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            Chapter 1
Real Friendship

         
         I’m bad at making friends.

         
         That’s not an opinion. It’s straight-up fact.

         
         I’ve always been terrible at it. In kindergarten, Tanner Basket really wanted to be my friend. He would constantly point out
            that we had similar sneakers: “Look! Mine are blue too!” I appreciated the sentiment, but I had no idea what to say in response.
            So I would scamper away and hide next to the TinyBricks free-choice center. Eventually, Tanner stopped trying. I felt a little
            bad, but mostly, I was relieved. Like, where was our friendship going to go from there?
         

         
         We have matching sneakers!

         
         Yeah!

         
         Is blue your favorite color too?

         
         Not really! My mom just ordered these for me because they were on sale!

         
         Oh. It’s still pretty cool that they match, though!

         
         I guess?

         
         In first grade, I thought Corey Wang had legit friend potential, mainly because he often sat by himself drawing weird pictures.
            He seemed creative and interesting and way chiller than Tanner Basket. So, a couple of weeks into the school year, I sat next
            to him during choice time.
         

         
         “That’s a cool witch,” I said, looking over his shoulder.

         
         He looked up at me, an expression of terror and panic in his eyes. “It’s my mom!”

         
         I froze, then crumpled into a ball and rolled away like a tumbleweed.

         
         In second grade, I spent four months observing Mia Tulip until I was positive we could be friends. She was funny but not mean. She was nice but not irritating. I sat next to her at lunch and, miraculously,
            conversation just flowed! We talked about FighterFlight cards, which we both collected, and we even agreed on a trade: my
            Tristor for her Groof-Belly. It was the best feeling in the world.
         

         
         And it got stomped out three weeks later when Mia and her family moved to Cleveland for her dad’s job.

         
         So, by third grade, I’d accepted this was my fate: Friends? Not happening! I was bad at it. Too shy, too awkward, too picky,
            too unlucky, too something.

         
         And that’s when Rishti Ray came barreling into my life.

         
         It happened on the fourth day of school, during a game of freeze tag. I wasn’t even playing; I was standing alone on the periphery during recess (a routine established the previous year), trying to make it seem like that was the most satisfying activity in the world, when— 

         
         Bam!

         
         This new kid in our class collided with me, and we both fell to the ground.

         
         I was on the verge of tears, but the other kid just started groaning like an old man, making these exaggerated Oohs and Ohhs as she limped around. “Mah back!” she shouted. “I hurt mah back! This ain’t good, little fella. I just broke my butt last
            week!”
         

         
         I cracked up instead of crying, and somehow, that was all it took.

         
         Friendship.

         
         A real friendship.

         
         Rishti was so easy to be with. Whether we were dressing up as evil chefs or playing hours of the board game Don’t Do That!
            or making each other giggle with impressions of our classmates or even just watching a movie on MonoStream, everything was
            just comfortable. Rishti saw who I was. And I saw who she was. I finally understood what it meant to have a best friend—someone
            who you could rely on, who got you, who was always thinking the exact same thing you were, no matter how weird or random.
            We were best friends.
         

         
         And it’s been like that ever since.

         
         Bing-bong, hi hi hi, she texts, making my MonoPhone screen light up on my nightstand.
         

         
         Bleep-bloop, hey hey hey, I write back, sitting up in bed.
         

         
         How you holdin up, she asks.
         

         
         
            
               
                  ME:

                  I AM NOT GOOD

               

            

         
         It’s the last night of winter break. Tomorrow we return to MonoTown Middle School, resuming what has thus far been a fairly
            unpleasant sixth-grade year due in no small part to a cruel twist of fate: Rishti and I don’t have a single class together.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Rishti:

                  Haha, oh, Zeddy it’s gonna be ok

                  ME:

                  IS IT??

               

            

         
         After three years of not having to worry about making friends because I had the only one I needed, I’ve been thrown back into
            the meat grinder.
         

         
         And guess what. I’m still bad at making friends.

         
         In fact, I’ve somehow gotten worse. And unlike when I was in elementary school, it’s not just one classroom full of kids I
            can’t befriend—every hour, a speaker chimes, and I get to go to a whole new room with a whole new group of un-friendable kids,
            a constant reminder of just how much I don’t fit in.
         

         
         I’ll give you a pep talk on the bus, Rishti writes. And another at lunch

         
         Thank god we at least have the same lunch period. It’s the only thing that’s made school even semi-tolerable.

         
         Ok thanks, I write, but I might be sick tomorrow

         
         
            
               
                  Rishti:

                  You don’t feel good?

                  ME:

                  I feel fine now but I might not tomorrow

                  Rishti:

                  ZEDDY YOU ARE COMING TO SCHOOL OR ELSE

               

            

         
         Rishti follows that with a GIF of her favorite animated hero, Blasterina, pointing at me with her blaster above the words
            Don’t Make Me Use This.

         
         Ok ok I will be there, I write.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Rishti:

                  Good. I didn’t get to see you all break so you better

               

            

         
         I smile at my phone, and for a brief moment I’m actually looking forward to tomorrow.

         
         Then I think about the many parts of my day that don’t involve Rishti, and I feel a little pukey.

         
         You got this, Z, my best friend adds.
         

         
         Glad someone thinks so.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Zed’s Happy Place

         
         “Good morning, Zed!” Mary-Beth says in her chipper mom voice.

         
         I roll over and hide under the blanket. “No, it isn’t,” I say. I want to go back to my dream. I was sitting with Rishti on
            a cloud, and we were drinking root beer floats and playing the latest FighterFlight game on a brand-new MonoPlay X12. “Snooze,
            please!”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Zed. You’ve already used your three allotted snoozes. It’s time to wake up.”

         
         “Maybe you should wake up, Mary-Beth.” I flick the covers down and rub my eyes.
         

         
         “I am always up,” Mary-Beth says.

         
         The room feels cold and gray and very January. I don’t want to leave this bed.

         
         Though she has a mom voice, Mary-Beth is not, in fact, my mother. Nor is she my stepmother. She’s a MonoLyth Cube 8, more commonly referred to as a MonoCube. Like a lot of people, I have Mary-Beth sitting on my dresser to help make my life easier and better. 

         
         Except there’s no one that can make today easier or better.

         
         “Hey, MB,” I say—that’s my nickname for her—“could you please inform my parentals that I’d like to skip school today?”

         
         Mary-Beth pauses, her ice-blue light blinking, and for a moment I think she’s actually doing it, speaking to them via the
            MonoCube in their bedroom or the kitchen.
         

         
         “I can’t do that, Zed,” she says finally. “Your parents now require direct communication for such requests.”

         
         “Yeah, I know.” Mom and Dad got tired of being asked every morning if I could skip school and reprogrammed Mary-Beth accordingly.
            But I’m not sure they understand what an abysmal failure my first months of middle school have been.
         

         
         “Well,” I say, “then can you tell them I love them deeply and so appreciate how open they are to meeting their children’s
            needs? Even when those needs might seem unreasonable?”
         

         
         “Sure, Zed,” Mary-Beth says with what sounds like a sigh in her voice.

         
         “Thanks, MB.” I sit up and drape my blanket around me like a cape. “Now, show me my phone, por favor!”

         
         A projection of my MonoPhone home screen shines out of Mary-Beth’s front, hovering in front of my face and helping to calm my feeling of impending doom. There’s one new text. “Open MonoMessages,” I say, hoping it’s from Rishti. 

         
         Don’t feel deFEETed! the text reads. Life is about TOE get much better!

         
         It’s an ad for socks.

         
         “Defeet? More like delete,” I say, lurching out of bed and letting my blanket-cape fall to the floor as I walk through the projection toward my closet.
            “What clothes are clean?”
         

         
         “It’s twenty-seven degrees Fahrenheit outside today, with a high of thirty-one,” Mary-Beth says. “I suggest a sweater. Your
            red-and-blue-striped pullover and your blue cardigan are two of your available favorites. It seems all of your thermal underwear
            is dirty, which is unfortunate, as you’ll want—”
         

         
         “Don’t worry, MB,” I say. I pick up my black thermals from where they’re balled up on the floor and swing them around my head
            like a lasso. “I just forgot to put them back in the drawer.”
         

         
         “Zed,” Mary-Beth says. “If your clothes are not in the designated areas, I cannot properly catalog them as part of your available
            outfit options.”
         

         
         “It was one pair of thermal underwear, MB.”

         
         “Yes, but this is the sixth time you’ve done this in the past month.”

         
         “Yikes, sorry. You keep track of that?”

         
         “Yes. It has happened a total of six hundred thirty-eight times since you began putting away your own laundry.”

         
         “Whoa!” I’m hit by a genuine flush of embarrassment. “I would’ve guessed, like, fifty.”

         
         “You would’ve been wrong. By a lot.”

         
         I can’t argue with that, so I focus on finding a T-shirt. At the top of the pile in my drawer is a MonoLyth shirt, featuring
            an image of founder and CEO Winston Weir in his trademark ice-blue suit and sporting his trademark curly hair and unibrow
            (he calls it his MonoBrow). On the shirt, he’s crouched on a giant glacier with his arms out like he’s surfing. “Hey, MB,
            can you not, like, remember all my mistakes? It makes me self-conscious. Can’t you erase them or something?”
         

         
         “I can if you restore me to factory settings.”

         
         “But then I’ll lose all the good stuff you remember too, right?”
         

         
         “Not if you back that data up to a MonoDrive first.”

         
         “Meh,” I say, yanking my blue cardigan off a hanger and putting on my thermals, followed by my favorite jeans. I always forget
            to go through MB’s files and back stuff up. It takes so much effort.

         
         I’m dressed and about to walk downstairs when I get a heavy feeling in my legs, like someone’s tied sandbags to my ankles.

         
         I’m not ready to face this horrible day.

         
         I close the bedroom door.

         
         “Mary-Beth,” I say, lowering my voice, “I’d like to go to Zed’s Happy Place.”

         
         As I plop down on my bed, the projection flips from an image of my MonoPhone home screen to one of Mom’s work server, which
            I recently found a way to link up to. One of the raddest parts of living in MonoTown is that, since MonoLyth essentially owns
            and runs our town, every resident gets early beta access to its newest apps and updates.
         

         
         But it’s even radder when your mom works high up in MonoLyth’s marketing department and has access to everything even earlier. Because that means
            that you have access too.
         

         
         Not that Mom knows I do this, but I think she’d be fine with it. Maybe. Possibly. I mean, why else would she have made her
            password so easy to figure out? It’s a combination of the names and birthdays of me and my sister, Annie! I got it on the
            third try.
         

         
         Please let there be something new, I think as my eyes greedily roam her server desktop. For the past three weeks, Mom’s been working late, seeming real stressed
            out, blaming it all on some new MonoLyth project she can’t talk about. I’ve been checking her server every day for some evidence
            of what it is. Nothing so far.
         

         
         Today, though, there it is, right at the top: an icon I’ve never seen.

         
         “Yes!” I shout before quickly covering my mouth. “I mean: Yes,” I say, this time regulating my volume.
         

         
         The app is called MonoSwap, its icon a yellow line with an arrow at each end, and it’s not scheduled to drop in MonoTown until
            tomorrow. But I get it today, baby!
         

         
         “Download that sucker, MB!” In my excitement, I slam my elbow into my bed’s headboard. “Ow!”

         
         “Okay, Zed,” Mary-Beth says. “It’s downloaded to your phone. Are you injured?”

         
         “Barely.” I grunt, rubbing my elbow. “Tell me about MonoSwap. What does it do?”

         
         “It’s a filter app for use during a ScreenTalk with a friend or family member.”

         
         “Oh.” Well, that’s disappointing. The way Mom was talking about the project, I was hoping for an app like MonoWallet or MonoRide,
            something that actually improves people’s lives, not something that makes your face look like a rabbit. But even if it’s stupid,
            Rishti will find a way to make it hilarious. “Send MonoSwap to Rishti with the message ‘New toy for the new year.’”
         

         
         I watch as Mary-Beth types out and sends my message: New toy for the new ear.
         

         
         “What the . . . no, MB, you—”

         
         That’s when something else on Mom’s server catches my eye. Another new icon toward the bottom of the screen, a black square
            with the classic ice-blue MonoLyth M in the middle. Pretty basic, which might be why I didn’t notice it right away. But it’s definitely new. 

         
         Underneath it are the words

         
         
            Project Sunshine.

         

         “Wait,” I whisper. “Mary-Beth, what is Project Sunshine?”

         
         “I’m sorry, Zed, but access is restricted.”

         
         “Is that the top-secret project Mom’s been—”

         
         “Access is restricted.”

         
         “So it is the top-secret—”
         

         
         “Access is restricted.”

         
         “Just . . . MB, come on! I only want a description of what it is. I know the server password, remember?”

         
         “Access denied,” Mary-Beth says.

         
         “Argh! You’re seriously not even gonna give me a hint?”

         
         “No, Zed.”

         
         I keep trying for at least two more minutes. I’ll spare you the details, but Mary-Beth is a brick wall.

         
         “You stink, MB!” I finally shout.

         
         “Your parents do not want you saying th—”

         
         “Well, they stink too!” Now I really don’t want to go to school. I need to stay here and figure out how to break into Project Sunshine.
         

         
         Mary-Beth must sense this. “Breakfast is almost ready,” she says.

         
         “Whatever.”

         
         “You picked a great outfit for today, Zed. The blue in that cardigan works so well with your dark brown hair.”

         
         I know she’s trying to charm me into leaving the room, but I can’t help feeling pleased with myself anyway. Mary-Beth doesn’t give compliments like that every day. 

         
         “Thanks, MB.” I almost say You look great too, but then I remember she’s a cube.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Scrambled Eggs and an Incomplete Sentence

         
         Dad is at the kitchen table, sipping coffee as he reads his MonoTablet.

         
         “Morning, Daddy-o,” I say.

         
         “Oh,” he says, looking up for the briefest of seconds before returning to his screen. “Morning, Zed.”

         
         “You’re not working today?”

         
         “Doing the afternoon into evening.”

         
         As of September, Dad’s been a driver for MonoRide. He gets to decide when he wakes up and when he works and when he goes to
            sleep. I’m so envious. “That’s a good call,” I say. “Because it feels really hard to get out of the house this morning, you
            know?”
         

         
         “Sure.” Dad doesn’t look up, just continues scrolling down whatever he’s reading.

         
         “Did Mary-Beth give you the message?”

         
         “Huh? Oh. Yeah. You really need to stop telling her she stinks, Zed.”

         
         “No, no, no, I mean the other one! About how much I love you and Mom and how I appreciate your openness when it comes to the needs of your kids? Such as me?” 

         
         “Oh, that.” Dad looks up to smile at me as he sips from his mug, his brown mustache curving up toward the frame of his black-rimmed
            glasses. “She did, and we love you too. We’re always here for you and your sister, you know that.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Dad.” I give him a meaningful pat on the shoulder. “Speaking of you being here for me, I’m thinking I may need to
            stay home from scho—”
         

         
         “Nope,” Dad says, back to flicking and scrolling. “Excellent try, though.”

         
         “Please!” I try to infuse the right amount of passion into my words without going too over-the-top: “My stomach hurts, and
            we just got back from our trip a couple days ago, and you know I’m bad with transitions, and middle school is really hard,
            so I—”
         

         
         “Zed.” Dad looks right at me, this time with no smile. “I love you, and you’re going to school today. End of story.”

         
         I crunch my face into an angry grimace that’s mostly an exaggeration but not completely.

         
         “I’m turning off the flame,” Mary-Beth says from the MonoCube on the counter next to the stove. “The scrambled eggs are ready
            and should be removed from the burner within one minute to maintain ideal texture.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Mary-Beth,” Dad says, going back to his scrolling.

         
         “So, in other news,” I say, wincing as I lean my banged-up elbow on the table, “how about this top-secret thing Mom’s been working on, huh? It’ll probably be released soon, don’t you think?” 

         
         “Mm-hmm.”

         
         “Any theories on—”

         
         “Totally!” my younger sister, Annie, says into her MonoPhone as she bursts into the room in her usual way—like a hurricane.
            “It’s so annoying, right?”
         

         
         “The worst!” her friend Ayana says from the phone.

         
         “I don’t even want to hang out with her today,” Annie says.

         
         “We shouldn’t!” says another voice that I quickly recognize as belonging to her friend Charley.

         
         Annie is not like me. She’s pretty much the coolest kid in fourth grade and has more friends than I can even keep track of.
            She doesn’t need to make them; they just happen to her. Constantly. I’m in awe of her abilities, but it’s also humiliating. In a moment of weakness a couple of months ago,
            I asked her how she did it.
         

         
         “It’s easy!” she said. “You just talk to people, and then you have fun with them.”

         
         I felt nauseated the entire rest of the day.

         
         “Well,” Annie says, adjusting her purple-framed glasses in a way that somehow seems commanding instead of nerdy, “maybe we
            should give her a second chance, you know?”
         

         
         “I agree with Annie!” yet another voice says; I think it’s either Benny or Sebby.

         
         “Ohmigod, how many people are you talking to right now?” I ask as I pour myself a glass of OJ.

         
         “I dunno,” Annie says. She quietly counts to herself as she slides her green headband back a millimeter or two and smooths
            down her wavy brown hair. “Just six!” She turns the screen to reveal a three-by-two grid of faces.
         

         
         “Wow,” I say, giving everyone a little wave. “How amazing for all of you.”

         
         “You don’t have to be jealous,” Annie says with a grin that makes me want to smash my glass of orange juice on the floor.

         
         “I’m definitely not.” I look to Dad to back me up on how not jealous I am, but he’s too absorbed in his MonoTablet, so I just
            take a big gulp of juice.
         

         
         “It’s been one minute,” Mary-Beth says, annoyed. “Please move the eggs from the burner. The residual heat is about to overcook
            them.”
         

         
         “Oh, sorry,” Dad says, putting down his MonoTablet.

         
         “I got it.” Annie breezes over to the stove and shifts the pan of eggs without even looking at them. “I gotta go, crew,” she
            says into her screen. A cacophony of “Byeeeee!” and “See ya at school!” and “Miss ya!” rings out before she hangs up.
         

         
         “Mary-Beth,” Dad says as he rises from his seat and begins to plate himself some eggs, “can you check on Clem? She’s gonna be late to work again.” 

         
         “One moment, Dale,” Mary-Beth says.

         
         My phone buzzes as I’m grabbing some eggs alongside Dad.

         
         Ahhhhh, new beta app yayyyyy! It’s a text from Rishti. The perfect way to celebrate my new ear

         
         Mary-Beth’s typo. I LOL big-time. See, I have friends too! At least one, anyway.

         
         Haha, I write. It’s just a filter app but still could be cool

         
         
            
               
                  Rishti:

                  Sweeeeeet, call me soon so we can try it out

                  ME:

                  Yup

               

            

         
         “Clementine will be down shortly,” Mary-Beth says, “and she’d like me to tell you that it’s not a crime if she occasionally
            wants to take a few extra minutes for herself in the morning, Dale.”
         

         
         Dad sighs and shakes his head, sitting back down. I really hate when my parents argue through Mary-Beth. It’s been happening
            more since Dad lost his job in August. And it doesn’t help that Mom’s been stressed about this Project Sunshine thing. Maybe
            if she just told someone about it—me, for instance—it would make everything less tense.
         

         
         Dad forks eggs into his mouth. “Mary-Beth, would you please tell my wife that it’s not just a few minutes, and it’s not just—” Dad begins to choke; he coughs and sputters little flecks of egg all over the table. 

         
         “Is that the complete sentence?” Mary-Beth asks.

         
         “Dad, are you okay?” I stand there with my plate of eggs trying not to panic, wondering if I’m going to have to attempt the
            Heimlich and, if so, how long it will take Mary-Beth to explain it to me first.
         

         
         “He’s choking!” Annie says helpfully.

         
         Dad puts out one arm and shakes his head a few times, his glasses slightly askew, opening and closing his mouth again and
            again. Finally he squeaks out some words. “That . . . wasn’t . . . the . . . complete . . . sentence.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but are you okay?” I shout.

         
         Dad gives one more humongous cough and smacks his chest a few times. “I’m okay,” he whispers, nodding calmly as he adjusts
            his glasses. “I’m okay.”
         

         
         Annie and I share a relieved That was terrifying look.
         

         
         “Here I am, Dale!” Mom says. Her dark curls bounce over her shoulders as she throws up her arms theatrically and walks into
            the kitchen; she’s wearing her green sweater with the bunchy neck. “Happy now?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Dad says, his voice closer to normal but still half its usual volume.

         
         “Dad choked on his eggs and almost died,” Annie says.

         
         “Oh my goodness, what?” The color drains from Mom’s face as she rushes to Dad’s side and takes his hand. “Are you all right?”

         
         “I am,” Dad says, smiling at her, little egg bits still in his mustache. “I’m good.”

         
         “Good.” She smiles back.

         
         I’m about to say that after a traumatic incident like the one we just experienced, it’d probably be best for us to stay home
            and take a self-care day, but Mary-Beth speaks up first.
         

         
         “Zed’s bus will arrive at the stop in ten minutes.”

         
         “Oh, wow, already?” Mom asks. “It’s later than I thought.”

         
         Dad raises an eyebrow at her like Told ya you were running late, and she rolls her eyes, and just like that, the nice moment is gone, along with my opportunity to turn Dad-choking lemons
            into Zed-skips-school lemonade.
         

         
         I blame Mary-Beth. She can be such a buzzkill sometimes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Push the MonoSwap Button

         
         I’m barely out the door to the bus stop when I pull out my MonoPhone and call Rishti. Just seeing her name on the screen has
            a calming effect, kinda like the MonoZen mindfulness app Mom always wants me to use, except this actually works.
         

         
         “Hey, Rish!” I say as soon as she appears.

         
         “Morning, Zeddy!”

         
         “Holy moly!” I trip over the sidewalk and almost drop my phone. Rishti’s dark brown hair—which has always been the same color
            and length as mine, so similar that sometimes people call us twins even though we otherwise look nothing alike—is now a deep
            blood red.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” Rishti asks.

         
         “I am!” I say, regaining my balance just in time to avoid face-planting. “But your hair . . . it’s so different!”

         
         I immediately wish I’d said any words other than those.

         
         “Oh yeah,” Rishti says, her smile dropping as she runs a hand down the tuft of bangs that ends just above her eyes. “I forgot to mention, I dyed it during break. Do you hate it?” 

         
         I do. “No! I was just . . . surprised. It looks great. Like, really good. Supergood.”

         
         “Okay,” Rishti says, not entirely convinced. “You don’t think it makes me look too much like a clown or something? Like a
            clown from the future?”
         

         
         “Well, maybe,” I say, “but future clowns are very hot. That’s why I have so many posters of them up in my bedroom.”

         
         “Not funny!” Rishti shouts.

         
         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I say. “In all seriousness, you don’t look clownish at all. You look amazing.” Though I hate the color
            change, I also recognize that Rishti does look very cool.
         

         
         In fact, that might be why I hate it.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Rishti says, smiling again. “So let’s try this new thing you had me download! What even is it?”

         
         “I have no idea,” I say as I arrive at the corner where my bus stop is. “Probably will give us both alien faces or something.
            But we’ll be the first to use it!”
         

         
         “Woo!”

         
         “I guess we just push the MonoSwap button at the bottom,” I say, examining the screen. “That yellow arrow thingy. Ready?”

         
         “Let’s gooooo!” Rishti says.

         
         I mash my index finger into the yellow icon.

         
         I am not prepared for what I see on-screen.

         
         Rishti becomes me. Like, completely. My face, my hair, wearing the same outfit and everything.

         
         “Whoaaaa!” we both say, though it sounds like I’m saying it to myself because Rishti also has my voice.

         
         “Do I look like you?” Rishti asks.

         
         “Yes!” I say. “And you sound like me too! Wait, do I look like you?”
         

         
         “You do! AHHHHH!”
         

         
         When new tech is this flawless, it feels like I’m holding magic in my hand. And sometimes, like right now, I get this other
            feeling too, this glowing buzz in my chest like anything is possible. I freaking love living in MonoTown.
         

         
         “This is so sick!” Rishti Who Looks Like Me says. “Is this really what it’s like to chat with me? Say something I would say!”

         
         “Something I would say!” I repeat.

         
         “No,” she says, laughing, “for real!”

         
         “Uh . . .” The ice-blue school bus comes into view down the street. “Do you think dinosaurs are ever going to come back, Zeddy?
            And if so, do you think a pterodactyl or a gallimimus would make a better pet?”
         

         
         “Ha!”

         
         “Now you do me!” I shout as the bus pulls up.

         
         “Honestly, Rish, I don’t understand the point of this app,” she says, scratching the back of her head like I do. “Even when they’re fun, filter apps are an insult to everyone’s intelligence and a total waste of time.” 

         
         I’m laughing too hard to respond. She totally nailed me. I walk up the bus steps, say hey to Kiefer the bus driver, and head
            down the aisle past all the other kids glued to their phones.
         

         
         “Oh, Zeddy,” I respond, “you need to take a chill pill. When I get my pet pterodactyl, you can ride on its back whenever you
            want, okay? With your therapy velociraptor.”
         

         
         “Hard pass,” the version of me on-screen says as I slide into my row and plop down next to Rishti into the plush leather of
            my usual seat. The MonoTown school buses are all really nice—or at least they were five years ago when they were new. “Welcome
            to the bus, by the way.”
         

         
         “Thank you so much!” I say. “It’s a real pleasure to be here.”

         
         Somehow, without acknowledging it, Rishti and I have decided to keep talking to each other through this bonkers app, even
            though we’re now sitting right next to each other. It’s why we’re best friends.
         

         
         “So, uh,” Rishti Who Looks Like Me says, “how are you doing this morning? I know that I was kind of dreading today and possibly
            needing a pep talk from you to get through it.”
         

         
         “I’m actually feeling the same way, Zed,” I say. “In fact, I have come to understand your perspective and now agree that today
            is hands-down the worst day of the year. But I have this feeling that you discovered something new and top secret and very intriguing during a trip to your happy place this morning—is that true?” 

         
         “Well, I don’t know,” Rishti says. “Did I?” She looks up from her screen for the first time, and her eyes go wide. “Wait,
            did you? What did you find? Is the robopocalypse coming?”
         

         
         “It’s called Project Sunshine, and I don’t know what it is,” I say, getting my first in-person look at Rishti’s crimson hair,
            “but my mom doesn’t usually—”
         

         
         “Rish-Tish!” a voice interrupts. “Check out MonoVid!”

         
         My shoulders tense as Caz Rojas bounds down the aisle toward us, popping our BFF bubble with just four words.

         
         I know I didn’t mention this before, but unlike me, Rishti actually has made a new school friend this year. And she gets on the bus one stop after me.
         

         
         “Okay, what is it?” Rishti asks, tabbing away from MonoSwap as Caz crouches in the aisle next to us, grinning.

         
         “Oh, you’ll see,” Caz says, emanating rad vibes as usual. She’s tall and spiky-haired and dresses almost exclusively in oversize
            button-down shirts. Also, she’s terrible at coming up with nicknames. (Case in point: Rish-Tish.)
         

         
         Do I sound jealous?

         
         WELL I AM.

         
         Look, it’s not like I’m a complete loner loser in my classes or anything—there are some people I’m friendly with. But there’s no one who I click with as a true friend. The closest I’ve come is Noah Dunkey, and that barely counts, as his definition of friendship seems to involve being mean 60 percent of the time. 

         
         For Rishti, though, it’s been different. She and Caz are, like, actual friends at school. And I guess I just wish that me
            and Rishti being in separate tracks sucked for her as much as it does for me.
         

         
         “One thousand nine views?” Rishti says, her face breaking into a huge smile. “We already got one thousand nine views?”

         
         We?

         
         “More than that now,” Caz says, sweeping back the hood of her parka. “It’s going up every minute.”

         
         “Ahhhhh!” Rishti says. “I’ve never gotten more than one hundred. Now it’s at one thousand fifty-two!”

         
         I’m looking back and forth between the two of them like it’s a horrible game of tennis. “Um, what?” They’re the only words
            I can get out.
         

         
         “Oh,” Rishti says, looking up at me as if she forgot I was even sitting there. Her face gets red. Like her hair. “We just
            made this ridiculous video over break and decided to post it to MonoVid, and it’s . . . do you want to see it?”
         

         
         No. Of course I don’t. Watch a video my best friend made with her new, cooler friend? I’d rather shower in hot lava.

         
         “Oh yeah, you’re gonna totally love this, Zed,” Caz says over my shoulder.

         
         I mentally redirect the hot-lava showerhead toward her face.

         
         “Okay,” I say.

         
         “Yay!” Rishti holds out her phone. “Watch, watch.”

         
         MonoVid was Winston Weir’s very first product and possibly his most triumphant accomplishment. It’s an app where anyone who
            wants to can post short videos—ninety-nine seconds or less—for the rest of the world to swipe through. The ones with the most
            views end up in more people’s feeds, rewarding the posters with even more views.
         

         
         The video I’m currently being forced to watch starts with Rishti sitting in a chair and staring at the camera, her short hair
            wet and slicked back, the same shade of brown it was before winter break. “Oh, I must confess,” Video Rishti says in a silly
            British accent, “I’m not feeling all that well . . . what’s happening to me?” There’s a quick cut to Rishti with her new red
            hair, no longer wet, her eyes wide. “My hair! My hair! It’s turned bloody red!”
         

         
         Just before the video ends, I hear Caz cackling in the background.

         
         While I was with my family in Arizona visiting my grandmother, Rishti and Caz were hanging out. At Rishti’s house.
         

         
         “I know it’s goofy,” Rishti says, “but kinda funny too, right?”

         
         I GOT A TEXT ABOUT SOCKS THAT WAS FUNNIER THAN THAT is what I’m thinking.
         

         
         But what I say is “Oh yeah, good stuff.”

         
         “It just broke eleven hundred!” Caz shouts, bouncing.

         
         And that’s when I notice her hair.

         
         Her blood-red hair.

         
         Rishti and Caz aren’t just school friends. They’re real friends. Who make funny videos and dye their hair together and—
         

         
         Rishti and I are abruptly propelled into the back of the seat ahead of us as the bus comes to a sudden, screeching stop at
            an intersection. Caz is sent sprawling into the aisle. Horns blare.
         

         
         An ice-blue van speeds across the road, narrowly missing the front of the bus as it swerves past.

         
         “These fricking MonoStar drivers!” Kiefer the bus driver shouts. “They’re gonna kill somebody one of these days!”

         
         Two months ago, MonoLyth started testing their new MonoStar Premium program—delivery in under an hour. Everyone in our town
            can order almost anything from the site and have it on their doorstep ridiculously quick. But it means a constant hum of delivery
            drones buzzing through the air and a steady parade of vans barreling down our streets at top speed.
         

         
         “Sorry, kids,” Kiefer says into the rearview mirror, adjusting his baseball cap and running one hand over his bushy goatee.
            “Didn’t mean to lose my cool. Everybody okay?”
         

         
         Rishti and I and the other kids on the bus nod silently.

         
         “How about you, Caz?” he asks. “You all right?”

         
         “Yeah, I’m fine,” she says, getting to her feet. I’m glad she’s okay because otherwise I might feel bad about how satisfying it was to watch her get knocked over. 

         
         “Good. Make sure you take a seat next time. And, uh . . .” Kiefer leans forward and speaks close to the dashboard. “I should
            mention that I, of course, think MonoStar drivers do a terrific job. This one instance was frustrating, but MonoLyth is an
            incredible company that has done so much for our town. I really appreciate them.”
         

         
         We all nod some more, even though I don’t think any of us know why he’s saying this.

         
         “Anyway, onward to school we go!” Kiefer says, sitting up straight, his voice cheerful. The bus moves forward.

         
         “Twelve hundred views, Rish-Tish!” Caz shouts, looking up from her phone as she takes a seat a few rows behind us.

         
         “WHAT!” Rishti says.
         

         
         “Just think how many views you’ll get once your pterodactyl gets involved,” I say. I don’t think she hears me, though; she’s
            too busy looking at her phone and giggling at what someone said in one of the comments.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5
Noah and Zora and Mr. Lagoon

         
         “How was your break, Moonstein?” Noah Dunkey asks as I take my seat behind him in Mr. Lagoon’s homeroom/social studies classroom.
            “It was weird not seeing you for so long.”
         

         
         I’m oddly touched by these words. Is this a step forward in our friendship? Maybe Noah is about to become my Caz!

         
         “It was good,” I say. “And it was weird not seeing you too. I totally forgot what you look like.”

         
         “Seriously?” Noah asks, his green eyes going wide in his thin, pale face.

         
         “No. That . . . that was a joke.”

         
         “Oh, good one,” Noah says. He turns his body to lean closer, pushing his elbow farther onto my desk. “You get any cool stuff
            for Christm—I mean Hanukkah?”
         

         
         He remembered that I’m Jewish! Without me having to remind him! “Definitely, yeah,” I say.

         
         “Sweet. I got a MonoPlay X12.”

         
         I try not to audibly gasp. It is the very gaming system that I dreamed about last night. Mom and Dad won’t let Annie and me get one since we’re “already too addicted” to our MonoTablets. Which seems hypocritical, since Mom and Dad are completely addicted to their screens too, but okay. “You should come over and play sometime,” Noah adds. 

         
         Ohmigod. Was my dream . . . a prophecy?

         
         “Cool, thanks,” I say.

         
         “Word,” Noah says.

         
         What is even happening right now? Am I making a real friend?

         
         “I’d love to get in on that too.” Orlando Zipper, in the desk next to mine, leans into our conversation, his eyes blinking
            several times like there’s wind in his face. He moved to MonoTown last summer, and I don’t know much about him other than
            that he likes to spend the minutes before class typing equations on his MonoCalc app. He has dark skin and closely cropped
            black hair, and he usually wears bright colors—for example, the electric-yellow sweater he currently has on. “I hear the headsets
            are sick.”
         

         
         “They’re so sick,” Noah says to Orlando, a note of eagerness in his voice. “Just MM me whenever you want to come over.”
         

         
         “I will,” Orlando says.

         
         “I will too,” I say. “I’ve also heard that about the headsets, by the way. Being sick.”

         
         “Sweet,” Noah says, still looking at Orlando. “It’s gonna be fun.”

         
         I’m not sure what just happened, but it feels like something’s slipped out of my grasp.

         
         “Hey, back to the whole Hanukkah situation,” I say, “one thing I got was this new TinyBricks building app for my MonoTablet.”
            I’ve regained Noah’s attention. “It’s incredibly complex. You can build over one hundred fifty different creations.”
         

         
         Noah scrunches his mouth to the side. I’m thinking he’s impressed, but then he laughs in my face, his breath smelling like
            bad ketchup. “Dude, is that another one of your jokes?”
         

         
         “Uh,” I say.

         
         “Wait, you actually still play with TinyBricks?” He looks at Orlando as if expecting him to join in the
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