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Venus heard the familiar ting and glanced at the news notification, as she always did. In a world cluttered with the trivial, she had crafted the news algorithm to sift out only what was mattered, for she was far too busy to deal with fluff. Venus considered herself well abreast of anything that could harm her clients or business. Still, sometimes, an announcement even took her by surprise. This one didn't, though; she had been anticipating this day for months. Companion Corp was finally ready to release the Companion MK1 male model, opening appointments for clients to engineer their perfect companion. Venus had followed the progress of these new products even before the release of the female version last year, eager to see if they would be a suitable support for her busy lifestyle. Everyone was calling them sexbots, but Venus knew that they could offer much more.

Increasingly, robots were becoming intertwined in her clients’ businesses, and she was familiar with their capabilities in childcare, health care and customer service settings. The research showed they were delivering great outcomes, being both efficient and effective. These creatures were consistent, never succumbing to the temptation to make others pay for their bad day. In fact, they never had one. They were reliable, removing the risk of human randomness. There was also straightforward evidence that despite being classed as a separate species, they could truly engage with humans and offer effective solace and support. In a result that surprised everyone, the latest trust scores for robots were also higher than for their human counterparts. Like all her colleagues, Venus predicted there would be substantial suspicion of the robots for many years to come. Obviously, though, given the respondent’s recent experiences in the realm of humanity, there was more paranoia about other people. Where robots were recommended for her clients, and when they were ready to invest, she always advised them to seek out the Japanese models. These were of superior technical quality, but they also seemed to have a greater sense of calmness and compassion, making her feel more comfortable championing them.

“Right place, right time.” Venus said to herself as she clicked on the notification. If the companions had been available five years ago, she never would have had the resources to move forward. Like every other management consultancy, hers had weathered the simultaneous storms of an industry reputation tarnished by corruption, clients turning to AI to deliver reports instantly, and a market swamped by freelancers providing their professional services at a fraction of the price. Back then, they were at the bottom of a dry, lonely sales funnel. Thanks to her tenacity, though, and the eventual swing of the pendulum back to the big firms, her profitability and position had been restored, and she had been spiralling upwards ever since. It was a great day for Venus when she was promoted to partner two years ago. On that day, she had become integrally invested in her firm’s future. 

The Japanese were the first to perfect the technology for female robot companions built for friendship and pleasure. Dr. Leo Castellan bought the rights for the American market at a price Venus could not even comprehend. He was now offering bots tailored to the specific cultural needs of the Western clientele and advancing the development of a male version. It had always made Venus wonder why the Japanese founder had only stuck with female models. Despite reading through all his online interviews, there was no clear answer. It was irrelevant anyway; a male one was available now if she wanted it. 

Scrolling through the article, she saw that Companion Corp was taking appointments starting in six months. They apologised for the delay in getting the male model to market, but there were some additional and very important mechanical bits to get right. Venus smiled. Yes, bad sex was bad enough, but it would be deplorable to get shoddy service from something you paid a fortune for. She didn't mind so much when the escorts did not live up to expectations; they were exchangeable. She had learnt quickly that the trick was just to get better at specifying the criteria. A companion bot was another matter. You would be stuck with them for a while, so you had to get them right. 

Venus thought back to Jack, the partner she had a few partners ago. He was a lovely guy, but even with pills and pumps, he had real trouble keeping it up. With a replacement part he would have been perfect. Her smile grew wider, thinking about the work being done in the lab to design an excellent piece of male equipment; all those people in lab coats moulding, poking, prodding, and stress-testing the schlong. Then, her mind wandered to the implications of the end product being inadequate or, even worse, faulty. She almost laughed thinking about an emergency department filled with companion robot incidents. It would be a PR nightmare. That image prompted her to place a reminder in her diary:


confirm medical insurance covers injuries caused by mechanical companions.





Venus had actually made the decision to commit months ago, but first, before beginning the official sign up, she needed caffeine. While the coffee was pouring, she took a few precious moments to stare through the great glass windows at the Space Needle. It was, once again, shrouded in streams of rain. How nice it would be to snuggle up on the sofa on a day like today with a man servant. Her daydreams were disturbed by the conversations of her underlings gathered nearby to share lunch. They usually stopped talking when they saw her coming, which she was used to by now; that was just one of the downsides of being in a position of power. But today, they continued chatting. It appeared one of the juniors was saving up to get a female companion bot. 

“The poor thing,” thought Venus, knowing affording one would be practically impossible. They were about the price of a medium-sized car, and on his salary, he would be saving up for a long time to come. Sure, there will be rip-offs, and their price will reduce over time, but she always believed that ultimately, you get what you pay for. Venus decided against butting in and bringing him down; she would need his help meeting a crazy client deadline at the end of the week, so she left without saying a word. 

The first few sips of coffee instilled her with courage, so she headed straight to the Companion Corp website. 

There was Dr Leo Castellan with chest puffed out and hands held in front of his private parts, looking just like a proud father. His name sounded so romantic, but his appearance was a desperate disappointment. He looked sexually confused like he could swing whichever way the wind blew him, and his strange smile made him look like someone slightly addicted to uppers. He looked like one of the creeps who used to crack on her at the nightclub in the days when she had time to dance. Venus wondered if he experimented with all the robots to ensure the mechanics worked exactly right. She was fairly sure he did. She grimaced at the thought of getting a model tried and tested and personally accredited by Dr Castellan.

Shaking that image from her mind, Venus convinced herself it was time for her to take her own advice. How could she recommend robots to clients and not have one in her home? Besides, she was far too busy to fuss around and find a partner. Venus had her fair share of boyfriends over the years, found through matchmakers mostly, but they were always too insecure to deal with her independence. It meant she never made it to have kids, but who would want to deal with dependents anyway? The way technology was going, it may not be long before they could just make her one, with an off button, of course.

So, Venus had spent her time lately with a plant, a cat, and the odd escort. The plant had a self-watering device, mitigating the risks of neglect. The cat was set up with a self-feeder and self-cleaning litter box. With these basics taken care of she was free to travel and stay late nights in the office delivering on client deadlines. Now, though, there could be someone to come home to. Someone to take care of her. Maybe even someone to cook for her. She often thought the only things that dildos were missing were arms and mouths and the ability to tell her she was beautiful. Well, Venus thought, it appears someone has solved that problem! Technology is truly magnificent!

Her rumination was interrupted when a light began to flash on the screen. Why wait? It asked eagerly. You could be an early adopter, guaranteed to be one of the first with a Companion Male Mk1. With $10,000 paid upfront, she could secure a consultation within two weeks. Hurry, though, the box insisted; places are filling up fast. 

Venus would not be sucked in by FOMO; she was far too intelligent for that. Still, she did scroll rather quickly through the rest of the page. She came across a photo of a prototype bot resembling a young Chris Hemsworth. Who wouldn't want one of those? And just in case white was not your style, they also had an Idris Elba replica. God, Venus thought, he was hot. She wondered whether Companion Corp had to pay royalties for using these likenesses or had found some legal loophole. She thought it unlikely that the stars themselves would have consented. However, with both now well and truly in the sunset of their careers, they may have done anything to prevent their fame from fading. 

There were many recent examples of public figures pulling horrifying stunts to cling to the last scraps of their stardom. Take for example, the ageing actor who offered himself for cosmetic surgery, having to undergo the alterations nominated by the ten highest bidders. The poor guy ended up looking like a puppet, which was not so far from the truth. Venus still shuddered when she thought what they had done to his penis. The photos were excruciating to see, so she could not even imagine what his multiple mistresses thought. Serves him right for trying to be immortal. So, selling your likeness for a robot was, in comparison, a smart preservation strategy. 

Venus amused herself thinking about what Companion Corp did with the prototypes from the picture. Perhaps they offered shop floor models at a discount, like refrigerators or vacuum cleaners. This led her to surmise that it was only a matter of time before there would be a booming market in used bots. This may be the only way the kid in the kitchen could secure one. She pitied those people who had to satisfy themselves with second-hand companions.

The bot on the screen looked so real. Although they were not completely convincing. Their skin still looked stiff, and their hands seemed unnaturally rigid. Enlarging the image, Venus could see that one eye was slightly illuminated and had black flecks that were far bigger than normal. The wall welcomed her focus as she began fantasising about what it would feel like to be touched by this bot and what their lips would taste like. What would it be like to look into that cyborg eye while being manhandled by a machine? The thought was enticing and exciting.

That was her cue to hand over her credit card number; in return, she received an appointment date for two weeks. She logged the details in her tax return folder, hoping that given she consulted on IT, she could claim this as a tax deduction in next year’s return. After all, it could be argued that it was for research and professional development purposes. Some deep breaths were needed to settle her nerves; she had just realised she was shaking. Was she scared, excited, ashamed, or all three? She could not tell. But she was extremely proficient in compartmentalising her life, so after a few more breaths, she returned to work as normal.

That night, though, as she scrolled through her clients’ socials, she began to think about designing her companion. Venus could not help but pay closer attention to all the men’s attributes and appendages. She really liked one CEO’s hair and another man's nose, and she adored the gentleman with green eyes. She wondered if she should start taking screenshots and making a scrapbook so that her ideas would not be lost. She was quickly distracted by the thought of clothes shopping for her new friend. Venus decided at once to splurge on a Cucinelli linen suit and Hermes loafers. Just because her bot would be housebound, it didn’t mean he should not look stylish. She spent the rest of the night deciding on suitable sleepwear and then dreamt of being cuddled up in Idris Elba’s arms, only to hear the whirring of his mechanical eye as he constantly stayed awake, surveying for danger.

Venus made it to the meeting with Dr Castellan right on time, having to cut short a conversation with one client quiet rudely when his indecision was threatening to interrupt her plans. The appointment was at the end of an exceedingly long day. She was exhausted from dealing with clients who were too chicken-shit to make a call, wanted more for less than they were willing to pay, or considered themselves the experts. Dr Castellan greeted her with a slightly exuberant energy, like he had either too much coffee or not quite enough cocaine.

“Ms Marlowe. Welcome. Welcome. And congratulations for becoming one of the first owners of a Companion Male Mk1!”

“Thank you, doctor. It is lovely to meet you," said Venus, taking the doctor's hand, instantly realising she was right about him being creepy.

“This will serve a dual purpose for me. Companionship, yes, is primary. However, I also consult into several clients where robotics is becoming increasingly part of their business, so I need to stay ahead of what is on the horizon.”

“I see. Are your clients escort agencies or brothels?” 

"Oh no," said Venus, laughing, suddenly embarrassed that he had gotten the wrong idea about her profession.

“That’s a pity,” said the doctor seriously. “Yes, a pity.”

“Never mind. Well, I am sure there is so much you would like to know. But it is so much easier to show than tell. Yes, so much easier to show than tell. Would you like to meet 1.1 or 1.2? Actually, let’s show you both. Yes, let’s show you both!”

He buzzed his assistant and asked her to show the bots in.

They came in with a smooth stride but still stiff enough to not fool anyone that they were human. Yet, given their solid body shapes, their grace was impressive. They took turns shaking hands with her. The Chris Hemsworth twin, 1.1, introduced himself first and made a little bow. The Idris doppelganger, 1.2, looked her in the eye, shared a smile, and said, "Enchanté.” Their hands were soft and warm, and that robot eye was surprisingly captivating. They strode over and sat beside Dr Castellan, turning toward him, and awaiting further instruction.

Venus tried to concentrate on the doctor's ramblings about the functionality of the companions but only became genuinely interested when he started a demonstration. He showed her how they could conduct a conversation, cuddle, and kiss. The bots seemed genuinely engaged the whole time and not perturbed by the prospect of having their commander’s lips on theirs or watching the other do the same. Venus, though, felt like a voyeur, watching the warm-up scenes of a new-wave porn film. After a cleanse of their lips with an antiseptic wipe, the doctor offered her a turn, which she adamantly declined. She was curious to kiss one but would not do so in front of the doctor. He was not going to get his rocks off at her expense. He was probably filming the whole thing and would watch it back later. 

The doctor launched into yet another lecture about the advanced material used for the skin, assuring her that they had been able to modify silicon to ensure it was hypoallergenic. They had not yet found a way to make a perfect replica of human skin yet, but they were getting close. The hair, of course, was real. That, the doctor declared, was so much easier to source than human skin. He laughed, indicating that this was meant to be a joke, but it confirmed Venus’ view that he was actually a schmuck.

Then 1.1 spoke up, startling Venus from the daze she descended into, listening to the doctor drawl on.

“Ms Marlowe. I sense that you are feeling a little weary. Would you like me to fetch you a cup of tea?”

Venus sat back in her chair with surprise. How could it tell she needed tea? Or did it just do this for everyone? It took little intelligence to know that any person would be tired at this time of the afternoon. But this, she had to investigate further.

“Yes please, that would be wonderful.”

“How would you like me to make it for you today?”

"Just a splash of milk, please 1.1"

“As you wish.”

1.1 left the room, while Venus’ mind put “as you wish” on repeat. It reminded her of The Princess Bride, a movie she would still watch on rainy Sunday afternoons when her brain had stopped working, and documentaries were just not doing it for her. Did 1.1 know how much she loved this film? If so, how could he? Or maybe this was just a standard response, and she shouldn't be too paranoid. Although you could never be sure who had what data about you these days. It was conceivable that her viewing preferences had been sold on to Companion Corp, who had now used them to impress their client and secure a sale. What, though, was wrong with that. She would love to have her very own Westley.

“Wow, doctor. That is wonderful.”

“That is just the beginning, Ms Marlowe.”

Then 1.2 spoke in the most delightfully smooth voice. “While you are waiting for tea, Ms Marlowe, could I perhaps interest you in a neck rub?”

Dr Castellan leant back in his chair and pointed a finger at her like he had just proven a point.

She did not want to give Dr Castellan any bigger ego. But this she truly had to see.

“Sure, yes, please.”

1.2 stood behind her, gently moving her hair to one side. The robot pressed in close, but the back of the chair protected her from feeling anything too personal. His hands were firm but still had some way to go before they felt genuine. He started to squeeze the flesh around her neck, but his grip was far too firm, and she winced.

“I am so sorry, Ms Marlowe. Would you like me to go softer?”

“Yes, please.”

And he did. And the massage was wonderful. His hands became hotter over time until they reached a setting Venus would have called toasty. His technique eased her tension and, despite the doctor watching on with his sleazy stare, made her want to sleep. The massage ceased carefully when the tea came.

1.1 placed the cup and saucer down on the table and, with a bow, resumed his seat.

"Would you like me to continue, Ms Marlowe?” said 1.2.

“Please, call me Venus.”

“Thank you, Venus. Would you like me to continue your massage while you drink your tea? Or I could work on your feet instead so as not to disrupt your drinking?"

This was far too good to be true.

"Thank you, 1.2, that is all for now."

She heard her answer to 1.2 and didn’t like her response at all. Her voice had altered automatically as if she was talking to a servant. But then, she thought, that is what they were, weren’t they?

“Well, Dr Castellan, I am impressed,” said Venus with an air of enthusiasm that was hard to contain.

“I knew you would be, Ms Marlowe. I knew you would be.”

“Please tell me, what is the programming you use to make them so attentive?” 

“Ah, that is The Emptiness Algorithm. Yes indeed, The Emptiness Algorithm! It drives these companions to constantly seek signs for things you are lacking, even those things you are not aware of yet. For example, 1.1 would have seen your tired eyes and your reduced attention, and so suggested tea. Then 1.2 would have witnessed you shuffling in your chair and adjusting your shoulders and so deduced tension. Ms Marlowe, their eyes are keener than eagles, always looking for ways in which they can assist. Always looking.”

“Fantastic!” said Venus admiringly, although she was becoming increasingly annoyed at the doctor’s habit of repeating phrases he thought were important.

“Fantastic, yes. They can also pick up changes in pupil dilation from a distance, which allows them to determine what you like and don’t like and can monitor your voice to understand your mood. The real benefit though comes when you get close, skin on skin, or skin on silicone if you will. Ha, yes, skin on silicone. They can sense your heartbeat, your temperature, can pick up pheromones and your drug and alcohol readings, and know intimately what you need. They have no ego like selfish humans, so can use one hundred percent of their focus on you. You heard it, Ms Marlowe. One hundred percent focus on you.”

The doctor leaned forward to look the "you" he spoke of directly in her eyes.

“Ms Marlowe, these creatures are truly excellent companions; I have personally seen to that.”

The way he said the word 'personally' sent a shiver down Venus' spine, and she wondered whether the companions had picked up on that, too.

“And there is so much more to come. What I have presented for you is just the tip of the iceberg. Yes, just the tip of the iceberg. Are you ready to get on board? Get on board, Ms Marlowe! Come on boys!”

The doctor pumped his arms and wailed “toot toot", echoed by the robots beside him. It was hard not to laugh, and they all broke into a chuckle. However, the doctor's unfortunate analogy for this pep rally made her a little uncomfortable. Likening her adventure with a companion to a vessel travelling around icebergs was off-putting. Yet she dismissed this readily, chalking this up to just another sign of the doctor’s lack of social intelligence.

“So, Ms Marlowe. Are you in?”

“Yes, I am in.”

“That is wonderful!”

The doctor threw his hands in the air and then started a small round of applause, which 1.1 and 1.2 joined in, their claps a little more muffled than ones coming from the regular man's hands.

“So, there is a bit of detail we need to work through to make sure your companion is going to meet your needs. It must meet your needs. Do you have an hour to spare now?”

“Of course, now is fine. I booked out the rest of the afternoon for this. Can I ask for one important thing though, doctor?”

“Anything. Anything!”

“My ownership of this companion must remain strictly confidential. I would not want it destroying my credibility.”

“Gotcha Ms Marlowe. Gotcha. We pride ourselves on confidentiality. It is the cornerstone of Companion Corp. Our cornerstone. But to assuage your concerns I will make sure it is a term in the Companion Contract.”

“Thank you, doctor.”

“Leo, please. Please! But Ms Marlow, I don’t think you have long to worry about outside opinion. From the demand we have seen so far, I am sure securing a Male Mk1 will only increase your status, not diminish it. So, let’s get you started!”
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The doctor practically skipped out the door and signalled for Venus to follow. He commanded his assistant to power down the companions and store them away, then steered Venus towards a much smaller office. He knocked, entered, and introduced her to a woman much older than him and who also looked far wiser. 

“Ms Marlowe, this is Doctor Julia Roscoe. Julia will gather all the relevant information to make sure you have an excellent Mk1 Companion. Julia, please, no expense spared for Ms Marlowe, she is a VIP. Yes, a VIP.”

The doctor exited with the same energy he had greeted her with earlier.

“My apologies, Ms Marlowe, he is a bit of a human dynamo,” said Dr Roscoe.

“Please, call me Venus. Yes, a dynamo for sure, but his achievements are admirable.”

“Well, yes, although we must also acknowledge the amazing foundation created by the developer in Japan. Dr Castellan is doing magnificent work, but he is standing upon the shoulders of giants. Let’s not dwell on the technicalities, though. Let’s get started on building your companion bot!”

Venus put her hands over her mouth and took a deep breath out. Was she really doing this? 

“These initial setup questions may be tedious, so can I get you a cup of tea or coffee before we begin?”

“Thank you, Julia, but 1.1 already made me one.”

"That 1.1 is such a sweetie!" exclaimed the doctor, tucking her hands to her heart. "I desperately want one of him. But we are here to talk about what you would like. Before we do, though, sorry, Venus, we need to take a few measurements to ensure your companion will fit snugly with your body."

Dr Roscoe led Venus to the wall where she measured height and weight, bust, waist and hips.

“Wow, I have not done this for a while," said Venus, starting to feel self-conscious. Please excuse me if I don’t watch.”

“I understand completely. Although truly Venus, you are a beautiful woman, your companion will be one lucky bot.”

Both ladies burst out laughing.

“Oh, Julia. This really is ludicrous.”

Sitting back at the computer, they huddled together and began working through Venus' physical preferences.

“Is there anyone in particular you want your man to look like?”

"I must say, your Idris example is awesome, and he is just my type. But could I have him with green eyes? And a bit more muscle?”

"Consider it done." said the doctor, entering information on the online form and ticking boxes beside some selection criteria.

Although Venus was soon to find out, this was the simple part. Then, there were specifications for finger length, toe type, and presence (or not) of pubic hair. Of course, there was also the issue of penis and testes size to be decided. Pulse settings, Venus was informed, were controlled via the app, within set parameters, of course. Venus suddenly felt decidedly shy, asking Julia to recommend an appropriate phallus setting.

“I would go large if I was you. With the next upgrade, we hope to offer an internal examination to get a perfect fit, but I believe this one will meet your needs nicely for now.”

"What?" exclaimed Venus, sincerely taken aback by the thought of this technology veering into the world of gynaecology.

“Sure, we have everything we need to do it; we have just had some more pressing priorities, for Mk1. But hopefully, by Mk2, all of your companions will be completely tailored for your total satisfaction."

Julia gave a wink, but Venus went quiet.

They moved on to personality traits, where Venus stipulated her companion must be kind, empathetic, supportive, humorous, handy, and hardworking. She chose the Love Languages of words and acts, knowing that asking for these things would defeat the purpose. She declined physical touch, unsure how she would feel about the bot taking its own initiative to be intimate. She could command that when she needed it anyway. Venus said a definite yes to dancing capabilities but was at a loss when choosing which ones. She loved dancing but had not done much since university, so she selected whatever looked good, disco, ballroom and salsa. For foreign languages, Venus applied a little more rigour. She wanted to spend more time in France and Japan, so she chose these two and threw in Italian because it sounded romantic. Accents could be changed at any time with the app.

“Now, just a few more settings to go through," Julia said, looking weary. 

“Would you like vocalisations? That is little moans and groans when certain points are stimulated that indicate pleasure.”

“Sure. Yes please.”

"Then would you also like it loaded with dirty talk?”

"Sorry?" Just when Venus had thought she had heard it all, there was something else she had not considered.

“Well, we are not quite ready to include some rough play. Legal are holding us up on releasing this addition. It appears, Venus, the devil is in the detail with this feature. But we can offer you some dirty talk if you like that? We just don’t want to include it as standard in case of unforeseen events.”

Venus’ hand went over her mouth again.

“I know, Venus, I am sorry. But I have to ask.”

“Wow. I really had no idea.”

“So, yes? No?”

“No thanks.”

They both chuckled.

“Well, if you change your mind, you can give us a call. It is not a setting you can change on the app, but we can do it pretty quickly at our end. Next, would you like the Daddy-dialect built in?”

“Oh gosh, what is that?”

“Let me explain. We understand there are many women who, for a plethora of reasons, are harbouring substantial daddy issues. We are working on a counselling module but that is a couple of versions away at least. In the meantime, we are offering the companion to be loaded with phrases that women always wanted to hear from their fathers - I am proud of you, I believe in you, you are loved, you are strong, I am here to support you always, you know, that kind of thing.”

This touched a nerve with Venus, but she was devoid of tears. She had been for over a decade since her father died. She remembered her father so fondly, and he repeatedly said these exact things to her. She did not have him now, and she missed him today as much as she did when he departed. When he died, she cried for a week straight. Venus was convinced she had dried the well that week and would never cry again.

“No. I think we can skip that one too.” She did not want anyone, let alone a doctor, thinking she had daddy issues.

“Perfect. Now, all our companions come with the default safe word of ‘stop’. This will become more relevant in future versions, but in the meantime would you like anything different?”

“Safe word?”

“Yes, just in case he is doing anything you don’t like. It is not expected at all given how advanced the AI is in these companions. It is just another layer of precaution.”

“Oh, I see. Yes, stop is fine.”

Venus thought how much this sounded like the multiple layers of manual overrides offered in self-driving cars in the early days, until they knew the technology was secure. The flickers of concern that had started with the iceberg image were intensifying but were interrupted by the continued interrogation.

“And finally, the last question,“ said Dr Roscoe, sounding as relieved as Venus felt. “Would you like your companion to be loyal to you, or would you like it to be able to care for others as well?"

“I’m sorry, I don’t quite understand.”

"It is expected that over time, some people may want to share their companions, have them join in swinger’s events or even polyamorous relationships, so we want to make sure we cater for that situation. We just can’t assume the whole monogamy thing anymore.”

"True," said Venus, conceding the point. "Loyal thanks."

“Perfect. All done. Let’s look at your man!”

Doctor Roscoe tapped a few more buttons, and slowly before them a hologram began to grow, hovering slightly above the ground. The swirling, sparkly light started at the feet and moved upwards in arcs, inch by inch to finally reveal the bright green eyes. Venus was mesmerised, unsure whether it was because of the hypnotic illumination surrounding the model or the mere presence of this perfect specimen.

“Venus, please go and have a close look. Stand beside him and make sure all is to your liking.”

Venus was in awe, wandering around this electrical emanation. She wanted to reach out and touch him, but that, she assured herself, would come later in the haven of her own home. Here before her was a man she had engineered. Well, not engineered, really, not from scratch, but more patched together from social media snippets. And not really a man, more of a highly intelligent machine. Yet he was standing there, looking at her with his gorgeous green eyes, waiting for her approval to proceed. Waiting for her to confirm that she wanted him.

“Is there anything you would like to change?”

“Could we make the hands just a little bigger?”

“Sure, give me a second.”

Dr Roscoe fiddled with a few settings on her program, and the hands enlarged slightly.

“Is that better, Venus?”

“Perfect. Thankyou!”

Venus sat back in her chair but found it hard to take her eyes off the glowing figure before her.

"Before we sign off, Venus, is there anything else worrying you. We are always here to help, but it is much easier if we get things sorted at this stage."

“I understand, but no, I think I am good to go.”

Dr Roscoe leaned forward and looked into Venus’ eyes.

"Venus, do you think you are ready or feel like you are ready?" the doctor said, stressing the words ‘think’ and ‘feel’.

“I see your point, doctor. Feel. Yes, I feel good to go.”

“Great. I will just get the paperwork started for you to sign. You will receive a copy shortly by email, which will also include the details of the next required payments.”

While Venus’ eyes were still admiring her collage creation, a niggle began in her mind. Something did just not sit right in this situation.

“Thanks Julia. Can I ask you a question? Not about the companion, more about you.”

“Sure!”

“Why are you, who I am sure are incredibly qualified, asking all these questions? Isn’t a bit below you to be helping people choose cock circumference and toe thickness?”

“Oh, you are funny Venus. First, thank you for your compliment. I wish Dr Castellan was as gracious as you about what I give to the project. And second, my apologies. We should really explain this upfront, but we don’t want to alter people’s behaviour by telling them they are being observed. I am a doctor of psychiatry and I do the questioning to determine if there are any issues with the prospective client that could make having a companion problematic. We have a duty of care to make sure we are not putting people in harm’s way. Although can I tell you there is usually so much going on beneath the surface for people, my assessment can only ever be superficial.”

“I see. What kind of things are you looking out for?” Venus had never been diagnosed with any mental illness, but thanks to some dedicated time with Doctor Google after her last disastrous relationship, she harboured suspicions she had several noteworthy neuroses.

“Just the biggies, really. Things like suicide ideation, an inclination to harm the self or others, unhealthy co-dependencies, substance addictions, that kind of thing. We put in a lot of safeguards, but we can’t let something like that slip through. Give it a few years, and the pendulum will swing to people taking personal responsibility for their purchases. For now, though, we are just starting out, so we need to show we are good corporate citizens; do some heavy lifting so that our clients don’t end up as our patients, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do, and that is understandable. But I pass?”

“Yes Venus, you pass.”

The women laughed again, the papers were signed, and the doctor saw Venus out.

“Your companion will be ready in about two weeks. I know you would like to be discrete so our team will be in touch to organise the best location for delivery. When we meet you for the handover, we will walk through the operating instructions and set up your companion’s name. So, the only thing you need to do is to decide what you will call him!"

Venus walked back to her car with a lightness she had not felt in years. Was it because she was ahead of the curve, securing her supremacy? Or was it because soon she would be headed home to someone other than her plant and cat? She instructed the car to take her home and caught up on her emails as it maneuvered through the midtown traffic. She said hello to her plant, patted her cat, ordered dinner, and then opened her laptop to ask Chitti, her chatbot, for ideas on a noble name for her forthcoming companion.
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