court. They opted to make it a commons, ground no one could own and anyone could use.

“And if we take it back by force, what are we?” Janelle planted herself on the table and leaned in. “The next kings.”

Xander didn’t move. “Letting them build fiefdoms before any of it’s settled is dangerous. They already say, out loud, they can do whatever they want. So forgive me if I don’t trust that they care about our digital rights.”

Janelle let her eyes linger on his. Then she was the one who looked away.

“Whether it’s the fiat overlords or now the early-coiners, there will always be someone trying to become your gatekeeper.” Noor opened a hand to the room. “Xander is naming a real threat. That fight doesn’t end. It just moves.”

The light had gone amber across the table. The breeze through the window had turned cold.

“Well, you can’t take people’s Bitcoin away.” Janelle sat back, drumming a finger on the table. “But you could make them prove their compliance. Not a sticker that the app slaps on itself. Real proof.”

Xander caught himself. Looked away from her mouth. “But who verifies it?”

He answered himself before she could. “Nobody. You put it on a web of trust. The people you already trust vouch for what’s real, and it spreads from there. Nobody to buy off.”

“And you can see the whole chain,” Janelle added. “Who vouched, all the way back.”

Xander grinned at her. “It could work.”

Janelle looked down, then at Noor. “What do you think, Ms. Cruz? Would your aunt and uncle approve?”

“Not that you need their permission… but you can ask them yourself.” Noor got up from her seat. “Next year is the 40th anniversary of the Attention Protocol. I’ll be hosting a two-day seminar this spring with the founders.”

She walked over to the wall. “You’re all going to have ideas the world isn’t ready for. Most people won’t follow you to them.”

She looked at the room. “But the ones who do? Those are your people. Build with them.”

“So what does that kind of conviction sound like?” She hit a switch and the lights came down. “Let’s go back in time, before you were all born. 2034. The fiat years.”

A few of them smiled at that.

“This is the first time the people who created the Attention Protocol had to defend it, in front of a Congress that wanted it gone. Everything you’re about to hear them say was radical for that time.”

The students leaned back in their chairs. Closed their eyes to listen.

“We’ll adjourn when it’s finished.” Noor started the audio.

Everyone’s minds went back thirty-one years. A gavel. Shuffling paper. A senator’s voice climbing, more ridiculous with every question.

Eventually the recording narrowed to two voices.

By then, the room had gone still. Maya and Shayan.

Xander let his head rest in his hand. His eyes had fallen on Janelle.

Hers stayed closed the whole recording. But her smile was getting wider.

Now Maya was speaking. They could hear the gallery loud behind her.

“The heist is over,” Maya declared. “You cannot steal our attention anymore.”

The applause started. Noor switched on the lights.

Everyone stretched and shuffled to the wall for their things.

“See everyone after the Day of Mourning.” Noor raised a fist. “Thank you for sharing your attention here today.”

The room emptied around them. Chairs scraped. The door swung open and shut.

Janelle crossed to her cubby. It was empty.

She turned and saw Xander leaning against the wall. Her frames in his hand. He was folding them slowly.

She walked up to him. “Getting nostalgic?”

He pushed himself off the wall. Close enough now that she had to look up at him.

“So.” He held them out to her. “That idea. Wanna build it with me?”



Thirty-Nine Years Earlier

The city had gone almost still. It had been pouring for two days. Rain the forecast missed. Memorial Day weekend, washed out up and down the coast.

Shayan’s apartment was in motion. He had a wall half cleared. Maya’s books rose in towers against the bookshelf. Their plants now crowded his windowsill. Her eight by six whiteboard leaned against the back of the couch. Boxes and bags everywhere.

Maya stood at the refrigerator. Six months of them now on display. A beach in Costa Rica. The volcano in El Salvador. Cherry blossoms at the Tidal Basin. A trail in the Shenandoah. The two of them squinting into one sun after another.

Maya picked up a save-the-date magnet. A photo of Leyla and Nima with tomorrow’s date. “I still can’t believe this is happening. Where’s the fire?”

Shayan held a drill, a nail clamped between his teeth. “People say the same thing about us.” 

She turned to dig through another box on the kitchen counter. “Finally.” She held it up for him to see. The Conrer Cafe mug, misprint stamped across it. “Where’s yours?”

He came around the island, his hand skimming her waist. At the fridge he stopped to touch the photos she’d added, then opened the cabinet for his mug.

He pulled her into his side and lifted his phone. They smiled at themselves on the screen, and he kissed her cheek.

He took the photo and pulled away. “I have something for you.”

Shayan disappeared down the hall.

“It’s not dinner, is it? I’m starving.” Maya called after him.

He reappeared with something behind his back.

He walked slowly towards her. “You know it always rains on Memorial Day?”

She leaned back against the counter. “Oh, is that right?”

He came a step closer. “It’s why I spent last Memorial Day in Vegas.”

She rolled her eyes. Grinned.

“Exactly a year ago, I walked into my first Bitcoin conference.” He kept one hand behind his back. The other slid around her waist.

She looped her arms behind his neck. “I think I remember seeing you there.”

She felt the laugh go through him. “Well, that’s the thing. There’s no proof of that. We never took a photo.”

Maya poked his nose. “My ghost.”

“But it was worth the wait.” He brought his hidden hand around and pressed a framed photo into hers. “The first one we eventually took is still my favorite.”

She looked down at it. The selfie from right before the fight. The two of them crammed into their booth at the Cafe.

She laughed. “You’re lucky I hadn’t deleted it!”

“I know.” He pressed his lips hard against hers. Let go. “I am very lucky.”

He set the frame on the counter and lifted her onto the edge of it. Stepped between her knees. One hand spread at the small of her back, the other pushed into her hair as he kissed her.

The door buzzed.

His hands slid off her, slow. “And there’s dinner.”

“You always know I’m hungry before I do.” Maya gave him a quick peck and let him go.

She hopped off the counter. And grabbed her phone.

“Ken said he’ll come tomorrow morning to help hang the board.” Shayan walked back with two stuffed bags of Thai delivery. “I’m officially done for the night.”

“Me too.” She tried to grab one of the bags.

He swung the bags out of reach. “Go sit.”

She was already back to typing.

“That doesn’t look like done.” He set the bags down and cracked the lids. Green curry. Jasmine rice. Basil and lime. The smell reached her, and she looked up.

“It’s the agent.” She sank to the floor. Phone still in her hand. “I can talk to it from my phone now. I’ll set it up for you tomorrow.”

“When I tell you, you’re my dream girl…” He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. Sat down and started building her a plate.

She waved him off. Eyes back down to the screen. “It’s working so well. I think I worked out the structure we’d want. For when we start taking investors.”

He stopped. “Investors?”

“Just so we’re ready.” She shrugged. “For when we need it.”

“Since when will we need investors?”

She set the phone face down. “Just being responsible. It’s taking longer to launch than I thought.”

He waited.

“It’s a shitstorm out there. We haven’t earned anything, and I’m about to hit a year since I quit.” Her hand cut the air. “I’d sleep better with a cushion.”

“Maya.”

“I don’t mean let’s fly to California and meet with VCs.” She looked right at him. “Just offering it to family. Friends.”

A breath punched out of him, and his face stopped her. “What? We have a good idea.”

“We’ve got enough in savings, and you know it.” He set the plates down.

She gestured at the whiteboard. “But this might be what finally gets them to take it seriously. And maybe realize why they need Bitcoin.”

“So is it the money we need?” He reached over and squeezed her knee. “Or them saying you’re right?”

She pressed her hands to her face. “I’m so sick of all of them looking at me like I’m reckless.”

“Going all in on Bitcoin.” He counted them off on his fingers. “Quitting your job. Moving in with a man you met in Vegas.”

“Can you blame me?” She stole a spring roll off his plate. “He was so hot.”

He grinned. Let her steal another.

“Maya.” He reached for her hand. Kissed the palm. “We knew this part of the cycle would be brutal. And we know it’s temporary. But nothing we say at that party tomorrow will convince anyone that Bitcoin isn’t dead.”

She blew out a breath. “Everyone’s going to be so careful with me.”

“My love. I say this with love.” He said it around a mouthful. “No one will give a fuck about us tomorrow.”

“Thanks?” She popped a piece of his chicken in her mouth.

He laughed. “It’s Nima and Leyla’s day. You know they’ve spent weeks going back and forth about canceling. They can’t reach anyone in Iran.”

The smile left her.

“Ken was laid off three months ago, and still hasn’t told anyone but you and me.” He spooned more curry over his rice. “Salma and Gabriel will be in their own world. And Aisha is about to pop.”

Her eyes went to the ceiling. “I know, but they’re gonna ask. And I’ll spend so long trying to explain…”

“Then don’t. Let them be worried.” He pushed his plate aside. “We do sound crazy.”

He spread out his arms. “Social media reimagined.”

She added jazz hands. “As a city where everyone gets their own block!”

Shayan had gotten her to laugh.

She set her fork down. “I’m just ready for people to see it.”

“People close to the problem get it. Look at Gabriel and Rafael.” He pointed his fork at her.

“So all our hope hinges on two people?” She drew her knees up to her chest.

He shook his head. “My conviction comes from you.”

She tilted her head. Held his eyes. “I love you.”

He set his fork across the container. “Even if this whole thing fails.” He looked around the room. Her things already blended with his. “We’ve already made it.”

Her knees came down.

“We’ve got my mortgage locked in at a pandemic rate.” He held a chicken skewer up to her mouth. “Your brain.” He turned it on himself. “My charm.”

She swatted his hand away.

He ate it. “If we need them, we’ll have a hundred more ideas.”

He tossed the stick aside and leaned in. “But this one’s going to work. One day kids are going to ask their grandparents how people ever watched ads for free.”

“Yeah?” Maya bent her neck back to meet his eyes.

He nodded. Slowly. “But.” He brought his lips down to hers. “If the world isn’t ready for it yet? I don’t care. I already got everything I need.”

She pushed up and kissed him again. Then climbed into his lap. Her legs wrapped around his waist.

He stood, lifting her with him, and headed towards the hallway.

“Wait.” She hung from the side. Reached for the framed photo on the kitchen counter. “This one should go in the bedroom.”

He grabbed the drill on his way past. Squeezed the trigger until it whirred. “Let’s go.”

Maya threw her head back and laughed. “When I tell you, you’re my dream man.”

He carried her the whole way to their bedroom.

The door swung shut behind them.
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