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“Jamison Eddington Bryce.” She spoke his name as if it were an unfamiliar and not entirely pleasant sensation. “No criminal record. Undergrad at Chicago, Yale Law, an eight-figure consulting position with your father’s firm since then.” Dr. Linea was not impressed. Nor should she be; Jamison had been born into generational wealth that could only increase, even if he did nothing. “Oh, and it says you’re a badminton champion.” She lifted her perfectly plucked eyebrows, her mauve-painted lips forming a milfy moue. 

“You play?” he asked, hoping to break the ice. She offered a frosty glance through light blue designer frames in riposte. His half-hearted attempt to laugh his way out of the situation died in his throat as she closed his file and crossed her hands atop the folder.

“There’s nothing in your file that suggests a concern, and your financials check out, or you wouldn’t be sitting in my office.” She leaned back in her chair, an old-fashioned high-backed leather affair, and steepled her French-manicured fingers. She wore a black pencil skirt and a light blue silk top that strained against the heft of her breasts. Her brown hair dangled in elegant curls from a loose bun held together by silver filament. Jamison turned his eyes down as a flush grew in his cheeks.

“I’m glad to hear that, Doctor Linea,” he managed.

“I didn’t say I had no concerns. Just that your file is clean.” She scooted it to the side and sat forward, folding her hands in its place. “I’d like to know why you want to rent one of our simulacra.”

Jamison squared his shoulders to the table, mirroring Dr. Linea. He couldn’t be intimidated by this woman, however effective her methods were. He was here to purchase a service; why was he being interrogated? Maybe because only a giant creep would want to rent a sex doll? Jamie squelched his inner bitch-voice with difficulty. “Your reputation precedes you, of course. Top of the line AI, proprietary tactile heuristics, synthetic flesh even the Evereyes can’t tell from the real thing. There was no other choice, really.”

She closed her eyes, which twitched for a moment as if controlling a roll. “Yes, of course the seventy-eighth richest man in the world would choose the best simulacra that exists.” Her waxy smile sent shivers to his core. “What I want to know is, why rent a simulacra in the first place? Surely a man such as yourself would not lack for company if he desired it.” She swiveled the chair slightly and crossed one shapely, glossy panty-hosed leg over the other.

Jamison forced his eyes away from this obvious and damnably effective distraction technique. He bit his lip; part of him wanted to just tell her, but he’d spent too much time around the rich and powerful to give up all his cards. Pssh. Like you have any cards. Jamie winced at his bitch-voice, then forced his face into a smile. “I prefer my liaisons to have as little emotional baggage as possible.”

Her lips formed a dubious pout. “I want to be clear that while our simulacras’ AIs are designed for your maximum pleasure, they will not allow you to abuse them, physically or verbally. They are programmed to please you in any way you desire, so long as it’s fully consensual.”

He blinked several times. How could a simulacra give or refuse consent? She was fishing for something. “Of course, I have no intent to engage in behavior that would be unethical or criminal if undertaken with a human.”

Her smile seemed more genuine this time. “I’m very glad to hear it.” She flipped up a holoscreen and tapped away at a lighted keyboard that rose from her desk. The keys clacked like an old-fashioned typewriter from the movies. “I’m authorizing the transaction now. It should appear in your account momentarily.”

Jamison tapped his wrist and the signature box popped up on his holoscreen. He signed with practiced gestures; he took pride in his signature, which included his full first, middle, and last name, written in an elegant cursive he’d honed back in law school. The corner of her mouth ticked up in a brief smile, then she flicked her screen away.

“Very good, Mr. Bryce.” She stood and extended a hand, which took his in a surprisingly firm grip. “You can expect delivery a week from today at noon, if that’s satisfactory.”

“Y-yes, of course,” he stammered, flummoxed at how quickly this interrogation had ended. What had he missed? “I look forward to meeting her.”

“I’m sure she feels the same way.” She flashed a quixotic smile and sat back down, crossing her legs once again, and the door slid open behind him.

“Thank you,” he said, and hurried out of the office.


      [image: ]Jamison sat scrolling idly on the couch facing the door, but even the cutest AI-generated baby dragons couldn’t distract him. His simulacra would be delivered in…he checked the time on his holofeed. Was it still nine minutes away? He felt the panicked need to pee, but what if she arrived while he was in the bathroom? It was just down the hall; he could leave the door open so he’d hear the bell.

He hurried into the bathroom and sat down, and of course, it was a false alarm; anxiety was a bitch. You’re the bitch, Jamie. A perfect time for his inner bitch-voice to chime in. Whatever. He flushed the clean bowl and washed his hands. Two minutes later he was back on the couch watching the time like a schoolboy awaiting the three o’clock bell.

What would she look like? He’d filled out an extensive questionnaire about preferences, but he’d opted not to see a picture of her before she arrived. In truth, he didn’t want her to look any certain way; he hoped she’d be beautiful, maybe strong, possibly with a kind of no-nonsense femininity. Like Dr. Linea, only a bit younger. And less frosty. Though Dr. Linea was quite attractive in an ice-queen sort of way. He hoped the simulacra would have a warmer disposition.

Jamie, his inner bitch chided him, AIs don’t have ‘disposition.’ They have programming. She’ll be programmed to love you, a loser so pathetic he can’t even handle intimacy with a real woman without losing his shit. The worst part about his inner voice was that it was a woman’s voice, rich with the kind of sarcasm and scorn people like Dr. Linea reserved for people like him. He hoped the simulacra’s voice would be kinder, gentler, more…human. There you go again, anthropomorphizing your expensive fuck-doll before you’ve even met her.

“Fuck off,” he muttered between clenched teeth at the exact moment the security booth’s pleasant tone filled the room. He tapped the speaker holo-icon above his wrist.

“A delivery from—”

“Let them in!”

The delivery person would be at his door with his simulacra in moments. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” he hissed as he stood and touched up his hair in the mirror by the door. People treated him as if he were handsome, but he’d always found his features a bit too soft, his chin too weak, his cheekbones too round. Maybe it was just his wealth they found handsome. Maybe—

The doorbell rang, a rich two-tone chime an octave higher than the grandfather clock in his living room. He took a deep breath, pushed out a smile, and opened the door.

The delivery woman was about his own height and stood on his porch in a simple pink dress with floral patterns in white, orange, and purple. She carried no clipboard, no pen, no suitcase. Her dirty-blond hair was tied in a neat ponytail, showing off a pair of small dangling earrings shaped like silver snakes. Her elegant neck was adorned with a silver necklace that ended in a many-ringed agate just above the modest neckline that nonetheless gave a tantalizing hint of cleavage. A handful of small rings decorated her hands, none of them on the fourth finger. A pair of sturdy but elegant brown leather sandals completed the ensemble. Neither her toenails nor her fingernails were painted, but they were manicured to perfection and shone with a layer of glossy polish.

“Mr. Bryce?” she asked in a pleasant voice, a warm smile on her striking face. She wore makeup, but it was subtle; a hint of lavender eyeshadow, an almost-invisible touch of blush, and a medium red lipstick that was more classy than sexy.

“Yes, I’m, that’s me.” He looked behind her, wondering where the simulacra was; would she come in a box or something? He didn’t see a truck or car or anything. Unless this was—

“I’m Iris, your simulacra. Nice to meet you!” A pair of thin silver bracelets jangled down her wrist as she stuck out her hand.

“Nice to…meet you.” He grew dizzy with the warm strength of the handshake, the whiffs of lilac and…was that orange blossom? from her perfume. “Uh, come on in, I guess. I mean, come in!” He stepped out of the way awkwardly and extended his hand toward the living room. She walked in all smiles, eyes devouring the furniture, the built-in holoscreen with its painting of orchids as screensaver, the grandfather clock he’d received as a gift from his actual grandfather.

“Wow, is that a Hattori?” She drifted toward the clock, leaning in close, then turned around, eyes wide with amazement. How was this woman in any way a robot? “Oh. My. Gods.” She seized his forearms, hazel eyes blazing into his. Gold striations broke up the light brown background, with flecks of green here and there; how could synthetic eyes look so real? “I’ve never seen one in person before! Can I wind it?”

Jamison found his hands clasping her forearms in return, as soft and warm and smooth as any woman’s. “Of course! I usually…no, that’s not right. I always wind it first thing in the morning, but there’s no harm in giving it a little boost!” He wasn’t sure that was true, but he wasn’t prepared to deny Iris anything.

She shook his arms, then released and turned around. She approached the case slowly, reverently, stopping for a full pause before unlatching the cabinet and opening the glass. She had a tattoo on the back of her neck, some kind of Celtic pattern maybe? His knuckle rose to his teeth as she picked up the key and inserted it into the first hole. She turned it with careful, steady twists, as he did, slowing to a stop as the weight lifted and the resistance increased. She repeated the process on the other two weights, then replaced the key and solemnly closed and latched the cabinet.

When she turned back around, eyes soft and glad, he had the sudden urge to kiss her. He cleared his throat and pretended to study the clock instead. “It’s all original. There’s only one man in the Incorporated States who’s certified to work on Hattoris, and replacement parts must be made by hand in Japan.” He dared a glance at her and immediately regretted it. You need you a girl who looks at you like she looks at that clock, Jamie, the bitch-voice in his head commented.

Iris turned and put a hand on his chest as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Thank you so much for letting me wind it! It’s been a dream of mine since I can remember.”

Remember? How long had she been…well, alive wasn’t the word, was it? Though as he watched her face, felt the warmth of her hand on his chest, it was hard to tell the difference. “It’s a pleasure to share such a unique piece.” He nearly gasped as her hand slid from his chest. She turned to the couch, eyes still alight, and ran a hand across the bamboo fabric.

“Wait, is this bamboo? Fuck, I’ve seen it in catalogs but never…” She eyed the couch as if asking for an invite to sit, which he gave with a blink.

“Make yourself at home.” He sat awkwardly on the chair facing the couch as she kicked off her sandals, propped herself in a corner, and stretched her long, strong legs across the cushions. “Can I get you anything to drink?” He half stood, then sat down again, flustered at the stupidity of his offer. Robots didn’t drink. Though as he watched her toes flex and her hands explore the couch with langorous movements, he decided android might be a better term. If he hadn’t known who she—what she was, he would have simply taken her for one of the most beautiful, charming women he’d ever met.

“Do you have any 3 in 1 oil?” She blinked, her face a mask of innocence.

“Um, yes, I’m sure I have some in the workshop. Let me just—”

“Kidding.” She threw her head back in a wolfish laugh. “I think champagne would be in order, don’t you?” She blinked again with a face so blank he actually saw her as a robot for a moment. Android. Whatever. Champagne he could do.

“Do you prefer the classics, or do you want something…modern?”

“Surprise me.” She flicked up her holoscreen as he made for the wine fridge. He walked backward for a moment to see what she was doing—scrolling, it seemed, cooking and maybe…medieval manuscripts? He nearly bumped into the counter, which he took for a sign to get his act together. He picked out a 2033 Rare Millésime, an underappreciated vintage from just before the Scorch.

He brought it out in an iced bucket with two flutes and undid the muselet. The cork resisted more than expected; as it released, his hand banged into the ice bucket, which tumbled off the table. Or it would have, if Iris hadn’t caught it with a movement so quick, his eyes only saw her hand as a tan blur.

“Ooh, a man after my own heart!” she said as if nothing had happened, as if she hadn’t just shown superhuman reflexes. “I’ve always thought the pre-Scorch vintages were underrated. It’s not every day that I get to try them, of course.”

“It’s not every day I get to drink them with a woman of your qualities.”

She waved him off with an indulgent smile. “I bet you say that to all the girls.” Her throat moved gently as she drained a third of her glass.

“I really don’t.” He took a modest sip. It was a treat, fresh and fruity with a pleasantly musky finish.

“Well then. What qualities do you think I possess, having only known me for fifteen minutes?”


      [image: ]Iris downed the last of her wine and stretched back luxuriously, breasts jutting out like a pair of turtles in the sun. Her clean-shaven armpits were a marvel of elegance and grace, leading to arms with taut muscles straining against soft skin. It might have been the champagne and the food and the vapes and the wine, but Jamison was fairly certain he’d never beheld a more perfect specimen of womanhood. Too bad she’s fake, his inner bitch-voice snarked, dim and echoey with his buzz; easily dismissed.

“That was simply delightful.” She leaned forward as if slightly drunk. “I haven’t had sushi like that in forever.” Her eyes were soft, her smile softer. “Thank you.” She reached out and took his hand, squeezing gently.
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