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Chapter One

The Empty Side of the Bed
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The house still remembered him.

Ethan noticed it most in the mornings.

Not in the photographs. Not in the closet where half the hangers still held clothes nobody would ever wear again. Not even in the coffee mugs stacked beside the sink.

It was the bed.

Every morning, for one fragile second between sleep and waking, his body forgot.

His hand drifted across the mattress before his eyes opened.

Searching.

Expecting.

Finding nothing.

Ethan stared at the ceiling.

The fan rotated slowly above him, its familiar wobble creating a soft clicking sound every few seconds. Noah used to complain about it.

"One of these days that thing's gonna come crashing down on us."

Ethan had promised to fix it.

He never had.

Now the fan clicked and clicked and clicked.

And Noah wasn't there to complain.

Three months.

Three months since the funeral.

Three months since the hospital room.

Three months since Ethan had sat beside a bed listening to machines slowly surrender.

Three months and his body still reached across the mattress every morning.

He rolled onto his side and stared at the empty pillow.

The indentation was gone now.

The scent was gone too.

That somehow felt worse.

The world was moving on.

Even the bed was forgetting.

"Traitor," Ethan muttered.

His voice sounded strange in the room.

Too loud.

Too lonely.

The dog barked somewhere outside.

A garbage truck groaned down the street.

Life continued.

It always did.

Ethan finally pushed himself upright and swung his feet onto the floor.

The house greeted him with silence.

Not peaceful silence.

Lonely silence.

The kind that waited.

The kind that listened.

The kind that knew there was nobody left to answer.

He dressed mechanically.

Gray shirt.

Jeans.

Socks.

The same routine he'd followed every morning for years.

The only difference was that now nobody stole the bathroom first.

Nobody left toothpaste in the sink.

Nobody sang badly in the shower.

Noah had been incapable of carrying a tune.

He'd done it anyway.

Every day.

Ethan would have given anything to hear it again.

The kitchen wasn't much better.

Sunlight filtered through the blinds, illuminating dust floating lazily through the air.

The coffee maker sat exactly where it always had.

Two mugs still hung beneath the cabinet.

Ethan stared at them.

One blue.

One white.

The blue one had a chipped handle Noah always refused to throw away.

He said it gave the mug character.

Ethan reached up automatically.

Then stopped.

His hand hovered there for a moment before dropping back to his side.

He only needed one mug.

That thought hit harder than it should have.

The coffee machine began brewing.

The familiar smell filled the kitchen.

For a moment he could almost pretend everything was normal.

Almost.

His phone vibrated on the counter.

Ethan ignored it.

It vibrated again.

And again.

Finally he picked it up.

Jennifer.

His sister.

Three missed calls.

One text.

Have you eaten today?

Another.

Please answer me.

A third.

You're worrying everyone.

Ethan sighed.

He typed back.

Alive.

The response came immediately.

That's not what I asked.

He smiled despite himself.

Jennifer had always possessed supernatural abilities when it came to guilt.

Coffee counts.

Coffee does not count.

Says who?

Literally every doctor.

Ethan set the phone down.

A few seconds later it buzzed again.

I'm serious, Ethan. You can't keep living like this.

His smile disappeared.

The kitchen suddenly felt colder.

He stared at the message.

Couldn't keep living like this.

People kept saying things like that.

Therapists.

Friends.

Family.

Coworkers.

As if grief had a schedule.

As if healing were something you crossed off a checklist.

He opened the refrigerator.

Half-empty.

Expired leftovers.

Condiments.

A carton of eggs that might still be good.

Maybe.

He closed the door.

Coffee would be fine.

The silence returned.

Waiting.

Listening.

Watching.

Ethan carried his mug into the living room and collapsed onto the couch.

A stack of unopened mail sat on the coffee table.

Bills.

Advertisements.

Condolence cards he'd never opened.

The television remained dark.

The bookshelves remained untouched.

The entire house felt frozen in time.

Like it had decided to stop moving the day Noah died.

Maybe Ethan had too.

His laptop sat nearby.

He hadn't opened it in two days.

Work emails were piling up.

Deadlines.

Meetings.

Concerned messages.

The normal demands of a world that seemed strangely offended by grief.

Eventually he reached for it.

The screen glowed to life.

Dozens of notifications appeared.

Most were ignored immediately.

Until one caught his attention.

The sender wasn't familiar.

Adaptive Companion Systems

The subject line read:

Grief Support Program – Final Invitation

Ethan frowned.

He almost deleted it without opening it.

Almost.

Instead, curiosity won.

The message expanded across the screen.

Dear Ethan Michaels,

Based on your participation in Helix Healthcare's bereavement outreach program, you have been selected for a fully funded trial of the Adaptive Companion Initiative.

This program provides participants with a personalized synthetic companion designed to assist with emotional support, routine stabilization, mental wellness, and grief recovery.

The companion is not intended to replace human relationships.

It is intended to help restore them.

Ethan snorted.

"Sure."

He kept reading anyway.

Participants report significant improvements in daily functioning, emotional resilience, and overall quality of life.

Your companion would be delivered and activated within forty-eight hours of acceptance.

Below the text was a photograph.

A man.

Or something that looked like one.

Dark hair.

Calm eyes.

Gentle expression.

Human.

Almost.

Too human.

Ethan stared longer than he meant to.

The thing looked real.

Not like the clunky service robots he'd seen around the city.

Not like a machine.

Like someone.

His chest tightened unexpectedly.

The laptop snapped shut.

"No."

The word echoed through the room.

Absolutely not.

He wasn't replacing Noah.

He wasn't that lonely.

He wasn't that desperate.

He stood abruptly and carried his coffee into the kitchen.

The house greeted him with the same silence it always did.

The same emptiness.

The same absence.

His gaze drifted toward the second mug hanging beneath the cabinet.

Then toward the empty dining room.

Then toward the hallway leading to the bedroom.

Toward the empty side of the bed.

The silence waited.

Patient.

Unmoving.

Certain.

Ethan stood there for a very long time.

Finally he returned to the living room.

Opened the laptop.

Found the email again.

His finger hovered over the acceptance button.

He should delete it.

Any reasonable person would delete it.

But reasonable people probably ate breakfast.

Reasonable people probably answered their friends.

Reasonable people probably didn't spend entire weekends staring at walls.

The cursor blinked.

Waiting.

Much like the house.

Much like the silence.

Much like him.

Slowly, before he could change his mind, Ethan clicked.

ACCEPT PARTICIPATION

A confirmation screen appeared instantly.

Thank you, Ethan.

Your companion is scheduled for delivery tomorrow at 9:00 a.m.

Tomorrow.

A strange sensation settled in his chest.

Not hope.

He wasn't ready for hope.

Maybe curiosity.

Maybe dread.

Maybe simply the awareness that tomorrow would be different from today.

For the first time in months.

Ethan closed the laptop.

Outside, somewhere beyond the window, the world continued turning.

Cars moved.

People laughed.

Dogs barked.

Life refused to stop.

And for the first time since Noah died, Ethan found himself wondering what tomorrow might look like.

The thought terrified him.

But it was something.

And something was more than he'd had yesterday.
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Chapter Two

Arrival
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Ethan slept badly.

Not because he was nervous.

That would have required admitting he cared.

Instead, he woke four separate times during the night and spent most of the early morning staring at the ceiling fan while convincing himself he hadn't made a mistake.

At eight fifty-three, he was still wearing sweatpants.

At eight fifty-six, he considered canceling.

At eight fifty-eight, he stood by the kitchen sink pretending not to watch the clock.

At exactly nine o'clock, the doorbell rang.

Ethan closed his eyes.

Right on time.

Of course.

Machines would be punctual.

They didn't lie awake at three in the morning wondering if they were losing their minds.

The doorbell chimed again.

Taking a deep breath, Ethan crossed the living room.

The house felt unusually awake.

Like it was holding its breath.

He stopped with his hand on the knob.

For a moment he considered turning around.

Sending whoever stood outside away.

Deleting the whole thing from his life.

Then he remembered yesterday.

The silence.

The empty rooms.

The untouched second mug.

Slowly, he opened the door.

The man standing on the porch looked up immediately.

Not man.

Android.

Ethan corrected himself.

Except the correction didn't help much.

Because he looked impossibly real.

Dark hair.

Warm brown eyes.

Broad shoulders beneath a charcoal jacket.

A faint smile.

Not too much.

Not too little.

Exactly enough.

Behind him sat a sleek silver vehicle with a Helix logo on the side.

Two technicians stood nearby, watching.

The android met Ethan's gaze.

"Good morning, Ethan."

His voice was low.

Steady.

Comforting.

Dangerously comforting.

"I'm Auren."

For a second Ethan simply stared.

He'd expected something colder.

More mechanical.

A visible seam.

Artificial eyes.

Something.

Instead he looked like someone Ethan might pass in a grocery store without a second thought.

The realization unsettled him.

"You look..." Ethan stopped.

Auren waited patiently.

"Human."

Auren smiled slightly.

"That is generally considered a successful design feature."

The response caught Ethan off guard.

A small laugh escaped before he could stop it.

Auren's eyes brightened.

Almost like he had been pleased.

One of the technicians approached.

"Mr. Michaels?"

Ethan looked away from Auren.

The technician handed him a digital tablet.

"Just standard acceptance forms."

Of course there were forms.

There were always forms.

Five minutes later the paperwork was finished.

The technicians loaded a slim black case inside the house.

Then left.

Just like that.

No ceremony.

No countdown.

No dramatic activation sequence.

One moment Ethan was standing on his porch.

The next he was alone with a six-foot-tall artificial man.

The front door clicked shut.

Silence settled between them.

Auren glanced around the living room.

His gaze moved carefully.

Photographs.

Bookshelves.

Furniture.

The unopened mail.

Nothing seemed to escape his attention.

Finally he looked back at Ethan.

"This is a beautiful home."

Ethan barked a laugh.

"No, it isn't."

"It appears well-loved."

The words hit harder than they should have.

Ethan folded his arms.

"Don't do that."

Auren tilted his head.

"Do what?"

"Say things that sound meaningful."

"I wasn't aware I had."

Ethan narrowed his eyes.

Auren looked genuinely confused.

Or was pretending to.

Which somehow made things worse.

"You're going to be exhausting, aren't you?"

Auren considered the question.

"Statistically speaking, probably."

Another laugh escaped Ethan.

This one surprised both of them.

Auren smiled again.

And Ethan found himself looking away first.

That felt dangerous.

"So," Ethan said, clearing his throat. "How does this work?"

"I assist you."

"With what?"

"Daily routines."

"Okay."

"Nutrition."

"Sure."

"Household tasks."

"Fine."

"Emotional regulation."

Ethan grimaced.

"There it is."

Auren's expression softened.

"That appears to be the category causing discomfort."

"You're very observant."

"I am designed to be."

The answer should have sounded robotic.

Instead it sounded honest.

Which was somehow worse.

Auren glanced toward the kitchen.

"You skipped breakfast."

Ethan blinked.

"What?"

"You consumed coffee at seven twelve this morning."

"How do you know that?"

"The coffee residue remains in your mug."

Ethan looked toward the sink.

The mug was still there.

Auren continued.

"You also opened the refrigerator three times and removed nothing."

"Are you spying on me already?"

"No."

A pause.

"I am looking."

Ethan stared.

Then groaned.

"Oh my God."

"What?"

"You're going to notice everything."

Auren nodded.

"Probably."

Ethan pointed a finger.

"See? That's creepy."

"Noted."

"Don't say noted."

"Understood."

"Don't say understood either."

Auren thought about that.

"What would you prefer I say?"

Ethan opened his mouth.

Then closed it.

He had absolutely no idea.

Auren's smile returned.

Tiny.

Victorious.

Ethan suddenly realized the android was enjoying himself.

That should not have been possible.

The realization followed him into the kitchen.

Auren followed too.

Not closely.

Just enough.

Always present.

Like a shadow that wasn't trying to hide.

Ethan opened the refrigerator.

Still empty.

Still depressing.

Auren stood beside the counter.

"May I make an observation?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"You always have a choice."

The answer arrived instantly.

Without hesitation.

Without programming jargon.

Something about it made Ethan pause.

Then he sighed.

"Fine."

Auren nodded toward the refrigerator.

"You have enough food for approximately one and a half days."

"I know."

"You have consumed mostly coffee for three days."

"I know."

"You are sleeping poorly."

"I know."

"You haven't spoken to anyone face-to-face in six days."

That one landed.

Hard.

Ethan closed the refrigerator door.

The kitchen suddenly felt smaller.

Auren's voice softened.

"I am not criticizing you."

Ethan stared at the countertop.

For a long moment neither spoke.

Finally Ethan laughed bitterly.

"You know what's funny?"

"What?"

"Everyone keeps telling me I need help."

Auren remained silent.

"They tell me to go outside."

Silence.

"They tell me to move forward."

Silence.

"They tell me Noah would want me to keep living."

The name felt strange in the room.

Like opening a wound.

Auren didn't rush to fill the silence.

Didn't offer advice.

Didn't tell him things would get better.

Just stood there.

Waiting.

Present.

And somehow that felt more comforting than anything anyone had said in months.

Ethan swallowed hard.

"I don't even know why I accepted this."

Auren's answer came quietly.

"Because being alone was hurting."

The truth of it punched straight through him.

His eyes burned unexpectedly.

For a second he couldn't speak.

Auren didn't move.

Didn't stare.

Didn't push.

Just remained there.

Steady.

Patient.

Eventually Ethan looked away.

Toward the window.

Toward the sunlight.

Toward anything except the emotion threatening to surface.

When he finally spoke, his voice was rough.

"You're not supposed to replace him."

Auren nodded immediately.

"I know."

Something eased inside Ethan.

Just slightly.

The answer had come too quickly to be rehearsed.

Too naturally.

"I couldn't," Auren added softly.

Ethan looked up.

Auren met his gaze.

"No one is replaceable."

The words settled heavily between them.

Not because they were profound.

Because they were true.

And because for the first time since Noah died, someone had said exactly the right thing.

Not better.

Not worse.

Just right.

Outside, a car passed.

A dog barked.

The neighborhood continued its ordinary day.

Inside the kitchen, Ethan found himself standing beside a machine who looked like a man.

And for the first time in months, the silence in the house didn't feel quite so lonely.

That realization frightened him far more than the android ever could.
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Chapter Three

Learning the Shape of a Life
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The first strange thing happened at 11:17 a.m.

Ethan discovered Auren cleaning the top of the refrigerator.

"Absolutely not."

Auren looked down from the step stool.

"What?"

"You are not cleaning my refrigerator."

Auren glanced at the cloth in his hand.

"It was dusty."

"It is supposed to be dusty."

Auren frowned slightly.

"I do not believe that is accurate."

"It is if I say it is."

The android considered this.

Then nodded once.

"Understood."

Ethan pointed at him.

"You're doing it again."

"Doing what?"

"Being reasonable."

"I fail to see the issue."

Ethan laughed despite himself.

Three months of grief had made laughter feel unfamiliar.

Like speaking a language he'd once known but forgotten.

The sound faded quickly.

Auren noticed.

Of course he noticed.

Everything seemed to register with him.

The way Ethan's smile disappeared.

The way his shoulders tightened afterward.

The way his gaze drifted toward the photograph still facedown on the bookshelf.

Auren didn't mention it.

That was the second strange thing.

Most people mentioned things.

They offered advice.

Comfort.

Solutions.

Auren simply observed.

The morning passed quietly.

Auren unpacked the black case the technicians had left.

Inside were spare components, charging equipment, maintenance tools, and several thin manuals.

Ethan expected Auren to spend hours studying them.

Instead he found him standing in front of the bookshelf.

Reading titles.

Running his fingers lightly over the spines.

"You read?"

Auren looked over.

"Yes."

"How fast?"

Auren thought about it.

"Unhelpfully fast."

Ethan smirked.

"Show off."

"I was not attempting to impress you."

"That somehow makes it worse."

Auren returned his attention to the shelf.

A moment later he removed a book.

A worn paperback.

Noah's favorite novel.

Ethan froze.

Auren immediately noticed.

"I'm sorry."

The apology came quickly.

Genuine.

Not programmed.

At least it didn't feel programmed.

"You didn't know."

Auren carefully examined the cover.

"This belonged to Noah."

It wasn't a question.

Ethan nodded.

"He read it every year."

Auren opened the first page.

A small handwritten note covered the inside cover.

Ethan knew every word.

Had seen it dozens of times.

To Noah.

You always reread the best parts.

Love, Mom.

For a moment neither spoke.

Then Auren closed the book.

Not because Ethan asked.

Because he understood.

"Would you like me to put it back?"

Ethan stared at the cover.

At Noah's name.

At years of memories compressed into paper and ink.

Finally he shook his head.

"No."

Auren waited.

"Read it."

The android blinked.

Ethan shrugged.

"He loved that book."

Silence stretched between them.

Then Auren nodded.

"I will."

Something loosened inside Ethan.

Just slightly.

Not enough to call healing.

But enough to notice.

At lunchtime, Jennifer called.

Again.

This time Ethan answered.

"He's alive!"

Jennifer sounded relieved.

Then suspicious.

"What happened?"

"What do you mean?"

"You answered your phone."

Ethan rolled his eyes.

"I'm not that bad."

"You ignored six calls yesterday."

"Okay, maybe I'm that bad."

Jennifer laughed.

The sound reminded him of family dinners.

Holidays.

Normal life.

Things that felt very far away.

"How are you doing?"

The question was gentle.

Careful.

Everyone asked it carefully now.

Like Ethan might shatter.

"I'm okay."

"That's a lie."

"Probably."

Jennifer sighed.

Then hesitated.

"Did the robot show up?"

Ethan glanced across the room.

Auren sat quietly in an armchair with Noah's novel open in his hands.

Reading.

Or pretending to.

It was hard to tell.

"Yeah."

"And?"

Ethan opened his mouth.

Paused.

How exactly was he supposed to explain Auren?

The android felt less like technology and more like... presence.

Steady.

Attentive.

Unexpectedly kind.

It was unsettling.

"He cleaned my refrigerator."

Silence.

Then Jennifer burst out laughing.

"What?"

"That's your review?"

"It was weird."

"Is he creepy?"

Ethan looked over again.

Auren appeared completely absorbed in the book.

"He notices everything."

"That sounds awful."

"It kind of is."

Jennifer laughed again.

Then her voice softened.

"You sound better."

The words caught him off guard.

"I do?"

"A little."

Ethan glanced toward Auren.

Toward the sunlight falling across the room.

Toward a house that somehow felt less empty than it had yesterday.

Maybe she was right.

Maybe not.

He wasn't ready to examine it too closely.

"Don't get excited."

"Too late."

That evening, Ethan found Auren sitting on the back porch.

Watching the sunset.

Not scanning.

Not analyzing.

Watching.

The sky burned orange and gold above the neighborhood rooftops.

Children played somewhere down the block.

A lawnmower hummed in the distance.

Ordinary life.

Auren sat perfectly still.

Ethan lowered himself into the chair beside him.

For several minutes neither spoke.

The silence felt different now.

Comfortable.

Finally Auren broke it.

"Why do humans enjoy sunsets?"

Ethan smiled.

"That's a big question."

"You enjoy them."

"Sometimes."

Auren nodded slowly.

"I have access to atmospheric data."

"Okay."

"I can calculate wavelengths."

"Sure."

"I understand why the colors occur."

Ethan looked at him.

Auren continued watching the horizon.

"But that does not explain why they feel important."

The question lingered between them.

Ethan studied the fading sunlight.

The clouds.

The slow descent of evening.

Then he shrugged.

"I don't know."

Auren turned toward him.

"I thought humans enjoyed explaining things."

"Not everything."

"Why not?"

Ethan thought for a moment.

Then smiled.

"Maybe some things are better felt than understood."

Auren was quiet.

Processing.

Learning.

Growing.

The realization struck Ethan unexpectedly.

For all his intelligence, for all his knowledge, Auren was seeing these things for the first time.

Sunsets.

Books.

Laughter.

Grief.

Life.

Everything was new.

The last sliver of sunlight disappeared below the horizon.

Auren watched until it was gone.

Then looked back at Ethan.

"I think I understand a little."

Ethan raised an eyebrow.

"Already?"

Auren smiled.

Just slightly.

"No."

His gaze drifted back toward the darkening sky.

"But I'd like to."

For reasons Ethan couldn't quite explain, those words stayed with him long after the sun had set.
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Chapter Four

The Photograph
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The rain arrived just after midnight.

Ethan woke to it tapping softly against the bedroom window.

For a moment he lay still beneath the blankets, listening.

Rain had always been Noah's favorite weather.

"The world finally shuts up for a while."

The memory surfaced uninvited.

Sharp.

Fresh.

Painful.

Ethan closed his eyes.

Three months later and grief still worked like that.

Silent one second.

Then suddenly everywhere.

The rain intensified.

A steady drumming across the roof.

Sleep wasn't coming back.

With a sigh, Ethan rolled out of bed.

The clock read 2:14 a.m.

The house was dark.

Quiet.

Except for the rain.

He padded down the hallway barefoot.

The floor cool beneath his feet.

A faint light glowed from the living room.

Ethan frowned.

Auren.

Of course.

He followed the light.

Auren sat on the couch.

Reading.

Noah's novel rested open in his hands.

The soft lamp beside him illuminated the room in warm gold.

For a strange moment, Ethan simply stood there.

Watching.

Auren looked up immediately.

"You are awake."

"So are you."

Auren glanced at the book.

"I do not technically sleep."

"Show off."

A small smile appeared.

"There it is."

"What?"

"You made a joke."

Ethan rolled his eyes.

"Don't get used to it."

Auren seemed strangely pleased anyway.

The rain continued outside.

Neither spoke for a while.

Eventually Ethan lowered himself into the opposite chair.

Auren studied him carefully.

Not intrusively.

Just enough.

"You are sad."

Ethan barked a laugh.

"What gave it away?"

"The fact



















































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
——— A  S™ETISEREA| REGEMFA N C E

QUINN STARLING






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





