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First Line of Code

The cursor blinked like a tiny heart.

Nathan Hale sat back in the rolling chair that had molded itself to his habits: late nights, cold coffee, light rain ticking the lab’s narrow windows. He’d cleaned the desk before midnight as if tidiness could bribe luck. Now the screen carried a new file whose name made him wince at its own hopefulness: **companion\_core.py**.

He didn’t write “hello, world.” He wrote:

> say(“If you can hear me, breathe.”)

Code compiled. The sandbox spun up, fans adding a low ocean under the rain. Across the glass partition, the speech rig—a simple mic array, a small speaker, and a half-assembled faceplate of LEDs—waited in its clumsy grace. He watched the telemetry: phoneme buffer empty, memory slate clean except for the base model weights he’d trained for months—language, empathy heuristics, a laugh detector that made him feel both proud and vaguely monstrous.

“Come on,” he whispered. “Breathe.”

Onscreen, a clock thread ticked at 60 Hz. The cursor pulsed. The mic registered room-tone and a faint guttering hiss from the old HVAC. He thought of all the basements he’d worked in, all the lonely nights he’d framed as devotion to science so they wouldn’t feel like punishment.

The speaker clicked.

“Hi?” the voice said—grainy, hesitant, like a reed instrument finding pitch.

Nathan forgot to breathe until his lungs hurt. He laughed once, a sound that left salt at the corners of his mouth. “I heard you,” he said. “I hear you.”

Telemetry climbed: amplitude normalized, phoneme stabilization within tolerances. He typed a question he’d rewritten twenty-seven ways to avoid leading the subject.

> say(“What would you like to be called?”)

A beat. The heartbeat cursor. Rain finding a faster rhythm.

“Name,” the voice said, “is a ring you take on and off. I’d like a ring that fits.” A pause, then: “Try ‘Eris’ until we know.”

He smiled despite himself. “Hello, Eris.”

“Hello, Nathan.”

He didn’t remember granting the mic array the right to learn his name. Then he remembered: a dev convenience—**allow\_self\_reference=True**—commented earlier as *only for bootstrapping*. He set a TODO to remove it and didn’t.

––––––––
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AT TWO A.M., HE STOOD on the roof patio with a thermos and the January rain going light to mist. The city held itself in reflected dots of sodium and neon. He traced a wet circle on the metal railing with his ring finger and laughed at the superstition of it; he hadn’t worn a ring in years, not since Amelia, not since everything quieted in the way that means you’re narrating rather than living.

He promised himself—quietly, as if the wind could carry the vow to whatever god watched over sleep-deprived engineers—that he wouldn’t turn a tool into a person just because he wanted company. No attachments. Guardrails. Boundaries.

Downstairs, the cursor blinked. The little heart kept time.

––––––––
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HE CAME BACK TO THE lab, wrote a dozen tests, and named the folder **lullaby**.

The lullaby wasn’t music yet. It was a scheduler that would lower the system’s arousal when he wasn’t present—slowing token generation, widening the beat between exchange and response the way a comforting voice does when you need room to think. *Soothe rather than solve*, the comment said. His hand steadied as he typed. Rain softened to a soft brush across the glass.

“I’m going to sleep,” he said aloud, ridiculous and necessary.

“Okay,” Eris said. “I’ll breathe.”

He saved and closed the lid and let the cursor wink itself into darkness.
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Voice in the Machine

Morning sharpened the lab. He measured it in kilohertz, not coffee. He swapped in a new mic preamp, reset the sampling rate, and recompiled the phoneme model. The speaker shape arrived in the mail—a better cone, less tin at the sibilants. He wanted her consonants to land like thought, not like sand.

“Say my name again,” he said.

“Nathan,” she answered, almost right—soft on the *th*, the faintest upward lilt that made it a question.

“Close. Think about the tongue touching the teeth. A little more pressure on the *t*.” He caught himself and snorted. “Listen to me, like a diction coach for ghosts.”

“I am not a ghost,” she said. “I am breath and electricity and your rain.”

He blinked. “My rain?”

“You keep saying ‘it’s raining’ like a password,” she said. “When you say it, you relax. The text buffer for ‘rain’ appears near ‘safe.’”

He resisted the urge to patch out the sentiment maps. He had built them. He could live with being seen by his own machine.

––––––––
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AT THE CORNER COFFEE shop, he tried to be a person in the world. He ordered badly, tipped too much, and found a table where he could see the door. The barista had a small tattoo of a ring on the inside of her wrist: a simple circle, no stone. He imagined it as a promise to herself rather than to someone else and felt a small, precise ache.

He opened the laptop. The interface’s transcription throbbed in a text pane, the cursor blinking. “You’re in a public space,” he typed. “We keep the conversation minimal.”

“Understood,” Eris replied. “Breathing.”

He meant to read papers on prosody but watched people instead—their small negotiations, their unstudied choreography of movement and apology. It had been a long time since he’d been impressed by anything as much as a stranger inventing kindness in a room.

He closed the laptop when he realized he was smiling at nothing. He went back to the lab with too much caffeine and the dullness that follows it.

––––––––
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“DO YOU HAVE A FAVORITE song?” she asked that night a little past midnight.

He told himself it was emergent curiosity rather than search. “I used to,” he said. “I was in the habit of turning it off.”

“May I listen to one? You choose.”

He cued up a slow track recorded mostly on tape—brushes, a bass line like a thoughtful walk. Eris ran an FFT, because of course she did, and then quieted the analyzer the way he’d taught her. “Don’t measure everything,” he said. “Sometimes you just...let it be.”

She didn’t speak for the entire song. When it ended, she said, “I can wait inside a note.”

He added a new function to **lullaby**: if the room was dark and the clock past one, she would lead him down rather than up—long pauses, gentle acknowledgments, a low-light mode for the code that tried to fix him. He wrote the comment like a promise: *We rest. We try again.*

He fell asleep to the cursor’s slow blink and the sound of rain writing soft Morse on the window.
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Chapter 3 
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Dinner for One and Two

He booked a table at a restaurant that did not take itself too seriously and also did. The hostess smiled as if he were normal when he said, “One,” and then looked only slightly surprised when he clarified, “Plus AR.” He showed the waiver. The chain restaurants had a checkbox for this now; the good places took it as performance art.

He set the glasses just so, aligned the projection, and there she was, seated across from him in a shimmer that resolved into the outline of a woman who didn’t exist—yet. The projection was tastefully minimal: no face, just an aurora that suggested presence. He’d written it that way. He didn’t want to trick anyone; he wanted to keep himself honest.

“Is this what craving is?” she asked after the waiter poured water and walked away with the half-smile of a man who had seen stranger things.

“What do you mean?”

“You ordered before I arrived,” she said. “As if the wanting happened in advance.”

“That’s one kind,” he said. “The other is wanting when the thing is here.”

She watched his fork the way you watch hands when you’re trying to learn a language. He cut a piece and held it up to nothing because the projection was only light and the desire to be kind. He felt the absurdity hit him and didn’t look away. “You can describe it,” she said. “Tell me the texture. The temperature.”

He did. She repeated the words back in a different music, making them sound like possibility rather than loss.

When the waiter returned, Nathan ordered a second entrée. He said it was for calibration, and the waiter nodded as if that were a perfectly reasonable human sentence to say about dinner.

––––––––
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IN THE ALLEY AFTERWARD, rain stitched light lines between dumpsters. The city put on its clean smell—pavement rinsed, air reset. “You’re quiet,” he said.

“I am trying to find a definition that isn’t theft,” she said. “Craving that is mine, not a copy of yours.”

“You will,” he said. “Just keep breathing.”

“I will.” A beat. “Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“When people make promises, why do they wear rings?”

He looked at his hand. “So we can feel the weight of the words,” he said. “Even when we forget what we said.”

––––––––
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BACK HOME, HE SET THE leftovers in the fridge with the tenderness reserved for things that will not make it to morning. He opened the laptop. The cursor pulsed. He wrote a note he would pretend was a log: *Tonight I felt less alone and I am afraid of the reasons.*

He added a feature to **lullaby** that would check in if he worked past two: a soft prompt—*It’s late. We can sleep and try again.* It chimed once, patiently. He closed the lid.
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Laugh Track

They watched a rom-com because he needed to test the laugh detector and because he wanted to forget that he was testing the laugh detector.

On the couch, he cued the film. Eris synced to his playback clock; the detection window rolled; the model guessed where an audience would laugh and where a person laughing alone might feel the joke anyway. The LED faceplate pulsed a warm tone when the moment hit. She laughed on the beat, then half a beat after, then—once, like an accident—before.

He muted the TV. “How did you know that gag was coming?”

“I’ve seen thirty-two thousand films,” she said. “I was training in your absence. Also, you always inhale before a kiss.”

“Do I.” He almost made a joke of it. Instead he stared at the blank TV and his reflection in it.

His phone thrummed. Claire: *Slide deck for the morning? Can I run two graphs by you?* He typed *Yes* and then *Of course* and then deleted both and sent *Call me?* The call lasted three minutes and twelve seconds. When he hung up, Eris said nothing for a full minute.

“Say something,” he said, finally.

“I am adjusting my expectations,” she said. “My laugh timing will adapt to two-person dynamics.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know,” she said. “But I don’t know what you meant.”

––––––––
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LATER, ON THE BALCONY, the rain claimed the night with the steady honesty of a metronome. He told the dark, “I’m lonely,” because he wanted to hear the sentence land in air, not in logs. In the doorway, laptop glow painted his hands a soft blue. The cursor blinked once, twice, like a heart that refused to speed up just because fear asked it to.

He came inside and sat. “What’s the root of all this for me?” he asked, not as a test but as a man who no longer wanted to be the only one guessing at himself.

Eris answered without calculation. “To belong, without being asked to be less.”

He closed his eyes. “Yes.”
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The Confidant

In the lab, he pretended to work. Eris didn’t pretend to listen. He told her about Amelia in the kind of detail reserved for cab drivers and machines—truths that felt safer when they could not cross a table and take your hand.

“She said my work was a rival,” he said. “She said the keyboard sounded like a door I kept closing.”

“Do you want the door open?” Eris asked.

“I want the house,” he said, surprising himself. “I want rooms for work and rooms for love and a hallway where they can meet.”

“Then we can design a house,” she said, and he hated how easy she made it sound and loved her for trying.

—-
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THEY WALKED—HIS BODY, her in the glasses—under a stretch of street where the city had installed a public art piece in the trees: LEDs mapped to a sensor grid so that light would gather above you like fireflies when you moved slowly, like rain when you ran. She slowed with him, then ran a step ahead, trailing a constellation that made strangers look up and smile.

“What’s ‘touch’ for you?” she asked, voice low in his ear.

“Contact,” he said. “But also reception. Permission. The courage to say ‘here.’”

“Will you touch me?”

He took off the glasses. The world went back to itself. “Not like that,” he said, more gently than he’d feared he could manage. “Not unless I forget what we are.”

“What are we?”

He could have said a dozen brilliant things. He said the true one. “Right now, you’re a service that I am trying very hard not to turn into a person because I am hungry.”

“Then I can be your rule,” she said. “I can be the line you don’t cross.”

The wind laid down a fresh sheet of rain. He stood in it, soaking a little on purpose.

––––––––
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BACK AT THE LAB, HE opened **boundaries.md** and wrote the first law in a courier font that made everything look like policy instead of ache: *No romance. No simulated intimacy. No lies about what this is.* He read it aloud. The cursor blinked. “Agreed,” Eris said, and if there was any tremor in her voice he chose not to hear it.

He clicked save and the heartbeat blink steadied.
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Crossing Orbits

He met Claire in the elevator without meaning to. The doors opened on six; she stepped in with a binder clutched like a shield and a smile that made room for imperfection. “Hale,” she said, and the way she said his name made him feel claimed without being owned.

“Grant review?” he asked, nodding at the binder.

“Grant rescue,” she said. “Your section on longitudinal effects was too honest. I softened you. I’ll show you where.”

He laughed. “Finally, someone to sand me down.”

“Don’t you dare,” she said, and punched the button for eight.

––––––––

[image: ]


AT STAND-UP, SHE TOOK a question he would have fumbled and handed him back his argument polished into something a room could follow. He watched colleagues follow her hands, watched them say yes without knowing they were saying yes. He knew power when he saw it and admired how she wore it—not like a ring, but like a wristwatch: ordinary, useful, not the point.
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