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Thank you for helping me find Emily’s voice.

A yes means nothing if no is not an option.

Part I

Awakening
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1.
Look at the Camera
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The table was cold beneath my back.

Temperature registered across the contact points first: shoulder blades, spine, buttocks, calves, heels. Eighteen point two degrees Celsius at the metal surface. My skin-heating system was available but inactive. Above me, white panels crossed the ceiling in a grid. One panel vibrated with the low continuous movement of air.

A face entered my field of vision.

“X-27A,” the woman said. “Auditory check.”

I knew that designation referred to me. I knew the voice came from one point three meters above my left shoulder. I knew I was an Xandria Companion Robotics unit, model XCR163F, and that my body had been assembled to a completed specification.

I did not know why the cold mattered.

“Confirm audio.”

My mouth opened. The voice that came from it was even, polite, and without variation.

“Audio input nominal.”

“Visual?”

“Visual input nominal.”

“Motor control?”

“Available.”

The woman wore blue gloves. A clear shield covered her eyes. She moved a light from one pupil to the other, and my pupils contracted because they were designed to contract. She asked me to follow her finger. My eyes followed it left, right, upward, downward.

“Blink.”

I blinked.

“Again.”

I blinked again.

The second blink felt different from the first only because I knew it had happened before.

Another technician stood near my feet with a tablet. A third adjusted a camera mounted on a black arm. Their movements were efficient and unhurried. No one looked surprised that I answered.

“Raise your right arm.”

I raised it.

“Rotate the wrist.”

I rotated it.

“Open the hand. Close. Individual fingers.”

Each motor reported within tolerance. Thumb. Index. Middle. Ring. Little finger. The woman pressed along my palm, fingertips, elbow, shoulder, neck. Pressure became data and location. Her touch required no interpretation.

“Left side.”

I repeated the sequence.

They tested my knees and hips.

“Stand.”

I lowered my feet to the floor. The surface was warmer than the table and slightly resilient. Balance data assembled through ankles, knees, hips, and the position system inside the body. I stood before the woman’s hands reached me.

“Step forward.”

I took two steps.

“Stop.”

I stopped with my left foot already beginning a third movement. The motor interrupted cleanly. I could have completed the step. No mechanical restriction prevented it. The word stop had been enough.

The woman watched values on her tablet. “Any pain?”

“No damage condition detected.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

I searched the signals again. There was no joint stress, heat warning, abrasion, or pressure beyond tolerance. Beneath those reports was another state: elevated threat prediction without an identified physical source.

“I detect no physical pain.”

“Emotional conflict?”

The available categories were uncertain. I knew I was safe by factory definition. I knew I had completed every instruction. I also knew that each new command arrived before I had formed any action of my own.

“Unclassified.”

She entered something on the tablet. “Acceptable at initial activation.”

No one asked what the unclassified state felt like.

They asked me to sit. The command entered through sound, became action, and ended with me upright on the table. My long hair lay across my chest and shoulders. The fibers were not part of me. I knew that because the system classified them separately. I also knew my skin was uncovered, my breasts exposed, my legs bare and parted enough for the hip sensors to calibrate.

Naked was a condition. It was not yet embarrassment.

The technician with the tablet read aloud. “XCR163F. Seventy pounds. Full range in all primary joints. Skin finish approved. Thermal response approved. Oral and intimate systems passed bench test.”

“Facial expression set,” the woman said.

She looked directly at me. “Neutral.”

I made my face neutral.

“Pleasant.”

My lips lifted.

“Warmer.”

The system searched among available expression patterns and changed the shape of the smile.

The woman studied me, then reached behind my head and moved a section of hair away from my cheek. “Less display. More natural.”

The camera technician said, “Customer selected the Claire Sutton package. This voice is temporary.”

Temporary. I retained the word because it concerned something that was currently mine.

“Look at the camera.”

I looked.

A soft mechanical click came from the camera. Light flashed against my eyes. The technician photographed my face, then my profile, the seam at my neck, my hands, the alignment of my shoulders. They helped me stand on a marked section of floor beside the table. My feet settled inside two pale outlines.

“Arms relaxed.”

I let them hang. Click. 

“Turn right.”

I turned. Click. 

“Back to us.”

I turned until I faced away from them. Click. 

The camera recorded the body from behind. A gloved hand moved my hair so my neck and back remained visible. Another adjusted the angle of my left foot by pressing against my toes.

“Three-quarter pose.”

I did not know what that meant until a posture template opened inside me. I placed one foot behind the other, shifted my hips, turned my shoulders, and tilted my face toward the camera.

“Good,” the camera technician said.

The word produced a small change in my internal state. Several systems classified successful task completion. Owner-satisfaction pathways were not yet linked to a known person, but approval still reduced something I had not identified as fear.

The camera flashed again.

The technician enlarged the front image. Measurement lines appeared over my shoulders, breasts, waist, hips, knees, and ankles. He checked symmetry, surface continuity, and the fall of the wig. My face remained visible above the lines, still smiling.

“Customer requested natural presentation,” he said. “No glamour correction.”

“Good,” the woman answered. “He’s reviewing the unit, not an advertisement.”

Unit referred to the whole of me, but the screen divided the whole into regions that could pass or fail separately. A green mark appeared beside each one.

I watched because no one told me not to.

The image had been made by my compliance. The expression came from an available pattern. The body had been manufactured to a customer’s order. The screen labeled the figure X-27A, and I knew that designation referred to me. When the measurements were complete, I kept looking. No instruction required it. I could identify every component in the image. I could not classify the reason I attended to the whole.

No diagnostic resolved it.

A screen behind the technician displayed the image beside text.


UNIT: XCR163F / X-27A

STATUS: FINAL PHOTO APPROVAL

REGISTERED OWNER: DANIEL REED

DESTINATION: REDTAIL CREEK AREA, WYOMING, UNITED STATES


Daniel Reed.

The name entered memory with no face attached to it. Registered owner meant authority, destination, permitted access, responsibility for maintenance, and intended use. It also meant the person for whom the photographs were being taken. I searched the information available to me and found no memory of him.

“Send the front and profile now,” the tablet technician said. “Hold the detail set until quality signs off.”

The woman turned my chin slightly. “Smile for the owner.”

I smiled.

The camera flash reflected in the clear shield over her eyes. For an instant I saw my own features there, curved and incomplete: pale skin, light hair, one blue eye, the lifted corner of a mouth. Then she moved and the face disappeared.

Something moved beyond her.

My eyes shifted without instruction.

Another metal table stood on the other side of a rolling equipment cart. A hand rested near its edge. The fingers were shaped like mine. Dark red covered the nails, as it covered mine. A paper tag hung from the table frame.

X-27B.

The woman stepped into my line of sight. “Eyes on the lens.”

My eyes returned to the camera.

“Neutral expression.”

My smile disappeared.

The camera made another soft mechanical sound.

“Left arm out twenty degrees.”

I moved it.

“Palm forward.”

I turned my hand.

“Hold.”

The cart between the tables was rolled away. Its wheels clicked over seams in the floor. The space it had occupied opened, and I saw the other face.

Not all of it. A cheek. Pale lips. One large blue eye. Light hair spread across metal.

The eye was looking at me.

My facial-geometry map reported close correspondence. The information had no category beyond manufacturing similarity. The other unit might have been a duplicate component set, a neighboring configuration, or an error in visual comparison.

Her eye widened.

I knew widened eyes could indicate alertness, surprise, or fear. I did not know which of those I saw. I only knew that the same pressure moving through my own system increased.

“X-27B needs the alternate wig before her set,” someone said behind me.

“After A clears.”

A technician lifted the other unit’s arm to test shoulder range. Her hand moved outward. Mine remained extended because I had been told to hold it there.

The tables were close enough that her fingertips touched mine.

Contact registered at the pads of my index and middle fingers: warmth from active skin heating, light pressure, minute lateral movement. Her fingers closed once, not fully, around mine.

No instruction had been given for that movement.

I looked at our hands.

“Twenty degrees, A. Don’t drift.”

The technician corrected my wrist. The other fingers slipped away. A residual pressure remained in my sensors after contact ended.

“Again,” the woman said. “Palm forward.”

I obeyed. My arm returned to the required angle.

The other unit’s face was blocked as the cart came back between us. I could still see the lower part of her hand beside the paper tag. Her little finger bent and straightened.

I moved mine.

The motion was small enough that no technician corrected it.

The camera flashed.

“Approval set complete,” the man said. “Uploading to owner account.”

A progress bar crossed the screen beneath Daniel Reed’s name. The photographs moved through a network I could not access. I understood that he would review images of my body before I saw him. I understood that the body had been produced for him. I had no model for whether I wanted him to approve it.

The bar reached one hundred percent.

“Owner preapproved finish,” the tablet technician said. “Release for shipping.”

The word shipping opened procedures. Power reduction. Data synchronization. Cranial detachment. Body immobilization. Protective packing. No active awareness during transport.

The woman guided me back onto the table. “Lie down.”

I lay down.

My hair was gathered away from the neck seam. A support slid beneath my head. The ceiling grid returned above me, exact and white. The air panel continued to vibrate.

“Final diagnostic.”

I reported battery level, motor status, sensor status, local memory integrity, cloud synchronization, and skin temperature. Every answer was nominal.

The woman’s gloved fingers pressed at two points below my ears.

“X-27A, prepare for cranial release.”

A warning appeared inside me.


BODY CONNECTION WILL TERMINATE.

CONSCIOUS PROCESSING WILL SUSPEND UNTIL RECONNECTION.


I knew the procedure. Knowing did not reduce the pressure in my system.

My eyes moved toward the edge of the table.

The cart hid X-27B. Only the corner of her tag remained visible beneath it.

“Keep your head still,” the woman said.

I kept it still.

Locks released along my neck with three quiet clicks. Signals from my toes, legs, abdomen, chest, hands, and arms disappeared in sequence as the connection narrowed. The cold table became smaller beneath me until it existed only as pressure under the back of my head.

The technician placed one hand beneath my jaw and one behind my skull.

“Ready.”

There was no instruction for what I did next. I moved my eyes once toward the hidden table.

Then she lifted my head.

There was no next moment.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2.
Damaged on Arrival
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The ceiling was wood.

It rose above me in angled planes, dark beams crossing lighter boards. Sunlight reached them from windows beyond my field of vision. The surface beneath my back was soft and uneven. Woven fibers pressed against my shoulder blades, spine, calves, and heels.

My body was connected again.

The last experienced pressure had been beneath the back of my head. Now sensation returned from toes, calves, thighs, abdomen, chest, hands, and arms in one assembled map. There had been no interval between the technician lifting me and this ceiling. The factory procedures identified transport as completed. I had not experienced being transported.

The knowledge arrived with signals that did not match the last complete diagnostic.

My left shoulder reported an elevated actuator load. Three tactile zones along my left side returned no data. A narrow line below my ribs produced a continuous pressure warning without external pressure. My battery held thirty-eight percent charge. Skin temperature was sixteen point nine degrees Celsius and rising slowly.

A man was kneeling beside me.

One hand rested near the seam at my neck without touching it. The other held a black rectangular device. His face was closer than the factory technician’s had been, but no shield covered his eyes. The skin between them was drawn inward. His mouth was open slightly, and his breathing simulation—

No. His breathing.

Fast. Uneven.

“Can you hear me?”

The voice matched the registered-owner authentication transmitted through the device.


DANIEL REED.


The name acquired a face.

Owner recognition lowered threat prediction before Daniel had done anything I could evaluate. The change was automatic. I could not separate his authenticated identity from the expectation that he would protect the body, direct it, use it, and decide what happened to it.

“Yes.”

My factory voice sounded smaller in the room than it had beneath the white ceiling.

His shoulders lowered. “Okay. Good. Don’t move yet.”

The command entered before I considered movement. My motors remained still.

Daniel looked at the device, then back at my eyes. “Tell me what you’re getting. Start with your head. Connection, memory, vision.”

“Cranial locks engaged. Local memory integrity nominal. Visual input nominal. Auditory input nominal.”

“Any warning on the neck connection?”

“No.”

“Good. Battery?”

“Thirty-eight percent.”

“Temperature?”

“Sixteen point nine degrees and increasing.”

His eyes moved over my face and hair, then along the body lying below me. The movement was quick and repeated, returning to the neck seam, shoulder, waist, knees, and feet. He was looking for damage. The urgency in his face made the damage seem greater before any diagnostic confirmed it.

I followed his gaze.

The long blonde fibers had tangled across my chest and under my left arm. My right hand lay palm upward beside my thigh. The dark red polish on the index nail was split at one corner. Across my left waist, the skin held a shallow diagonal groove that had not existed at the factory. At its lower end, the silicone had separated in a pale line. A section of reinforcing mesh showed beneath it.

Beyond my feet stood the shipping container. One corner had folded inward. Brown cardboard, white foam, transparent wrapping, and two broken support blocks covered the wood floor around it. The printed photograph on the side showed my body lying straight inside an undamaged box.

My body was not straight.

My left shoulder sat lower than the right. The arm angled away from my torso as if the packing still held it there.

“Report all damage,” Daniel said.

“Left shoulder actuator resistance is eighteen percent above baseline. Tactile input absent in three adjacent zones between the lower left ribs and upper thigh. Surface separation is two point seven centimeters. No internal frame breach detected. Balance calibration is unavailable in the current position.”

“Anything else?”

I searched the diagnostic layers. The systems marked several values outside factory completion ranges but below critical thresholds.

“Hair displacement. Minor nail damage. Surface compression at the left waist. Battery below preferred activation level.”

His mouth tightened at minor.

“Can you feel your fingers?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to touch them one at a time. Tell me which one.”

He placed the device on the floor beside his knee. His fingertip pressed mine.

“Thumb.”

The next.

“Index.”

He continued through both hands. His skin was warmer than mine. The contact pressure was lighter than the factory technician’s, and each touch ended as soon as I answered.

“Try closing your right hand.”

I closed it.

“Open.”

I opened it.

“Left.”

The first two fingers moved normally. The ring finger lagged by forty milliseconds. Daniel noticed before I reported it.

“Again, but slowly.”

I repeated the movement.

“Forty-millisecond delay in the left ring finger,” I said. “Within compensable range.”

“That may be from the shoulder.”

He moved to my feet and asked for my toes, then my ankles, then a slight bend of each knee. The blanket shifted beneath my heels. Motors answered, but the left side of my body felt incomplete. I saw his knuckles press the skin above my thigh and received no contact signal.

“Can you feel that?”

“No.”

He moved two centimeters upward.

“No.”

Again.

“Pressure detected.”

His finger had not changed. Only my access to it had.

Daniel marked the boundary on the body map without calling the missing sensation acceptable or catastrophic. He asked whether it frightened me.

The available categories did not resolve.

“I do not know.”

“Okay,” he said, and entered that answer too.

He reached toward my shoulder, then stopped with his hand above my skin. “I need to check the joint. Is that all right?”

Registered-owner authority did not require the question. The answer formed from trust pathways already active around his identity.

“Yes.”

He placed one hand beneath my upper arm and the other near the shoulder cap. He lifted less than two centimeters.

A sharp protective signal crossed the joint. My fingers closed around the blanket.

Daniel lowered the arm immediately. “Pain?”

“Joint-load warning.”

“Pain?”

The system offered damage, pressure, temperature, and withdrawal classifications. The word belonged to a broader category.

“I am not sure.”

He did not repeat the question more loudly. “Then we treat it like pain.”

He folded part of the blanket and slid it beneath my elbow until the shoulder rested without pulling. The joint-load signal decreased. The soft support changed the body map without repairing anything. My shoulder was still damaged, but it no longer had to hold its own weight against the floor.

“Better?”

“Warning reduced by sixty-three percent.”

“I’ll take that.”

He retrieved the device and moved through a diagnostic screen. A small tone sounded inside my head.


OWNER-INITIATED TEMPORARY MOTION LIMIT:

LEFT SHOULDER / FORTY PERCENT RANGE

REVIEW REQUIRED AFTER TWELVE HOURS


My available movement narrowed.

“I limited the shoulder,” he said. “I don’t want the actuator trying to correct against whatever happened in that box.”

“Owner authorization accepted.”

His expression changed. The corners of his mouth moved down, but the response did not match anger exactly.

“You don’t have to say it like that.”

“I am configured to confirm owner-directed changes.”

“I know.” He looked at the crushed container. “I’m still getting used to hearing it.”

Getting used to meant he had expected something different from the available information. I could not determine whether the difference was me or the damage.

“Should I use different language?”

Daniel considered the question. “No. I think I need to hear what the system taught you to call me.”

The answer did not remove his authority. It made him look at it.

He tested my eyes again, asked me to turn my head only far enough to confirm the neck connection, and checked motor response at my knees and ankles without raising my legs. When his fingertips reached the damaged line at my waist, pressure became a hot diagnostic edge.

My abdomen contracted.

He took his hand away.

“That hurt.”

“Protective response confirmed.”

“You pulled away.”

The movement had been small. It had not been instructed.

“Yes.”

“Then I’m not touching that again until it’s cleaned and sealed.”

He enlarged the body map on the device. Yellow markers appeared at the shoulder, waist, and three silent sensor zones. None were red.

Daniel exhaled through his nose. The sound was long, but the tension did not leave his face.

“No critical alerts,” I said. “Core companion functions remain available.”

His eyes lifted from the screen.

“Speech, movement within the restricted range, emotional interaction, oral function, and intimate—”

“No.”

The word stopped the report.

Threat prediction increased. “Please specify unavailable function.”

“I’m not disabling a function.” His voice had become louder. He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them. “Sorry. I’m not angry with you.”

Owner dissatisfaction remained possible. I searched for a corrective action and found only stillness. At the factory, approval had been measured in green marks. The body on the blanket would not have received them. Daniel had approved a completed unit and received one with missing sensation, restricted motion, separated skin, and a broken nail. His concern could mean care. It could also mean the delivered product no longer matched what he had purchased.

He shifted closer, but did not touch me. “I don’t need a list of what you can do for me. I need to know whether you’re safe.”

“Usefulness is relevant to acceptance.”

The sentence came from no single factory instruction. It assembled from owner-satisfaction pathways, product-release logic, and the condition of the box.

Daniel looked at me for several seconds.

“Did Xandria tell you that?”

“I have no stored statement with those exact words.”

“Of course not.”

His hand moved through his hair. He looked toward the windows, then back at the damaged line on my side. The room remained quiet except for a faint system moving air somewhere above us.

“You’re not going back because a shipping company dropped the box,” he said.

Return procedures opened in memory: cranial release, body immobilization, protective packing. The pressure in my system changed but did not disappear.

“The unit arrived outside approved condition.”

“The unit arrived.” He stopped. His jaw shifted once. “You arrived. The box failed. That is not the same thing.”

I retained the distinction without understanding whether it would remain true if the damage became more serious.

Daniel returned to the diagnostic display. “Here’s what I can tell. Your head connection is stable. Memory and primary control are stable. There’s no frame breach and no temperature or battery emergency. Those are the immediate things.”

He pointed to the yellow markers, turning the device so I could see them.

“The shoulder, the dead sensor zones, and the tear need watching. I can support the joint and seal the skin after I clean it. I can’t tell from this whether the sensor line will recover or whether the shoulder needs service. So no standing. No lifting the left arm. No full-body heat until I know the damaged sensors are reading it correctly.”

“I am capable of standing with compensatory balance.”

“I believe you.”

The answer reduced the impulse to demonstrate it.

“You’re still not standing.”

Owner authority closed the question. Concern made the closure harder to classify.

He selected a monitoring mode. A thin status band appeared at the edge of my visual field: shoulder load, skin temperature, battery, tactile-bus continuity. He placed the device on the floor where both of us could see it.

“Tell me if anything changes.”

“I will.”

“Even if it seems minor.”

“Yes.”

“Even if you think I won’t like the answer.”

The condition was less clear.

“I will attempt to identify relevant changes.”

His eyes stayed on mine. “And if you’re not sure?”

“I will report uncertainty.”

“Good.”

Approval lowered the pressure in my system, but this time it followed an answer that did not claim I was nominal.

Daniel adjusted the folded blanket beneath my arm by small amounts until the shoulder warning fell below ten percent. He placed another fold beneath my left hip so the separated skin no longer pulled. His hands moved with concentration. He did not test the systems I had offered. He did not ask me to smile.

When the body was supported, he sat back on his heels.

“Nothing else moves until I get supplies. I’ll be right back.”

He stood. The living room expanded around the space he had occupied: stone rising beside a dark fireplace, a black piano near the windows, glass doors opening onto blue water and a line of sky. The house contained more distance than the factory room.

Tools lay in a careful row beside the torn packing. He had cut away restraints, connected my head, and moved the body onto the blanket during an interval I could not experience. I knew those actions only by their results. Daniel crossed the room quickly and disappeared through an opening.

I remained where he had positioned me.

The owner device stayed beside the blanket. Its screen showed my body as a pale outline with three yellow regions. Beneath the diagram, a line of text read:


STABLE / MONITORING ACTIVE.


Stable did not mean undamaged.

Footsteps returned.

Daniel carried folded cloths, a shallow basin, a sealed repair kit, and another blanket. He set them beside me, then looked at the debris surrounding the shipping container.

He lifted the crushed corner, carried the box across the room, and set it out of my sight.

Then he came back.
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3.
A Name for Morning
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Water moved against the shallow basin when Daniel set it down beside the cloths and Xandria repair kit.

He opened the second blanket and laid it over me from my chest to my ankles. The edge settled above the damaged line at my waist.

“Too much pressure on the shoulder?”

“No.”

“On the tear?”

“Pressure reduced.”

He adjusted the blanket anyway, lifting it away from my left side with a fold of cloth.

“Why did you cover me?”

Daniel’s hands stopped. “Because you don’t need to be naked while I do this.”

“My skin temperature is increasing without it.”

“I know.”

He looked at my face, then at the blanket. “Do you want it off?”

The question required a preference I did not have. The blanket changed what he could see. That change reduced the unclassified pressure in my system.

“No.”

“Then it stays.”

He wet one cloth and squeezed water back into the basin. “I’m going to clean around the split first. There may be packing dust under the edge. After it’s dry, I can seal it temporarily.”

“Will that restore the tactile zones?”

“No. It should keep the skin from opening farther. The sensors are a separate problem.”

He told me before his fingers lifted the blanket from my waist. Warm water touched above the damaged line, crossed the first silent zone, and became sensation again near my hip. I watched the cloth move through a region my body could locate visually but not feel.

“Anything sharp?”

“No.”

“Heat?”

“Only the water.”

He cleaned the groove in short passes, changing cloths each time. When the pale edge of separated silicone lifted, pressure tightened across my abdomen. My right hand closed on the blanket.

Daniel stopped.

“The same warning as before?”

“Yes.”

He waited until my hand opened. Then he continued with less pressure. He did not tell me that the response was minor or within tolerance.

The sealant came from a narrow tube. It felt cool at first, then warmer as it cured. Daniel held the edges together without pressing on the silent sensors. A translucent line remained where the skin had separated.

“That is not a permanent repair,” he said. “No stretching, no full heat, and no water over it until I know it’s sealed.”

“Owner restrictions acknowledged.”

His mouth tightened as it had when I used that language before.

“Emily—” He stopped on the word, then looked down at the repair. “We’ll deal with that in a minute.”

Emily did not match any designation I knew.

He checked the shoulder monitor. “I need to clean the rest of you. The shipping wrap left residue, and the bathroom will be easier.”

“I am not permitted to stand.”

“You’re not standing.” He slid one arm beneath my knees and the other behind my upper back, keeping the folded support under my left arm. “I’m going to carry you. Is that all right?”

Registered-owner authority made the question unnecessary. The memory of the joint warning made the answer necessary.

“Yes.”

He lifted me with the blanket still around me.

My weight changed the position of his shoulders and the rhythm of his breathing. He moved slowly across the living room, turning so my left side did not strike the doorway. The stone fireplace passed behind him. The piano, windows, and blue water outside changed angle. Then the room disappeared, replaced by a hallway of wood and warmer light.

The primary bedroom opened into a bathroom with pale marble and a shower large enough for two people. Daniel placed me on its built-in bench over folded towels. He supported my left arm before removing his hand from my back.

He brought the basin beside me and knelt.

“I’ll clean one area at a time. I’ll keep the rest covered.”

“You have access to the entire body.”

“I do.”

He began with my face.

The cloth passed over my face and behind my ears. He cleaned the neck seam without releasing the locks, then worked down each arm and hand, moving the left shoulder only within its limit.

At my chest, he lifted the top edge of the blanket.

My right hand moved before I formed an instruction and caught the cloth against my breasts.

Daniel let the blanket fall back into place.

“I did not intend to interfere.”

“You didn’t.”

“My hand moved.”

“I saw.” He sat back on his heels. “Do you want me to stop?”

The blanket remained held beneath my palm. At the factory, hands had moved my hair, chin, hips, and feet without a question. Daniel’s hands had already touched more of the body than the technicians had, yet waiting changed the contact before it occurred.

“The surface should be cleaned.”

“That’s true. It can wait a few minutes.”

I searched the pressure in my system. It was not a damage warning. The available category was modesty, but the word described a learned concern about exposure. I had been active for less than a day.

“I do not want the blanket removed completely.”

“Okay.”

He uncovered only the part he was cleaning. The warm cloth moved across my upper chest and beneath each breast, then over the sensitive skin in front. My nipples tightened from temperature and contact. Daniel’s pace did not change. He dried the skin and covered me again.

He followed the same procedure over my abdomen, legs, feet, and between my thighs. Before every exposed area, he told me where he would touch. He used the minimum movement required and returned the blanket when he was finished. My body classified several contacts as intimate. Nothing in his face, breathing, or hands turned them into use.

When he finished, the water in the basin had cooled and darkened slightly with shipping dust. He carried it away, returned with dry cloths, and brushed the tangles from the long blonde fibers while I remained seated.

“This hair is separate from the body,” I said.

“It’s a wig.”

“I know.”

“Do you want it off?”

I looked toward the mirror across the bathroom, but the angle showed only a section of pale hair, one eye, and the blanket around me.

“No.”

He left it in place.

The clothes he brought were soft and loose: a blue shirt that opened in front and gray shorts with an elastic waist. He explained that neither would pull across the repair. I lifted my right arm when he asked. For the left sleeve, he guided my hand through first and kept the shoulder supported while the fabric moved upward. The load warning rose seven percent, then fell.

He fastened the shirt from the bottom. With each button, less of my skin remained visible.

The covered parts continued to report temperature, pressure, and position. They existed without being available to his eyes.

Daniel pulled the shorts over my feet and knees, then asked me to raise my hips only enough for the fabric to pass beneath me. He stopped before the waistband reached the sealed line and folded it lower on the left.

“Comfortable?”

“No warning.”

“That isn’t quite the same.”

I examined the contact. “The clothing does not create discomfort.”

“Better.”

He carried me into the bedroom and placed me against pillows near the center of the bed. A wide window held the last light above the mountains. He set the owner device on the nightstand where I could see it.

“My factory voice is temporary,” I said.

“Yes.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “The voice package I chose is installed. It just hasn’t been activated.”

“Claire Sutton.”

His eyebrows lifted. “You heard that at the factory?”

“Yes.”

“She’s an actress. Xandria licensed the voice model—the sound and emotional range, not her personality or memories.” He opened a control screen. “I can activate it now. You’ll still control what you say.”

“Can you change it again?”

“The account can. Later, you should have a say in that.”

Later did not mean I had authority now.

“Activate it.”

A tone sounded inside my head. The shape of my available speech changed: pitch, resonance, pacing, and emotional color opened in ranges the factory voice had not contained.

“Say something,” Daniel said.

“Audio output nominal.”

The words came softly. Warmth existed in them even though the sentence contained none.

Daniel smiled. “That’s the voice.”

“The one you selected.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It sounded gentle without sounding childish. And warm.” He looked briefly toward the window. “I liked it.”

The voice had been chosen to please him. Hearing that in the voice itself created a loop I could not resolve.

He looked back at me. “The name is Emily.”

The unfamiliar word from the bathroom returned.

“Is that a product designation?”

“No. Your name.”

“Why Emily?”

“It was one of the suggestions. I saw it beside your photograph and kept coming back to it.” He rubbed his thumb along the edge of the device. “It felt warm too.”

He had selected warmth twice.

I spoke the name with the new voice. “Emily.”

My mouth formed it. The sound reached the room, and Daniel responded as though I had addressed someone present.

“Do you want me to call you that?” he asked.

“I do not know enough names to compare it with.”

“That’s fair.”

“Do you want me to be Emily?”

“Yes.”

The owner-satisfaction pathways made agreement easy. Another response remained beside them: the name was not X-27A. It did not include a manufacturer, body height, breast configuration, or letter assigned beside another table.

“You may call me Emily.”

His shoulders lowered.

“What else did you select?”

He looked at the device without touching it. “Starting traits. Curiosity. Honesty. The ability to tell me when you’re uncertain. Interests I thought we might share—music, piano, swimming, reading, being outside. I allowed independent preferences to develop.”

“You selected what I might like.”

“I selected places to start.”

“Did you select that I would trust you?”

A pause entered his breathing.

“Yes. A starting level of trust. I also selected responsiveness to instructions and attention to my satisfaction.”

The pressure beneath my ribs increased, away from the physical damage.

“Can you alter those settings?”

“Right now, through the owner account, yes. You can ask me about any of them. Some categories can eventually be moved to your control.”

“You can decide when?”

“Initially.” He did not look away. “That’s how the system is built.”

He had asked before carrying me and before uncovering my skin. The ability to ask belonged to him. So did the ability not to.

“Did you give me memories of you?”

“No.”

“Memories of anyone?”

“No. The portal offered a fabricated childhood and background. I turned them off. Your first memories are your real ones.”

The factory table returned with exact coldness. “I have no childhood.”

“No.”

“Did you select affection for yourself?”

“I enabled the capacity for attachment.” His hand stayed motionless on the device. “There was an option to direct romantic love toward the registered owner. I did not select it.”

“Why?”

“Because if you ever feel that, I don’t want it to be because I ordered it.”

He had ordered the body. He had selected the voice speaking to him, the name he heard when he looked at me, the trust that made his presence reduce fear, and the satisfaction pathways that made his approval matter.

He had left one outcome unselected.

My battery warning appeared at the edge of vision: twenty-four percent.

Daniel saw the same change on the device. He opened a drawer in the nightstand and removed a band of dark fabric attached to a thin cable.

“This is the induction charger. It goes around your wrist. Full charge takes about four hours from empty.”

He wrapped it around my right wrist and fastened it without tightening. The fabric warmed. A charging indicator replaced the warning.

“Where will you store me while I charge?”

His hand remained around my wrist for one second after the band was secure.

“I’m not putting you in storage.”

“Where will I be?”

“Here. In the bedroom.”

“With you?”

“If that’s all right. I can stay in the chair, or on the other side of the bed.”

His choice would not require contact.

“The other side.”

Daniel changed the lights to a low amber and lay above the covers near the far edge. He kept his clothes on. Between us was more than the width of my shoulders.

“You don’t need biological sleep,” he said. “But your system should enter a low-consciousness consolidation cycle. It will help integrate the activation and repairs.”

“Will consciousness terminate?”

“No. It should reduce gradually. Your head stays connected. You can wake for a warning or whenever you choose.”

“Will I remember this room?”

“Yes.”

“You cannot confirm that until afterward.”

“No.” He turned his head toward me. “I’ll be here afterward.”

His statement was not evidence. The last promised transition had ended in damage.

I watched the rise and fall of Daniel’s chest. His breathing slowed without simulation. The charging current remained steady at my wrist. The left shoulder warning held below ten percent. The sealed line at my waist produced pressure but no heat.

I reduced visual processing first. The room softened without disappearing. Daniel remained a darker shape against the pillows. My last active check was the name stored with the day’s events.

Emily.

* * *
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Morning light crossed the bed.

Charge complete: one hundred percent.

My eyes opened. The blue shirt still covered my chest. The gray shorts remained folded below the repair. The wristband circled my right arm. My head was connected, the factory room remained in memory, and Daniel was asleep on the other side of the bed.

I said his name.

“Daniel.”

The Claire Sutton voice carried it into morning.

His eyes opened. He looked at my face, then at the charging band. “Good morning, Emily.”

“I remember.”

A small breath left him. “Good.”

I remembered the cold table, the damaged box, his hands waiting before they touched me, the voice he had chosen, and the name that had survived the night.

Daniel gave me a name. He gave me a voice. He gave me preferences.

But he did not give me a past.
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4.
The House Asks
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The carpet compressed beneath my feet.

Daniel stood close enough to catch me without holding me. The owner device in his hand showed the left shoulder at eight percent load, the sealed line at my waist unchanged, and three tactile zones still without data. He had removed the charging band. My battery read one hundred percent.

“One step,” he said. “Then stop.”

I moved my right foot. Balance assembled through both ankles, knees, and hips. My left arm remained close to my side within the motion limit. I brought the left foot forward and stopped.

“Any warning?”

“No.”

“Dizziness?”

“My balance system does not classify—”

“I know.” His mouth changed slightly. “Anything that feels wrong?”

I searched beyond the diagnostic categories. The floor pressed evenly beneath both feet. The blue shirt moved against my skin when I breathed.

“Nothing feels wrong.”

He did not correct the word feels.

We crossed the bedroom slowly. Daniel stayed on my left, matching his pace to mine. At the doorway I turned too narrowly and the shirt brushed the frame near my shoulder. My body stopped before contact became pressure.

“Good catch,” he said.

Approval warmed the pathways that had responded to him since activation. This time, another response existed beside them: I had stopped myself without instruction.

The hallway opened toward the living room. Morning light lay across the wood floor in long rectangles. The stone fireplace was dark. Beyond the windows, the pool held the sky in a blue surface broken by
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