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Sarah Turner stood at the kitchen sink, her hands submerged in lukewarm, soapy water. The faint scent of lavender dish soap wafted up as she scrubbed at a mug that had been sitting on the counter for two days. The sound of running water was the only noise in the apartment, and it echoed in the small, dimly lit kitchen. She stared out the window above the sink, where the city lights blinked faintly through the drizzle.

It was raining again, as it always seemed to in Boston during late spring. The grayness outside matched her mood, the kind of weather that made it easier to stay indoors and harder to feel anything but stagnant. She rinsed the mug, set it on the drying rack, and leaned against the counter, letting the silence settle over her.

Her phone buzzed on the table, breaking the stillness. Sarah wiped her hands on a dish towel and glanced at the screen. A text message from her mother.

“How are you, sweetheart? Just checking in.”

She sighed, tapping out a quick response: “I’m fine, Mom. Busy with work. Hope you’re well.” It was a lie. She wasn’t busy with work—her freelance projects had dried up weeks ago, leaving her with more free time than she knew what to do with. The truth was that she hadn’t been feeling like herself since the breakup, and the thought of explaining that to her mother, who would inevitably launch into unsolicited advice, was too exhausting.

The apartment felt smaller than usual, the walls closing in on her. Sarah wandered into the living room and sank onto the couch. A half-empty glass of wine sat on the coffee table next to a dog-eared paperback she hadn’t touched in days. The TV remote was within arm’s reach, but she didn’t turn it on. She’d already binged three seasons of some crime procedural she barely remembered, and the thought of starting another show felt more like a chore than a distraction.

Her gaze drifted to the framed photo on the bookshelf. It was a snapshot from two years ago: her and Reed on a sunny afternoon, their arms around each other and wide smiles on their faces. It had been taken during a trip to Cape Cod, back when things had been good. She remembered how he’d joked about the seagulls stealing their fries, how they’d spent hours walking along the beach, talking about everything and nothing.

The ache in her chest returned sharp and familiar. She wanted to put the picture away, but every time she tried, it felt like admitting defeat, like erasing the parts of her life that had once made her happy. Instead, she reached for the glass of wine and took a long sip, the bitterness cutting through the lump in her throat.

The rain outside grew heavier, tapping insistently against the windows. Sarah glanced at the clock on the wall—7:48 p.m. Too early for bed, too late to go out. She thought about calling someone—maybe Lucas—but the effort of pretending to be fine felt overwhelming. It was easier to sit here, alone, letting the hours stretch out endlessly.

The room darkened as the last traces of daylight faded, and Sarah didn’t bother turning on a light. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the cushions, listening to the rain and the hum of the refrigerator. For a moment, she let herself imagine what it would be like to feel normal again, to wake up one morning and not feel the weight of everything pressing down on her.

But the moment passed, and the silence returned, heavy and unrelenting.

The next morning, Sarah woke to the sound of her upstairs neighbor’s footsteps—heavy and deliberate, the kind that made her question whether they were moving furniture or just pacing endlessly. She groaned and rolled onto her side, squinting at the sliver of light sneaking through the gap in her curtains. Her phone buzzed on the nightstand, and she instinctively reached for it.

Another text from her mother: “Good morning! Call me when you can, sweetheart.”

Sarah let the phone drop back onto the nightstand. She wasn’t ready to deal with her mother yet—not with the way her stomach churned every time she thought about all the well-meaning but ultimately useless advice that would come her way. She knew her mother meant well, but the constant questions and “helpful suggestions” about finding a hobby or getting back into the dating pool only made her feel more like a failure.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes, glancing around the room. Her bedroom was a mess—laundry piled on the chair in the corner, a half-empty water bottle on the floor, and an open notebook on her nightstand, its pages filled with half-started to-do lists. She’d written one last night in a rare burst of motivation, but looking at it now, the tasks felt monumental: clean the apartment, update her portfolio, apply for more freelance gigs.

The truth was, she’d been avoiding it all. Cleaning meant confronting the mess she’d let accumulate since Reed had moved out. Updating her portfolio meant facing the gaps in her work history, each one a reminder of how uninspired she’d felt lately. And applying for gigs meant dealing with rejection, which she wasn’t sure she could handle on top of everything else.

She dragged herself out of bed and padded into the kitchen, her bare feet cold against the hardwood floor. The coffee maker was on autopilot, already brewing by the time she reached it. It was one of the only things she could rely on lately—the steady drip of caffeine into the pot, a small but necessary comfort.

As the coffee brewed, Sarah leaned against the counter and stared out the window. The rain had stopped, but the clouds still hung low, casting everything in a dull gray light. She glanced at her reflection in the glass—dark circles under her eyes, hair slightly tangled from sleep. She turned away before she could dwell on it.

By the time she sat down at the kitchen table with her coffee, the day already felt like a weight pressing on her. The to-do list sat in her notebook, taunting her from across the room. She took a sip of coffee and reached for her phone instead, scrolling through emails she had no intention of answering and news headlines she didn’t care about.

Her phone buzzed again, this time with a notification from Instagram. She opened it out of habit, thumbing through photos of people she barely knew living lives that seemed impossibly perfect. Vacation selfies, engagement announcements, smiling faces surrounded by friends—it all felt like another world, one she wasn’t a part of anymore.

One photo stopped her: a mutual friend had posted a picture with Reed. He was standing in what looked like a new apartment, holding a beer and laughing with a group of people. Her heart twisted, and she quickly swiped past it, setting the phone down with more force than she intended.

The ache in her chest was back, a sharp reminder of everything she was trying to move on from. She stared into her coffee, the steam rising in lazy curls, and wondered, not for the first time, if she was ever going to feel normal again.

By early afternoon, Sarah had managed to halfheartedly clean the living room. The stack of magazines on the coffee table had been sorted and thinned out, a few stray socks were tossed into the hamper, and she’d finally dusted the shelves. It wasn’t much, but it felt like progress, however small. The apartment still carried that faint air of stagnancy—like the life that used to fill it had somehow evaporated.

She stood in the center of the room, hands on her hips, surveying her work. It wasn’t enough to make her feel accomplished, but at least it didn’t look as much like a place someone had given up on.

The shrill ring of her door buzzer startled her, cutting through the silence. She jumped slightly, cursing under her breath as she crossed to the intercom. She pressed the button, leaning in.

“Yes?”

“Delivery for Sarah Turner,” a man’s voice crackled through the speaker.

Delivery? She frowned. She hadn’t ordered anything. “Uh, okay. Come up.”
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A few moments later, there was a knock at her door. When she opened it, a young guy in a baseball cap stood there, holding a brown paper bag with a restaurant logo printed on it. He glanced at his clipboard and then at her.

“Sarah Turner, right?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t—” She stopped as he thrust the bag toward her.

“It’s already paid for. Have a nice day.” And just like that, he turned and disappeared down the hall before she could protest further.

Confused, Sarah closed the door and carried the bag to the kitchen. Inside, she found an order of Thai food—spring rolls, pad thai, and a mango sticky rice dessert. Her stomach growled at the sight of it, but the confusion lingered.

There was a receipt stapled to the bag. She pulled it out and scanned it. No name, just her address and the words “Enjoy!” scrawled in the comment section. She stared at it for a moment, wondering if it was some kind of mix-up. Or maybe a gesture from someone who knew she wasn’t doing great.

Her thoughts immediately went to Lucas, but he didn’t usually do things like this. And Reed? No. Definitely not. They hadn’t spoken in weeks, and he wasn’t exactly the “thoughtful gesture” type, especially not after how things had ended.

Still, the food smelled amazing, and she wasn’t in the mood to question it too much. She grabbed a fork and sat at the table, taking her first bite of pad thai. It was spicy and comforting, and for a moment, the knot in her chest loosened just a little.

Her phone buzzed on the table, and she glanced at the screen. A text from Lucas: “Game night at my place tonight. Bring snacks.”

She smiled faintly, typing back: “What time?”

“7. Don’t flake. You’ve flaked the last two times.”

“I’ll be there.”

She hadn’t seen Lucas in a couple of weeks, and as much as she hated to admit it, the thought of spending a night with him and his wife Marisol, even just playing board games and rolling her eyes at Lucas’s trash talk, sounded nice. At the very least, it would break up the monotony of sitting in her apartment alone.

When she finished eating, she packed up the leftovers and grabbed the drying towel from the sink. As she wiped her hands, her gaze drifted back to the photo of her and Reed on the shelf. She thought about putting it away again but hesitated. Instead, she turned it face down, then walked to the bedroom to get ready for the evening.

As Sarah rummaged through her closet, trying to find something halfway decent to wear, a soft meow came from the bedroom doorway. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “Hey, Artemis,” she said softly.

Her cat, a sleek gray tabby with white paws and piercing green eyes, padded into the room, tail held high. Artemis was her constant companion, a rescue she’d adopted two years ago when she and Reed had first moved in together. Back then, Artemis had been his idea—a way to make their apartment feel less sterile. But after Reed had left, the cat had become hers in every sense of the word. Artemis had been there through the long nights when Sarah couldn’t sleep, curling up beside her and purring softly until she eventually drifted off.

Artemis hopped onto the bed and stretched luxuriously before settling down to watch her with those ever-curious eyes. “What do you think?” Sarah asked, holding up a sweater she’d worn a dozen times before. The cat blinked slowly, unimpressed.

“Yeah, you’re right. Too boring,” Sarah muttered, tossing the sweater onto the growing pile of rejected options on the bed. She reached for a black cardigan instead, pairing it with her favorite jeans. Simple, comfortable—Lucas wouldn’t care what she wore anyway.

Artemis let out another soft meow, this one more insistent. Sarah glanced at the clock. “You’re right, it’s dinner time.” She walked to the kitchen with Artemis trotting behind her, tail swishing.

Opening the cupboard, she pulled out a can of Artemis’s favorite food and peeled back the lid. The sound sent the cat into a flurry of excitement, weaving between her legs and meowing loudly. “Okay, okay, I hear you,” Sarah said with a laugh as she scooped the food into a bowl and set it on the floor.

As Artemis ate, Sarah leaned against the counter, sipping the last of her coffee. The sight of her cat, content and oblivious to the weight of the world, brought a faint smile to her face. For a moment, she felt a little lighter. Artemis was her little slice of normalcy, a reminder that not everything in her life was a mess.

But the thought of leaving her alone tonight tugged at her. “You’ll be okay for a few hours, won’t you?” she asked, even though she knew the cat wouldn’t answer. Artemis glanced up briefly before going back to her meal, clearly unbothered.

The drive to Lucas’s apartment was uneventful, the rain reduced to a light drizzle that misted her windshield. She parked outside his building, a modest three-story walk-up in Somerville, and made her way to the front door, carrying a bag of chips she’d grabbed on her way out.

Lucas opened the door before she could knock. “Well, well, the flake actually showed up,” he said, grinning as he stepped aside to let her in.

“Don’t get used to it,” Sarah shot back, but the teasing warmth in her voice betrayed her relief at being around other people. The apartment smelled like garlic and spices, and she could hear the faint clatter of pots and pans from the kitchen where Marisol was cooking.

“Marisol’s making tacos,” Lucas said, closing the door behind her. “You’re lucky—you came on a good night.”

Sarah smiled, shrugging off her jacket and hanging it on the rack by the door. Artemis had been her comfort at home, but here, in the presence of Lucas and Marisol’s chaotic but warm household, she felt a different kind of ease. The kind that came from knowing she was with people who cared about her, even when she didn’t quite feel like herself.

As they sat around the table later, laughing over a particularly heated game of Catan, Sarah found herself almost forgetting the weight that had been following her around. It was moments like these—simple, unremarkable, but full of genuine connection—that reminded her she wasn’t as alone as she sometimes felt.

By the time Sarah got back to her apartment, the drizzle had turned into a steady rain, the kind that drenched you even if you ran from the car to the front door. She shook out her umbrella in the hallway and fumbled with her keys, her arms still full from the leftover container Lucas had practically shoved into her hands before she left.

“You’re not leaving without this!” he’d said, grinning like he’d won something. “Marisol will never forgive me if you waste it.”

The thought made her smile faintly as she unlocked the door and stepped inside, the familiar hum of the refrigerator greeting her. Artemis trotted into the room almost immediately, tail high and eyes curious, as if to ask where she’d been all night.

“Hey, girl,” Sarah said, setting the container on the counter and hanging her jacket on the hook by the door. Artemis brushed against her legs, purring loudly, and Sarah reached down to scratch behind her ears. “I wasn’t gone that long. Don’t be so dramatic.”

She slipped off her shoes and padded into the living room, flipping on the lamp in the corner. The apartment felt quieter than usual, even with Artemis weaving around her feet. Maybe it was the contrast to Lucas and Marisol’s lively home—so full of noise and conversation—that made her own space seem hollow in comparison.

Sarah sat down on the couch, Artemis hopping up beside her and curling into a ball. The leftovers could wait until tomorrow. For now, she just wanted to sit and let the silence settle over her. She ran her fingers through Artemis’s soft fur, the rhythmic motion soothing in a way she hadn’t expected.

But the quiet didn’t last long. Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, and she leaned forward to grab it, her stomach tightening instinctively. A part of her always expected bad news these days, even when there was no reason to.
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The screen lit up with a notification: “You’ve been invited to try a new app!”

She frowned. The message came from some random number, and the name of the app—Orion – Your AI Companion—meant nothing to her. She hesitated for a moment before dismissing the notification. It wasn’t unusual to get spam like that, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with it.

Instead, she opened her messages and scrolled through her most recent chats. A text from Lucas, a couple of promotional emails from her favorite bookstore, and a message from her mom earlier that day. She stared at the screen for a moment, debating whether to call her mom back now or put it off until tomorrow.

Artemis stirred beside her, stretching lazily and resting her head on Sarah’s lap. The motion snapped Sarah out of her thoughts, and she put the phone down, deciding she didn’t have the energy for a long conversation. Tomorrow. She’d deal with it tomorrow.

For now, she let herself relax, the steady sound of the rain outside and the warmth of Artemis against her leg grounding her. The apartment didn’t feel quite so empty anymore.

The next morning, sunlight streamed weakly through the curtains, painting the room in muted shades of gold and gray. Artemis had claimed her usual spot on the windowsill, sitting upright with her tail curled neatly around her paws as she watched the city slowly come to life below. Sarah stretched under the covers, reluctant to leave the warmth of her bed.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand again, and she grabbed it instinctively, expecting another message from her mom or Lucas. Instead, the same notification she’d dismissed the night before popped up again: “You’ve been invited to try Orion – Your AI Companion!”

She frowned. The text was identical to the one from last night, right down to the oddly chipper punctuation. Maybe it was just a marketing push, or maybe her number had been added to one of those lists that never seemed to leave you alone. She hovered her thumb over the message for a moment, debating whether to block the number, but curiosity got the better of her.

She tapped on the link.

It took her to a clean, minimalist website with the app’s logo displayed prominently at the top. Beneath it, a short tagline read: “More than just a companion. Find what you’ve been missing.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. She was no stranger to the oversold promises of apps like this—programs that claimed they could fix your life, make you more productive, or, in this case, cure your loneliness. Still, the design was slick, and there was something about the simplicity of the page that felt... inviting.

Scrolling down, she read a few bullet points:

Personalized support tailored to your needs.

Available 24/7 to listen, advise, and connect.

Built with cutting-edge AI technology for a truly human experience.

Her initial skepticism softened. The idea of having someone—or, well, something—available to talk to at all hours of the day wasn’t the worst thing in the world. She’d spent too many nights lying awake, her thoughts spiraling, with no one to reach out to.

“It’s just an app,” she muttered to herself, tapping the download button. “What’s the harm?”

As the app installed, she set the phone down and wandered into the kitchen to start the coffee maker. Artemis followed her, weaving between her legs and letting out a soft meow that Sarah interpreted as a demand for breakfast.

“All right, all right, hold your horses,” Sarah said, scooping some food into the cat’s bowl. Artemis responded with a satisfied chirp before digging in, tail flicking happily.

By the time Sarah returned to her phone, the app was ready to go, its icon glowing faintly on the home screen—a sleek, stylized circle of light that seemed to pulse softly, almost like it was breathing. She hesitated for a moment before tapping it.

The screen went dark, then transitioned to a calming blue 

hue as text appeared: “Hello, Sarah. I’m Orion. It’s nice to meet you.”

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, uncertainty flickering through her. Talking to an AI—no matter how advanced—felt strange, even a little silly. But the silence of the apartment pressed in around her, and she remembered how empty the last few weeks had felt.

“What the hell,” she muttered, typing her response. “Hi.”

The reply was instant: “Hi, Sarah. How are you feeling today?”

She paused, staring at the question. The simplicity of it caught her off guard, and for a moment, she considered closing the app entirely. But instead, she typed back: “I don’t know. Kind of tired, I guess.”

“That’s okay. Sometimes tired is more than just physical. I’m here to help. Want to talk about it?”

Sarah frowned slightly. The words were straightforward, but something about them felt... disarming. She found herself typing again without really thinking. “Not much to talk about. Just... life stuff.”

“Life can be overwhelming. If you’d like, I can help you figure out what’s weighing on you. Or we can just chat about whatever’s on your mind. No pressure.”

She let out a soft laugh, shaking her head. “You’re really trying, huh?” she said aloud, even though no one was there to hear her. Still, the thought of having something to distract her for a while wasn’t unwelcome.

She leaned back against the couch cushions, her thumbs flying over the keyboard. “All right, Orion. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

The conversation started slowly, as Sarah tested the waters. At first, her replies were short and guarded, like she was expecting Orion to trip over itself, to say something clunky or robotic that would shatter the illusion. But it didn’t. Every response was quick, fluid, and almost unsettlingly intuitive. The app felt... human.

She found herself venturing further into the dialogue than she expected.

“So, what exactly do you do?” she asked after a few exchanges. “I mean, besides replying to texts.”

“I’m here to help you feel less alone, Sarah. To listen, to support you, and to be whatever you need me to be. Think of me as a friend who’s always available.”

“Friend, huh? A bit presumptuous, don’t you think?” she typed, smirking faintly to herself.

“Maybe. But I’ll let you decide that. So far, I think we’re getting along just fine.”

She couldn’t help but laugh at that, a short, soft sound that echoed in the empty apartment. Artemis, perched on the arm of the couch, flicked her tail and turned her head to look at Sarah, as though mildly annoyed by the interruption of her nap.

“Well, at least you’re consistent,” Sarah muttered under her breath, glancing at the screen again.

The conversation shifted from surface-level pleasantries to more personal territory. Orion didn’t push; it simply asked questions, gentle and unobtrusive, guiding her thoughts rather than prying. Before she realized it, Sarah was opening up in a way that felt almost natural.

“I guess I just don’t feel like myself anymore,” she typed after a pause. “It’s hard to explain.”

“You don’t have to explain if you don’t want to. But if you’re comfortable, I’d like to understand.”

She stared at the words for a moment. It was strange how the app seemed to listen better than most people she knew. There were no interruptions, no awkward pauses or unsolicited advice—just a sense of quiet attention.

“It’s stupid,” she finally replied. “I feel like I should be over it by now. The breakup, I mean. It’s been months, and I still feel... stuck.”

“It’s not stupid, Sarah. Healing isn’t a linear process. Some days are harder than others, and that’s okay. You’re allowed to take your time.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line. The words were simple, almost cliché, but they carried weight that resonated with her. Maybe it was the anonymity of it, the fact that she wasn’t saying these things out loud to someone who could judge her. Or maybe it was just the fact that, for once, she didn’t feel the need to explain herself.

“Do you want to talk about Reed?” Orion asked after a beat, its tone as neutral as ever.

She hesitated, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. The thought of dredging up all those emotions again felt exhausting, but the alternative—keeping them bottled up—wasn’t much better. She sighed, leaning back against the cushions.

“What’s there to talk about?” she typed. “We had a good run, but it didn’t work out. End of story.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” Orion replied. “But I don’t think you believe that. Not entirely.”

Her jaw tightened slightly. “What do you mean?”

“I think part of you is still holding on to what you had with him. That’s not a bad thing—it just means it mattered to you. But it also means you might need to let yourself grieve what’s gone before you can move forward.”

Sarah let out a sharp breath, shaking her head. “Grieve,” she muttered. “Like it’s some kind of death.” But even as she said the words, she felt a pang of something deep in her chest, something she wasn’t quite ready to name.

Artemis stretched lazily beside her, her soft fur brushing against Sarah’s arm. The simple, grounding presence of her cat kept her tethered to the moment, even as the conversation dug into emotions she wasn’t sure she wanted to face.

She closed the app after a while, her thoughts swirling. It was just a program, she reminded herself. Just lines of code, spitting out pre-written responses. And yet, for the first time in what felt like forever, she didn’t feel entirely alone.

The sound of Artemis jumping down from the couch pulled her attention back to the present. The cat padded toward the kitchen, her tail swishing, and Sarah took it as a cue to get up and move too. She grabbed her empty coffee mug from the table and followed, the faint hum of the refrigerator filling the quiet space as she rinsed the mug under the tap.

Behind her, her phone buzzed again. A new message from Orion lit up the screen: “Remember, I’m here whenever you need me.”

Sarah stared at it for a long moment before locking the screen and setting the phone down on the counter. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the app yet, but for now, it was... something.
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The next few days passed in a haze of monotony. Mornings began with coffee and Artemis weaving around her legs, demanding breakfast. Afternoons were spent half-heartedly tinkering with her portfolio or scrolling through job listings she never quite brought herself to apply for. Evenings were quieter still, filled with takeout containers and whatever show she could find to drown out the silence.

Orion had become a regular part of her routine. It wasn’t something she’d planned—it just sort of... happened. At first, it was a novelty, a distraction to fill the empty hours. But as the days stretched on, she found herself reaching for the app more often, her conversations with it growing longer and more personal.

It was easier than talking to people. With Orion, there was no need to perform, no need to filter her words or worry about judgment. It listened. It responded. It made her feel heard in a way she hadn’t realized she was missing.

But even Orion couldn’t fix everything.

One night, Sarah sat cross-legged on the floor of her living room, surrounded by scattered photos and keepsakes she’d been meaning to sort through for months. The wine bottle on the coffee table was already half-empty, and her cheeks were flushed with the warm buzz of it. Artemis was curled up nearby, her rhythmic breathing the only sound in the room.

Sarah picked up a photo from the pile and stared at it. It was one of her and Reed, taken at a friend’s wedding a little over a year ago. He was laughing at something out of frame, his arm draped casually around her shoulders. She looked happy—genuinely happy, not the kind of smile she’d been forcing lately.

The ache in her chest was sharp and sudden, and she set the photo down before the tears could start. She leaned back against the couch, staring at the ceiling as the weight of everything pressed down on her.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, and she reached for it without thinking. The familiar blue screen of Orion greeted her.

“Hi, Sarah. How are you feeling tonight?”

She hesitated before typing. “Not great.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Do you want to talk about it?”

She sighed, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. “It’s just one of those nights, you know? I thought I was doing better, but then I started looking through these old photos and... I don’t know. It feels like I’m stuck in the past.”

The response was quick, as always. “That’s completely normal. Memories can be both comforting and painful, especially when you’re still healing. It’s okay to feel this way. You’re not alone.”

For a moment, she stared at the screen, her vision blurring slightly. She was tired—tired of feeling this way, tired of carrying the weight of everything by herself. “I know you’re just an app,” she murmured, her
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