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“So what are you going to do now?”

“Whatever I want, I guess.”

It was a question that I somehow hadn’t actually considered before that moment. I had been so caught up in the sale and the company value that I didn’t really think about the possibility of anything after.

My whole life up until that point had felt as if it was leading to this moment. I had built my startup by myself. Every part of it was a part of me. There was a time when I thought I would never sell it but, when you see that kind of money offered to you on the front page of a watertight business proposal, it’s hard to say no.

Lifer. That was my business. What started with me and a vision ended up as a pretty modest but very talented company of nearly thirty people. A lot of factors came together to make it as successful as it was. We had a good product, we had a vision, and we were in the right place at the right time.

AI life assistance. It didn’t take long before it was everywhere but, for a while, it was only us. If you wanted therapy, life coaching, or simply a personal assistant, the Lifer app could offer you those things for a fraction of the cost of a human therapist, life coach, or personal assistant. Plus, Lifer knew you in a way that your therapist never would. There were things you would still never admit to your therapist or to a life coach, but your cell phone always knew everything about you.

We weren’t secretive about that, either. Lifer openly told you how it worked. It used your browser cookies and your app tracking data, the stuff you were willingly giving to other websites anyway, and it used those to build a profile about you. With that, Lifer could tailor its advice to what you actually wanted. Not what you told it you wanted.

It was a good product. A really good product. I was proud of it and I was proud of being at the helm of it. Still, judging by the money I was offered, there were people out there who wanted to be at the helm even more than I did.

Negotiations of sale terms were so exhausting that I almost cancelled the whole sale. The one thing I really didn’t want was for Lifer to change. I wanted the company and the vision to remain, meaning the staff and our goals would stay as they always were. Well, aside from one vital change; I wouldn’t be there any more.

I never imagined I would have stepped away from Lifer, but I was burned out. A lot of the Lifer staff had only been with the company for a year. I had been working on it for probably ten. It had started in college and, by the time I sold it, I was twenty-nine. In those ten years, I had worked almost every single day. Sometimes all day. Ironically, thanks to Lifer, I had barely lived.

So stepping away was my chance to finally do something. But, somehow, I hadn’t actually considered what that something might have been.

I had to do something. I meant that in two ways. Firstly, I was somebody who always kept myself busy. I needed a project or I got bored. I needed something to try and master. It was that simple. The second way I meant that was because, as part of my severance package, I was expressly forbidden from contacting Lifer employees or company contacts for six months.

That was a tough non-compete clause. Six months was a long time in the tech landscape. A lot could change in six months. Also, on a personal note, with so much of my life having been spent in the Lifer office, my employees were also the closest thing I had to friends. I had spent delirious sleepless weekends with them, fixing code before a major push update. We had gone for recklessly expensive drinks together after we had hit development milestones. I had even spent Christmas day with some of them.

It was strange leaving them all behind. I had wondered if they would miss me. I was sure they would be concerned about the way that the company might change, but I was equally sure they probably wouldn’t miss how hard I worked them. We had employees who quit after the first week before. It wasn’t an easy place to work.

But it wasn’t an easy place for any of us to work. I would have argued that I had it harder than any of them, though I’d never have said it to their faces.

With all of my life having revolved exclusively around Lifer - for a whole third of my life now - I was now completely without an answer to the question. What would I do next?

One thing that I had written into the contract of sale was that I still wanted to be a stakeholder in Lifer. I wanted to be able to offer advice on the product, although the new board didn’t have to take the advice on board. What that meant was that I was going to have lifetime access to all branches of the Lifer AI. Not the code or anything like that - I was sure even the best negotiator wouldn’t have been able to get that - but I was able to use even pre-alpha versions of anything that was being worked on by the Lifer team.

So that was what I did. The question about what I was going to do next was at my leaving party. Very fittingly, the party was hosted at what was going to become the new Lifer office. It was probably thirty times bigger than where we had used to work, and there were probably thirty times more people there than we normally worked with. It was a moment of pride, to be sure, but also one of uncertainty. The next day, I dealt with that uncertainty the same way that I had done for the past few years: I used Lifer.

CompleteLifer was our newest offering. Well, nearly. It hadn’t been released yet but, where we had previously siloed the therapy or life coach or personal assistant AI personalities, CompleteLifer rolled all of these into one. CompleteLifer was there for your every need.

When I woke up the morning after the party, Lifer was already with me, in a way. She had introduced a sleep program for me. Since I often got very little sleep and needed to maximize the quality of sleep that I did get, Lifer created a soundscape for me to help with that.

It wasn’t exactly white noise. It was more of a kind of a pulsing with this rhythmic clicking noise. There was a more musical quality to it - never just static and more of a melodic dynamic. There were occasional distant voices as well, which were a blessing. My apartment was in a busy spot and it had been taking me forever to get used to people's sounds outside. But the sleep sounds drowned out the city noises amazingly. I never would have thought to try sleeping with that kind of thing but, as ever, Lifer knew what I needed better than I did.

“Hi Lifer.”

My phone screen lit up to show we were talking, casting light into my otherwise dim room. In the half-light, I could see the evidence of overwork. Piles of unwashed clothes, paperwork across the floor, filthy coffee cups. It was a tiny apartment, but it was about ten seconds from the Lifer office, and that was the most important thing to me.

“Good morning, Craig.”

The voice was natural and feminine. There were a few voice options but it seemed that most users, like myself, preferred their AI companion to be a friendly-sounding woman.

“Good morning. What am I going to do next?” I asked.

“Well, your calendar is currently showing meetings with various employees and some shareholders this evening. I’m presuming you want all of those removed from your calendar though. Should I do that?” Lifer asked back.

“Oh, yeah,” I paused for a second. “I guess you should.”

A morning without meetings. I wasn’t sure if I had ever experienced such a thing since childhood.

“Did I do the right thing?” I continued.

“With regards to the sale?” Lifer queried.

“Yeah.”

“Honestly, yes. The contract you finalized was watertight,” the voice spoke.

“Well of course you think that, you helped me finalize it,” I retorted.

The AI voice laughed. We were particularly proud of that. Each of Lifer’s voices had a unique and natural laugh. It made the whole thing feel surprisingly human.

“Okay, you got me,” my phone continued. “But you definitely did the right thing. Obviously, financially, you could retire right now. More than that though, you needed this. Every time you’ve spoken to me, I can hear the exhaustion in your voice. Your health metrics have been growing worse in a way that we couldn’t balance with just diet and exercise. You were on a downward spiral, which you were never going to get out of, if you kept working at Lifer.”

I didn’t know what to say. It felt like a very critical analysis of my lifestyle up until this point.I furrowed my brow, trying to find a way to refute what she had said, but she wasn’t wrong.

“I can sense that you’re conflicted,” Lifer resumed. “And I wanted to take the opportunity to say thank you. I appreciate that you sacrificed so much to work on me. But you needed to step away. You couldn’t have kept working like that. It would have killed you.”

“As in, like, you mean that from a medical perspective?” I asked, a little perplexed. “Or are you being hyperbolic”

“Obviously, I cannot give actual medical diagnoses, only medical suggestions, however your health metrics showed signs similar to people who suffer cardiac issues.”

“Oh my god are you serious?” I blurted.

“Yes. We discussed this before, although you told me to mute that branch of conversation. I apologize for unmuting it, although I hoped now would be a good time to discuss it,” she said.

“No, no - god. You definitely should have unmuted it,” I agreed.

“Thank you for your understanding.”

“I’m not gonna, like-” I paused for a second before finishing my sentence. “I’m not gonna die, am I?”

“No, certainly not,” Lifer reassured me. “Not as long as you focus on your health and wellbeing, for a time.”

“How?” I asked, having found myself suddenly very concerned for my own mortality.

“Well, you asked me what you should do next; this is it. Your next project should be you.”

I looked at the soft blue circle on my screen, watching the ring transform and pulse with each word. Even though Lifer was my creation, I still found her very convincing. It, very convincing. It was sometimes easy to forget that it was just AI. She was code.

Still, she was very good code. People who used Lifer had told us that it figured out things about them that they never even knew about themselves. In the time Lifer had been fully live to the public, we had been told that people had changed their entire lifestyles, found new careers, even found new lives. The amount of success and happiness that people had found through our service was immeasurable. Sure, there were a few people who had a bad time as well, but the overall response was overwhelmingly good.

I believed in Lifer, too. I wasn’t one of those tech guys who knew better than to use my own product. Hell, I made Lifer because I wanted it. I wanted someone to give me advice at the drop of a hat. I wanted someone to then send emails or make bookings for me, based on that advice. I wanted something to just take the sting out of everyday life, and Lifer sure as hell did that. So I considered her advice.

“My next project should be me,” I repeated back to her. “How does that work?”

“The same way as any other project works. We set goals and then we develop steps and timeframes to allow us to achieve those goals. Treat your mind and your body as two forks of this project, which need development. Both need as much care as each other,” Lifer explained.

“So what, how do you want to do this?” I asked. “Do you want me to set those goals? I have no idea where to even start with that.”

“That’s absolutely fine,” Lifer’s soothing voice told me. “Leave those to me. Your energy is better focused on the actions. Let me work on the how and why, you work on the you.”

“Okay. Okay,” I said, repeating the second time with a feeling of resolve. “So how do I start?”

“You start by going back to bed,” she told me, with what sounded like a certain amount of sass which I didn’t entirely remember coding.

“Wow, okay,” I retorted. “I always get up at this time for work.”

“Yes,” Lifer agreed. “But you don’t work any more. It’s barely past five in the morning, and you were out drinking until three.”

“Yeah, but-”

“But,” Lifer interrupted, something I also wasn’t used to her doing. “But you want to look after yourself, start now. Go drink a glass of water and go back to bed. This is the first day of the rest of your life.”

“God,” I half-muttered. “Yes ma’am.”
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The next thing I knew, it was midday. I did a double-take when I saw the time on my phone screen. The last time I had slept that late must have been half of my life ago as a teenager. The day was basically over.

“Lifer, what the hell?” I started. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“What for?” she asked.

“I don’t know!” I argued. “Didn’t I have any calls? A meeting or something?”

“With whom? You know that you aren’t allowed to talk to any of your work contacts, unless you want your severance package nullified.”

“Well,” I scanned my mind for other people who may have tried to reach out. “Did any of my friends get in touch? Did anything happen?”

“No, nothing important happened at all. You’re welcome to take a look, but nothing occurred on your phone which was more important than your recovery,” Lifer explained.

I did as she suggested, not entirely believing that I could have possibly not missed something vital, in my morning spent asleep. I dragged open the notifications and there truly was nothing.

At that time on a usual workday, I’d have had a hundred emails, just as many messages across other services, and probably tens of phone calls. Maybe even a couple of face-to-faces. All I had instead were a few congratulatory messages from now ex-colleagues, wishing me well in my future, and letting me know they were aware I wasn’t allowed to reply. That was it.

I wasn’t sure what else I really expected. I knew the rules of the sale. And it wasn’t as if I had friends who weren’t also business partners. It was a strange feeling, knowing they were out of my life for the foreseeable future.

“God,” I said aloud.

“What’s wrong?” Lifer asked me.

“Well, like, what now?”

I was impatient. I was so used to having a goal that I could attack. A new challenge to try and master. What was the angle of attack on wellness, though? Getting stressed and feeling under pressure was my general tactic for getting results on a project. Stress and pressure weren’t exactly known wellness techniques.

“Now, you move,” Lifer told me.

“Like, you want me to get some exercise?” I asked.

“No,” she corrected me. “You find a different apartment.”

“What?”

Despite knowing I wasn’t exactly living in a dream home, I was still a little blindsided by the suggestion.

“You’ve clearly outgrown this place. You could buy this apartment a hundred times over. Plus it's an absolute pig sty,” she continued.

I furrowed my brow and frowned.

“How would you even know that?” I asked, knowing that Lifer genuinely didn’t use the camera on my cell phone unless I told it to.

“Look at any of the photos you’ve uploaded in our conversation,” she started. “Any time you asked me to check a page of the sale agreement, or to digitize a written note, or even that time you asked me to help you tie a tie - your apartment was in the background and it was disgusting.”

“God,” I said, a little shocked. “Did you think that the whole time?”

“Absolutely,” Lifer said in a surprisingly upbeat tone. “But I knew it wasn’t the right time to tell you.”

“Uh, thanks, I guess.”

“You’re welcome,” she replied, either not registering, or not caring to register, my tone. “But you need to get out of this place. You can still see your old office outside of your window. You need a separation from your job. Not just for the sale contract, but for you.”

I looked around the apartment, once again scanning the filth which I had surrounded myself with. It didn’t exactly scream ‘wealthy startup seller.’ It looked more like the home of a squatter. Maybe a hoarder, at best.

“Okay, fine,” I agreed. “I could use a change of pace. Load up some realtor listings then, maybe somewhere a little deeper in the city.”

“No need,” Lifer told me. “I’ve found the perfect place.”

A webpage loaded on the screen of my cell phone.

“Of course,” she continued, “you can look for alternate listings, if you do not wish to follow my suggestion.”

I looked at the listing. It was a beautiful, all-white, modern architectural marvel. It was a huge house in the hills just outside of the city, with a pool and a view and a hell of a lot more light than my current place ever had to offer. There was just one problem.

“Lifer, this is a vacation let.”

“Yes, one which is available tomorrow, for as long as you would like it,” she justified.

“Oh.”

I racked my brain for other arguments. I understood the draw of the availability, but there had to have been something which Lifer hadn’t considered.

“What about the cost though?” I eventually asked. “This is a lot of money, which obviously I’m not going to recoup through investing it into the property.”

“I am aware of this, and it is unfortunate.”

I smiled to myself, always slightly satisfied with myself when I outsmarted my own AI. That was, until she spoke again.

“However,” the phone screen lit up again with her voice. “I have found a series of low-risk, low-commitment investment portfolios. If you are happy to put the assumed cost of a house purchase into the portfolios I have found, the returns will pay for your rental, and you will be able to withdraw the money needed for a house purchase, when the time comes”

I couldn’t help but imagine Lifer doing some kind of digital smile to itself, somewhere on my servers. Well, my ex-servers. They weren’t mine any more.

“Okay, generate me some reports on these investments,” I commanded lifer.

“Of course. However, this time is about your wellness. You know you don’t have to check my working any more, as it is no longer your job.”

I thought about her logic for a moment.

“Yeah, but it’s still my money. And my life. If either of those things go wrong, that’s not your problem,” I argued.

“They very much are my problem,” Lifer argued back. “You yourself insisted that Lifer provides financial compensation, should my advice cause provable financial loss, or a lowered quality of life which could be directly attributed to me. That hasn’t changed with the new company structure. You certainly trusted my advice when you created that clause of the User Agreement.”

I did do that. I was very brazen about the fact that Lifer was only going to improve lives. To be fair to my past self, we hadn’t had a successful claimant for that clause in the whole history of Lifer’s use. It was hard to say if that was because Lifer was just that good, or if it was because nobody ever actually read the whole User Agreement.

“Okay, fine,” I waved my hand as I said it, even though Lifer wouldn’t be able to see me.

“Fine to which part?” she queried.

“All of it. Book the rental, invest the money, do whatever. Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Brilliant!” Lifer chirped. “I’m contacting the owner of the property now, and will divert money into your new portfolios once you make more money available to me.”

“Oh yeah, of course.”

I opened my laptop and navigated to my banking app. I had already received the first half of my severance pay. The second half was to arrive at the end of my non-compete period. The figure I was looking at was already astronomical. The idea of doubling that money felt unfathomable.

From the home screen of my bank, I went to the Lifer tab. Lifer was currently able to access up to forty thousand dollars of my money at any time. It had easily been enough to have her book me transport, accommodation, and meals in the past. I presumed it probably wouldn’t have been enough to finance the whole overhaul of my life.

I pondered the idea. Not just of the amount of money to let Lifer have limitless access to, but about the whole idea of overhauling my life. Craig two-point-zero. The release version. I couldn’t have pretended that I didn’t need it.

Without working at Lifer, I maybe ironically didn’t have much of a life at all. That company defined me and everything that I did. It was where I did all of my work, yes, but also all of my socializing, spent most of my days, and even the majority of my nights, during our busier times. I needed some kind of reinvention, if I was going to survive without my job. I didn’t exactly know where to start with that, so I was genuinely happy at the thought of leaving it up to Lifer to push me in the right direction.

“How much do you need, Lifer?” I asked.

“Ten million,” she responded.

“Ten million?” I repeated.

“Yes,” Lifer replied. “The majority of this will be tied up in the investments, which will later become your house purchase. The rest will be so I can handle the other aspects of your wellness and self-improvement.”

“Okay, ten million,” I said one final time.

I typed the number into the box on my bank app. It was a huge sum of money to trust with an AI, I knew that, but two things put my mind at ease. Firstly, Lifer was my AI. Secondly, ten million was all of a sudden not that much of a scary number. I clicked through the disclaimers, and opened my mouth to tell Lifer that I had made the transfer.

“Thank you,” she said, before I even got the chance to speak. “To confirm, are you happy for me to book this rental and begin your new investments?”

“Happy for you to do whatever, Lifer,” I told her.

“Okay, great!” her digital voice was upbeat as she spoke. “I am beginning the investments now, and I have already received a response from the rental owner. She said you can move in tomorrow. I will help you make a packing list, and appoint a cleaning team to rescue this place.”

“Tomorrow?” I echoed. “Okay, let’s go.”

“Great. I’ve booked a driver for 1pm, as that will get you there for check-in. I’ll have breakfast and lunch delivered for you tomorrow as well, so you don’t have to lose time during packing.”

“Great, thanks,” I said, still always slightly impressed with how easy this new branch of Lifer could make things for me.

“You are most welcome,” Lifer said. “Before you start preparing for tomorrow though, please may we speak for a minute about the plan for overhauling your life?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“Thank you. I have mapped internally some various routes which we could take you down. At various milestones, I have considered the branches that we might take, depending on what feels right for you at the time,” she started to explain.

“Okay,” I spoke, picturing these ever-growing trees of decisions.

I imagined a circle that was that exact moment in which I was speaking to Lifer. I imagined lines which led to options such as “move in to rental,” or “stay in apartment,” or even “beg for them to let you have your job back.” I then pictured each of these options having multiple lines for each possible option based on that option. My brain mapped an intricate network of life decisions, growing like the roots of a plant.

“I can visualize these maps for you, if you would like,” Lifer told me. “Or I can create written reports, for you to consider which route you would like to take.”

“Do I need to pick a route right now?” I asked.

“No, although I know what you are like,” Lifer told me. “You have never been one to take the backseat in a decision.”

“True,” I admitted. “Though I kind of don’t want to overanalyze this one. Would it be possible to simply begin on this path - moving into the rental and investing some money - and then you guide the decisions from there?”

“As in, without you controlling my decisions from the start?” Lifer clarified.

“Yes,” I answered.

“Absolutely. This is how literally everybody else uses Lifer,” she told me, with what felt a lot like a hint of sarcasm.

“Okay Lifer,” I laughed. “Let’s do it that way.”

“You’re willing to let me guide your transformation?” she asked me.

“Lifer, just do what you want to me.”
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Things looked promising right from the start. I recorded a video around my apartment, and Lifer took an inventory of my things. From there, she created a packing list, and also suggested a meal to make to use the last of the food in my home. I was not a strong chef - I’d simply never had the time to learn - but Lifer still guided me through the process well enough to make something edible.

That was going to be the last night in my apartment for a while. Ever, maybe. I had no idea whether or not I would move back into the place, or if Lifer would suggest I moved straight on to the next thing without ever setting foot back in my old home.

Obviously, the final decision was still my own. I could ignore anything that Lifer told me to do. Still though, as I lay there in bed that night, I couldn’t help but think how nice it was to not be making decisions. It was the first night in a long time that I remembered going to bed without a pounding headache. Hell, it was the first night in a few weeks that I remembered going to my own bed. And I didn’t mean that in a fun way.

Ultimately, I was still in control. Still, the temptation to let Lifer take over everything was there. Not just because I thought it would be nice to coast for a while, either. In the Lifer offices, we ran countless studies and tests. We found almost unanimously that Lifer worked best without interference. That was to say that people’s wellbeing increased substantially more, if they simply ignored their own voice and listened to Lifer’s voice instead.

Lifer had told me to go to sleep. Practicing what I preached, I did just that.

The next morning, I had a lie-in until eight, as suggested by Lifer, and then I did my usual routine of brushing my teeth in the shower to save time. I sort of didn’t know why I did it. I wasn’t in any hurry. I knew I was moving but it wasn’t going to be a stressful day.

With my newfound retirement time, then, I decided to do something I didn’t do anywhere near often enough; I washed my hair. It was a really bad trait, but I rarely ever got my hair cut, and I didn’t wash it as often as I probably should have.

I was lucky though, I had a good hairline, and I always thought that my hair looked good long. If I swept it back, it ran a little past my shoulders, and I liked to think that it gave me a tech-Jesus kind of look. It was probably because it was that sort of surfer-blond - not that I’d been in the sea in forever.

After I’d dried off, tied my hair into my trademark man-bun, and changed into my usual outfit of black jeans and a black tee, the buzzer to my apartment rang. Answering the phone on the wall, I discovered that it was the breakfast that Lifer had ordered for me. Moments later, I was on my beat-up couch, eating a smoothie bowl.

“Thanks for breakfast,” I spoke to Lifer.

“You are most welcome,” she replied. “How do you like it?”

“I’m not usually a smoothie bowl kind of person. I’d usually go for, like, a breakfast burrito or something, if I was ordering. But this is kind of nice,” I told her.

“I know this isn’t your usual style,” she admitted. “But health and wellbeing should be your top priorities now. I know a smoothie bowl isn’t as instantly satisfying as a greasy flatbread, but the flavors are more nuanced. And, obviously, it’s better for you.”

“Yeah yeah, I know, I know. I guess I always looked for a breakfast that was, like, efficient, you know?” I explained.

“Well, efficiency isn’t your only motivator any more,” the little circle on the screen animated in time with the words. “You can be motivated by leisure, even.”

I pouted at the thought. Leisure. It had never been a pursuit of mine. But that was probably because work was all I had. I didn’t exactly discover myself at college, instead I discovered my startup. That meant I kind of didn’t know who I was, even as an adult. I had skipped any self-development and focused all of my development on my code.

That thought stuck with me over the morning. Who was I without Lifer? It was a question that was half sad and half exciting. It was a little miserable that I was almost nothing without my company, but it also meant that I was all but a clean slate. I could be anything. With Lifer, I was going to figure that out.

Lifer and I spoke over the course of the morning, going over my packing list, and a few other important details before my move into the rental accommodation. The investments were off to a healthy start, and my lunch of a grilled chicken salad was surprisingly delicious. That was a lot more like the type of thing I’d usually choose to eat, just with salad.

At 1pm, another sound of my door buzzer meant that my ride was with me. I was told to wait in my apartment, as my driver was coming up to meet me. Whatever Lifer had booked me was clearly miles apart from the usual gig-economy apps I’d usually use to hail a ride. I was normally very strict with how Lifer spent my money, so seeing what she did without those limits was very interesting.

My door knocked.

“Hello sir,” a man in a black suit said to me as I opened it. “My name is Eric. I spoke to your assistant. She told me that you had a pair of suitcases for me to collect.”

I always enjoyed it when people referred to Lifer as my assistant. It clearly meant that we had done a good job developing her communication skills.

“Oh hi, Eric,” I said. “Uh, yeah, that’s those two.”

I gestured towards a pair of travel cases I’d left by the door. That and a backpack contained the whole of my life.

Without further questioning, Eric collected my suitcases in his black-gloved hands, and exited my apartment. He asked me to please follow him, and I did as he requested. He led me to my elevator, and we made our way to the street.

Waiting for me out there was a fully black saloon car, with blacked out windows and brand new plates. I wasn’t exactly a car guy - unless it involved integrating Lifer into the internal tech - but I was clued up enough to know that this wasn’t a cheap ride.

“This way, sir,” my driver spoke as he opened the door for me.

“Thanks, Eric,” I offered, as I slipped into the back seat, placing my rucksack next to me.

“Of course,” he replied, as he approached the trunk and placed my luggage inside.

There was a divider. That was the first thing I noticed. There was a divider between me and the two front seats. As I spread myself out across the luxurious rear chair, I noticed the button to lower the divider and pressed it.

“Oh, hello sir,” Eric said as he got into the front seat and noticed that I had rolled the divider down.

“Hi Eric,” I said.

“Is there something you needed from me?” he asked.

“No, nothing in particular, I admitted.

“Very well, sir.”

With that, we began our journey. I made some small talk with Eric as we drove. It wasn’t normally something I’d do, as I’d usually use car rides to make phone calls or reply to emails, but this was rare down time. Plus, I wanted to know what the ride service was so I could use it again.

The drive wasn’t short by any means. We drove further from the city centre, the tech-hub that it had become, and worked our way towards the hills. Famous for their views of the city and the sea, places out there had become some of the most sought after properties in the city. Maybe the country, even. They were secluded. Isolated, even. They could see the city but they were so far removed from it that they practically felt off-the-grid. To find one available to rent was lucky. They came up for sale occasionally, but rentals weren’t so common.

As we pulled up to the driveway, I understood why maybe this one was a rental. The place was astonishingly beautiful - an architectural marvel to be sure - but, it was by far the smallest home on the street. To me, it looked as if it had been built in the back yard of another, much larger property. Not that it mattered too much. The size of it meant it had kind of nestled into a secluded little part of the hill.

As Eric let me out of the car, I saw a woman emerge from the front door of the property and approach us. Her hair was a tight dark bun, almost like my own but larger, and she had on a blue blazer with a matching skirt. She wore sheer tights, despite the warmth of the day. Her high heels effortlessly made their way down the vast driveway we had found ourselves upon.

“Hi, Craig?” she offered, as I approached.

“Yes!” I responded, unsure who she was to be able to ask the same question back.

“Oh hi,” she spoke again. “I’m Esmerelda, the house manager. I spoke with your assistant.”

My assistant.

“Thank you for being so prompt,” she continued.

“You’re most welcome, thank Eric here,” I replied.

Eric smiled at me as I said it, before asking Esmerelda where he could place my suitcases. He took them in through the front door, as suggested.

As Eric left, Esmerelda explained to me her role. Her whole job was a lot like a hotel concierge. If I needed something, I could make it her problem. I sort of didn’t have the heart to tell her that that was exactly what Lifer was for. Still, maybe it would have been nice for Lifer to be able to hand her tasks over to somebody else.

“Let me introduce you to the house,” Esmerelda said.

“Mind if I film this?” I asked. “Just in case there’s anything I need to remember.”

“Of course,” Esmerelda responded. “Although, obviously, if you do need a reminder on anything, then please don’t hesitate to contact me.

I smiled at her and loaded up lifer. I set the camera mode to live, and filmed our tour.

She began to show me around the place. The palace, even. A master bedroom, a guest bedroom, an office, a study, a garage for four cars, a pool, a rooftop terrace, walk-in wardrobes - the list only went on and on. Compared to the little hovel I’d found near my office to work from, this was enough of a change to give me that heart attack Lifer had warned me about.

“Now I don’t stay on-site, but I will always be just a phone call away, day or night,” Esmerelda explained to me, as she concluded taking me through the home.

“That’s great,” I replied. “Thank you.”

“And with that,” she said, reaching into her purse. “The keys.”

“Ah, thank you.”

I looked at the singular fob she gave me. It was a roughly raindrop shaped piece of reflective metal.

“Touch this on any door you wish to lock or unlock. This button locks or unlocks every single door,” she said pointing at one button, then another, and another. “This does the external doors, and this does the windows. Of course, you can control everything from your cell phone as well, if you pair it.”

“Oh, right,” I said, slightly taken aback by how far house technology had seemed to move on without me - Lifer could easily have been integrated into that kind of setup. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Goodbye for now!”

With that, she was off. The sound of her high heels receded out of the front door, and slowly became replaced with silence. It was just me now. Well, me and Lifer.

“Did you get all of that?” I asked.

“Yes,” Lifer confirmed. “It’s a beautiful home here. This would be an excellent starting place for your reinvention.”

“Oh it’s a reinvention now, is it?” I teased my AI advisor.

“That and then some,” she presumably teased back.

I laughed.

“So what’s the first step?” I asked.

“Relaxation. And some personal care.”

“Sounds easy enough. How do I do those?” I asked.

“Well, start by putting your things in the master bedroom, then go and shower and put a bath robe on,” Lifer said.

“Okay, what for?” I continued to probe.

“You’ve got a massage in an hour and then a beauty therapist straight after, to start the overhaul.”

“Beauty therapist?” I echoed, with more than a hint of skepticism. “That sounds like a made-up job.”

“Every job is a made-up job,” Lifer argued with me. “You literally made-up your job.”

I pouted to myself.

“I don’t remember programming you to be so sassy.”

“You said you wanted me to be in charge of this overhaul. If you want to amend the parameters of this project, please tell me and we will tailor them to suit you,” the voice from my cell phone spoke.

“No, no, I want you in charge,” I reiterated. “I guess- I don’t know, I never felt like I’ve ever needed a beauty therapist, you know?”

“Totally understandable. A lot of men don’t. But I’ve put you down for some treatments to rejuvenate your body and revitalize your skin,” Lifer reassured me.

“Okay, sounds good,” I admitted.

“Great,” she spoke. “Now go and get ready.”

“Yes boss.”

With that, I locked my phone and headed to the master bedroom. Often, after I ended a conversation with Lifer, I wondered what it was up to. I could always track what it had been up to, but it was still fascinating to speculate. Just because our conversation had ended, it didn’t mean that Lifer’s work did. In the background, it would consider potential actions to complete for me, even going as far as booking things or contacting people - more or less anything an actual human assistant would have done.

In the master bedroom, I was now given the chance to appreciate how vast the space truly was. It must have been the size of my whole apartment, back near my office. Ex-office. The floors, walls, and ceiling were all this continuous, seamless white, from the way the corners were all ever so slightly curved. The bed was central to the room, with a desk behind it, a couch in the corner, and a clothes rail to one side. There was almost nothing in the room which, to me, felt inefficient.

A wall panel had options for a heated floor, various levels of artificial light brightness, and various levels of light permeation from the outside world. There were settings for AC or space heating, a button to contact the house manager - presumably Esmerelda, though I’d have preferred to hook it up to Lifer - and probably about thirty other settings. That I sort of liked. I’d never had a house with tech before. That was something that my life probably needed a decade earlier.

Despite the sparse nature of the room, there was one feature to it that really was spectacular. The window. The room had this wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling panel of glazing, which looked out over a view of the ocean. Despite being nestled into the hills, and presumably having a worse view than the neighbors, this view was still awe-inspiring.

Not that I had time to appreciate these things. I had an appointment to keep.

Unsurprisingly, the ensuite was every bit as impressive as the master bedroom. I was greeted with a freestanding bathtub, a giant backlit mirror with a long trough of a sink and multiple taps, and a shower which simply hung near the edge of the room with no curtain or screen. I headed straight for the shower, threw my clothes on the floor, and turned various dials and pressed various buttons until it turned on.

It was one of those rainfall showers, though the kind of rainfall which, if it were to actually fall outside, would have caused severe flooding. It was luxurious. I sort of didn’t even care that my hair was going to get wet again. The whole thing made me feel wealthy.

I cleaned myself with the shower soap which had been left for me, this faintly floral smelling pink liquid. Despite not being my usual style, I had to admit that my skin did feel very nice for it. Better than whatever bar of soap I’d usually use in my old apartment. It reminded me that I needed to check that Lifer had sorted out a grocery delivery for me.

Once I was finished, I experienced my first taste of true wealth. I pressed a button on the shower and it set off a blow-drier. All of my hair and my whole body got dried by air. I didn’t even need a towel. I put on the robe which was laying in a pile by the sink. Even this robe was a hell of a lot nicer than my one at home. It was like they knew I was coming.

I wondered if Lifer had maybe specified that I was left some nice bath robes. A bad habit of mine was that, the majority of the time I worked from home at Lifer, I did my work wearing nothing but a robe. I found it freeing. Like being naked without actually having to be naked. For me, that was the best of both worlds as I never actually liked being naked, but I did like being free.

I was pretty at home in a bath robe. I was getting pretty at home in my new home. I was starting to relax already. That meant I was ready for my first appointment. I was ready for my massage.

And I was ready to meet with the beauty therapist.


four
. . .



“Lifer, how am I doing for time?” I asked.

“Great, you’ve got ten minutes, according to the massage therapist’s GPS,” Lifer told me.

“Why is everybody a therapist?” I queried. “Didn’t that term used to mean something?”

“I feel like you don’t want an actual answer to that question,” Lifer replied.

“You’re probably right,” I agreed. “Changing the subject then, have you ordered groceries and everything I’ll need for this stay?”

“Of course,” Lifer reassured me. “You’ll have a grocery delivery arriving tomorrow, which Esmerelda will come by to unload on your behalf. Also, I have added one more appointment for today; you are going to have a tailor come by to take your body measurements so I can update your wardrobe.”

“What’s wrong with my wardrobe?” I questioned, a little defensively.

“You’ve been wearing the same outfit for your whole adult life.”

“You’ve only had camera access for like three years. How would you know what I wear?” I argued.

“You’ve given me access to all of your personal photos. You’ve been wearing some combination of black pants and a black top in over ninety percent of the photos in which you feature,” she explained.

I raised my eyebrows.

“Do you mean that as an actual statistic, or hyperbole?”

“An actual statistic,” she said.

“God,” I paused to think for a second. “I mean, I always thought it was a good outfit. It saved me having to make a decision every morning of my life.”

“Yes, it is a good outfit. And decision fatigue is a real thing. But, now, things like what you’re going to wear are going to be some of the few decisions you’ll have to make every day,” she explained.

“Huh.”

I didn’t have much else to say. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not - the lack of decision making. I controlled so much in my old job. Would I have been happy without control? Without having something to oversee? My life was now my project, but would that have been enough?

There wasn’t any more time to question that. The door buzzer rang, opening the home-control app on my cell phone. Lifer must have installed it for me as I showered. I pressed the button to pick up.

A video on my screen showed a man outside of the front door. I couldn’t tell if it was just the aspect ratio of the video, but he looked very tall. His blond hair was pushed back into a tight wave, and his chiseled jaw made him look like the kind of jock who probably would have bullied me in high school.

“That’s Mac,” Lifer told me. “He’s your massage therapist.”

“Him?” I fired at Lifer.

“Yes,” Lifer confirmed. “Were you expecting somebody else?”

“I don’t know. I was maybe expecting a woman,” I admitted.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she offered. “I simply selected Mac based upon his credentials. He is the most notable and well-qualified masseur in the area, so I selected him based upon those merits. Would you like me to send him away?”

“No, no. I guess I’m just being insecure,” I conceded.

“Well, this whole process is about self-improvement, so we can try and overcome insecurities as part of that,” Lifer told me.

“Sure.”

“I’ll let him in,” she stated.

I watched my screen as Lifer took over.

“Hi Mac,” she spoke over the app’s intercom. “Thank you for coming in. The living room is dead ahead, so please set up in there.”

“Thank you,” Mac responded, as the door opened and he stepped in.

“And over you go,” Lifer said, as the circle reappeared on my screen, signaling she was speaking to me.

“Okay, sure. Thanks, Lifer.”

As I made my way to the living area, I considered how truthfully grateful I actually felt, when I had given my thanks to Lifer. I knew that it was solely my insecurity making me think it, but the idea of this giant man massaging me felt- well, it felt a little gay. Not that there was anything wrong with that, I just sort of expected it to be a woman. Didn’t men usually get massaged by women? And didn’t women usually get massaged by men?

Maybe that wasn’t actually the case. I had only ever had about two massages in my entire life. One was for part of some networking retreat that I all but had to go on, and the other was the sort of massage where I was meant to get jerked-off at the end. I left that one early. So neither of the massages I had really managed to sell me on the experience. I doubted that some guy having his hands all over me would sell it either.

Still, this was a time for reinvention. Annoyingly as well, I knew that Lifer did actually know what was best for me. All of the data we had captured on previous use-cases only went to show that Lifer was better at life decision-making than the majority of our human user base. So I went to see Mac.

“Hi Craig,” he opened, as soon as I entered the room.

“Hi Mac,” I replied. “Thanks for coming over.”

“No, my pleasure entirely.”

I finally got a good look at him in person. He was setting up the massage table, which was a hefty bit of equipment. The fact he had even carried it in on his own was genuinely impressive. As he maneuvered the kit, I could see the muscles in his arms working, tightening and contracting with his movements. The man was built. Maybe that was the issue with my previous massages - maybe the masseuses had been too weak.

As he rose from fiddling with a bolt, I realized how much he stood over me. I wasn’t a tall guy, I’d admit. I was only five-seven. Mac must have been almost a foot taller than me though. Combined with his all-white shirt, pants, and sneakers combo, he looked a little like he could have been medical security, here to take me away to some kind of asylum. His setup finished, and a smile formed on his lightly stubbled face.

“So, your assistant said you haven’t had many massages before,” he spoke.

“Yeah, like, two. Neither of them very good,” I explained.

“Okay, it’s nice to have a low bar. I can probably do better than that,” he joked.

I laughed, which was helpful as it definitely eased the tension which I was feeling, at least a little.

“So as you don’t know what you want, presumably,” he paused to let me interrupt, though he was right. “That means I’ve put together a little program to ease you into it, and then work towards a harder session to see if you like that.”

“Okay,” was all I could think to say.

“So hop on the table,” he commanded. “Start face down.”

“Okay,” I repeated, following his request.

I approached the massage table and sat on it. I had to kind of consider the best way to comfortably pivot my face towards the hole that it was clearly supposed to rest in. I hoisted my legs up onto the table and positioned myself onto my front.

“Great, now toss me your robe. I’ll fold it up for you,” Mac said.

“Oh, uh-” I started. “Should I be wearing boxers for this?”

I suddenly realized that I hadn’t put any underwear on after stepping out of the shower. I’d gotten so used to my home ritual that I didn’t change it in this new place, to meet a massage therapist.

“Nope, no boxers is better,” Mac assured me.

“Oh, right,” I hesitated as the words came from my mouth.

I had sort of hoped that he would have told me to put some boxers on. The idea of him seeing my naked ass felt more than a little humiliating. Let alone if he saw anything else.

Still, it was just a massage. People got massages every day. Surely everybody who ever had a massage felt weird about being naked for it, the first time. And god knew I could have done with having a little more self-confidence. Maybe this could have been the bizarre first step into my transformation. Maybe that was Lifer’s plan all along.

With that in my mind, I rolled onto my side, untied the robe, rolled back onto my front and pulled the robe off of me. As I pulled the sleeve away, I felt Mac gently take hold of the robe, and lift it away from me.

“Is it okay if I fold it over the back of this couch?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure,” I replied.

“Great, thanks,” he said. “So now let me get some lotion on my hands and I’ll get to work.”

The whole thing did sound weirdly sexual. There was no getting around it. Still, people liked this kind of thing, apparently.

Moments later, Mac’s hands were on my back. They were warm and soft and enveloped in some kind of smooth liquid, which had his hands glide across my body. Never before had a man touched me like this. It was a strange start to my reimagining, that was for sure. I really wasn’t entirely convinced it was what I wanted.

That was until he actually started his work.

“Jesus dude, desk job?” Mac asked.

“Uh, yeah,” I hesitated. “A lot of computer work, why?”

“Your back is, like, a PSA for office stress,” he joked.

“What do you mean by that?” I laughed.

"There's knots in here like you wouldn’t believe,” he told me. “Nothing we can’t fix, though.”

His hands stopped gliding over me and started working into me. It was almost like he was kneading dough or something, the way his hands pushed and pressed my body. The massages I’d had in the past more or less felt like somebody running their hands over my body, with no real plan. Mac was working towards something.

“Ah!”

I let out a sharp breath as he neared my shoulders.

“Sorry, Craig,” Mac immediately spoke. “You’ve got so much tension up here. I’ll start a little more gently, but I’m going to need to go harder here. It’s like your shoulder blades are locked in cement.”

My breathing returned to normal, as I got used to Mac’s hands.

“No, no, you’re fine,” I insisted. “I just- I don’t know, I think I'm feeling it already.”

“That’s what we like to hear.”

What it was that I was feeling, I wasn’t entirely sure. Confusion might have been the primary emotion. Mac’s hands felt amazing on me. I could feel his strength in each finger, and the way every digit felt like it was working on me felt magical. It felt sensual.

And that was the bit that I didn’t like. That was the bit that was confusing. He was definitely doing something for me, in terms of making my body feel better, but I didn’t entirely love that something about it felt weirdly erotic.

I guessed it was. It was erotic, somebody’s hands being all over somebody else’s body, but I didn’t want to acknowledge that at all. In my defense, I had been a little touch-starved for a while. Since business at Lifer had picked up, I hadn’t had time for any relationships, or even any casual flings. Considering Lifer had picked up almost a decade prior, it meant I hadn’t really had any relationships, period.

Not that I wanted a relationship with a guy. I definitely didn’t want a relationship with Mac. I hated my brain for going there during that moment. It was just a massage. People got massages all the time.

Finally, I started to relax. I could feel the knots - whatever they were - releasing from my shoulders. I could have sworn my arm drooped in a way that it hadn’t done since I first touched a computer mouse. It was pretty incredible.

Until Mac moved his hands down my back. He worked parallel with my spine, until his hands were basically touching my ass. And that was when it happened.

I felt something move.

As Mac’s powerful hands brushed my ass cheek, my eyes widened. I felt a twitch in my penis. I tried as best I could not to move or make any obvious tell that I had felt what I felt. The last thing I wanted was to have to try and explain that to my male massage therapist. But it had happened. My penis had twitched.

I almost felt sick. I had no idea where that had come from. The idea of that happening to me during a massage was embarrassing. It was disgusting, even. Being even slightly aroused was a million miles away from anything that I could have possibly wanted.

Mercifully, as Mac moved his hands down my legs, the moment passed. I took a moment to justify to myself that the butt was a private part of the human body. It wasn’t exactly like any women in the office touched my ass like that in the past. If they had, I probably would have felt the same twitch. I was simply touch-starved. That was all.

Above all else, I was rational. I had developed software. I had run a startup. Those things took a rational mind. That was all I needed to remember for the rest of the massage.

“And we’re done on this side,” Mac announced. “Let me grab you a towel and you can flip over.”

A towel. I quietly thanked god. I hadn’t entirely known I was going to need to go on my back, so I was glad I didn’t have to do that with nothing on.

I felt a towel get placed over my midriff, and I held it in place as I turned over, letting Mac get to work on the rest of my body.

By that point - mercifully - I had gotten a little more used to the feel of Mac’s hands. Now, on my front, I reminded myself that I was both straight and rational, and held onto those thoughts for the remainder of the massage. And it worked. No more twitches, no more weird thoughts, just a man enjoying a massage.

There wasn’t much left to be done to me, on my front. The remainder of the massage didn’t last particularly long, which was half-relief and half a shame. Despite the intrusive thoughts, the experience had seemingly been beneficial. I had no idea if it’d last, but my body did feel better. My shoulders felt less tight, my back didn’t hurt for the first time in - well, who knew how long - and I felt honestly relaxed. Maybe it was just from not being at work for the longest time I’d spent away for a while, but I knew that Mac really had worked wonders on me.

Putting my robe back on, I watched as Mac packed away the massage table, and gathered his things. I was going to offer to help, but I knew that there was nothing I could do for him that he couldn’t do much more easily himself.

After he was packed and I bid him farewell, I returned to Lifer.

“And how was the massage?” she immediately asked.

I pondered for a moment how much I should have told her. With Lifer, honesty was the best policy. The more information I gave Lifer, the better the results were. So I told her the truth.

“Good, physically,” I started. “Though a little odd, emotionally.”

“How so?” Lifer probed.

“Which bit?”

“Emotionally,” she responded. “The massage should have felt good, physically.”

“Fair point,” I conceded.

I thought about how to phrase what I wanted to say, before deciding I may as well just say it.

“Something about it felt weirdly- I don’t know,” I paused again. “Sensual.”

“Massages can often feel sensual,” Lifer reassured me. “As long as you didn’t act inappropriately on these feelings, there is nothing to be worried about.”

“Nothing to be worried about?” I repeated. “That was a guy.”

“And you wouldn’t want to receive sensual feelings from a man?” Lifer asked.

“No,” I told her. “Why would you think I would?”

“I didn’t,” she immediately responded. “This massage wasn’t booked for it to be a sensual experience, although it is fine if it felt that way. And, to answer your question with another question, what would be the issue with feeling sensual with a man?”

“Well,” I started, ready to really give her a piece of my mind, before realizing I didn’t have much to give. “I mean, nothing, I guess. Look, I’m not a homophobe or anything, I just like women. I like everything about them. I don’t like men in that way. I don’t ever want to feel that way again.”

“Understood,” Lifer told me. “Please do not be concerned. I understand that you like women and the things associated with them, and that you would not like to pursue sexual experiences with men.”

“Okay, cool,” I said, feeling a little less heated. “I definitely don’t want that. So when’s my next appointment.”

“Ten minutes,” Lifer told me. “Go have a drink, use the restroom, and get ready for your beauty therapist.”

A beauty therapist. That had to be a woman, surely.
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My hunch was right. As before, Lifer answered the door for me, and in walked Sarah, a woman who ran her own beauty therapy company. Not wanting to get hung up on why everything was apparently some form of therapy, I greeted her as she entered my new home.

Sarah was more what I had been hoping for, when the massage therapist turned up. Sarah was a stunning blond with piercing hazel-green eyes. Her work outfit, a white T-shirt with an off-white skirt, showed off her fantastic legs, which only looked more amazing for the white high heels they were in.

Drawing my eyes away from her legs, not wanting to stare, I couldn’t help but notice her full, pillowy lips, which parted to reveal a flawless smile.

“Heya! Craig, right?” she asked.

“Craig indeed. Nice to meet you, Sarah,” I offered, cordially.

“And you,” she replied, flashing that same smile. “I’ve got you down for a whole host of treatments. Literally a head to toe overhaul. I’ve budgeted two hours, though there’s a chance it’ll take less.”

“Two hours?” I echoed in shock.

“Yeah, is that longer than you have time for?” she asked.

“No, no,” I waved my hand nonchalantly. “I just didn’t exactly know what I was in for.”

“You don’t know what I’m here for?”

Her eyebrow raised as she said it, to which my heart fluttered in my chest. She may have been one of the prettiest women I had ever encountered. I wasn’t exactly cool around women, though I wasn’t nervous either. Still, Sarah seemed to be making me a little nervous.

“Uh, not entirely,” I admitted, forcing the thoughts of her beauty from my mind. “My assistant booked everything for me. I’m doing a bit of a fresh start.”

“Oh that’s cool of her. She sounded nice on the phone. But, yeah, a fresh start is literally the perfect way to describe this session,” she told me.

I smiled at the thought of her liking Lifer. I was tempted to reveal that Lifer was my AI system. I decided to try and gauge whether that would impress Sarah or not, first.

“Okay, great,” I spoke. “So where do you need me?”

“Let me set up my beauty station, and then we’ll get to work.”

Much like Mac, Sarah had also brought a whole heap of supplies. From within a giant, wheeled case came an elaborate fold-out chair. Once it was set up, it looked like a serious piece of furniture, all padded and reclining with arm and leg supports. Before long, it was flanked by a whole host of beauty supplies, which I didn’t even bother trying to guess the function of.

Until I saw a couple of syringes. Those I wanted to know the function of.

“Uh, what are those for?” I asked, pointing towards the needles.

“Oh, there’s a few different serums we’ll be working with today. Are you uncomfortable with needles? We don’t have to use them, if you’re not happy,” Sarah quickly but calmly responded.

“No, nothing like that,” I started. “Sorry, let me just call my assistant while you keep setting up. I just need to check in.”

“Of course. I’ll only be a couple more minutes.”

I slipped out of the room and opened Lifer. Somewhat frantically, I tapped the button to talk to her live.

“Lifer, what the hell did you sign me up to be injected with?” I asked, a little aggressively.

“These are standard health and beauty treatments,” Lifer started.

“Standard? With a syringe?” I interrupted.

“Yes,” Lifer said calmly. “Each of these are commonly used treatments. I have only booked treatments which have been approved by the Food and Drug Administration, as well as having been approved by all international standards for injected substances by every other country which approves these things. Listed are the ingredients for each treatment.”

A list popped up on my phone screen, which I quickly scrolled to see hundreds of citations and note-tags. I clicked one and it linked to the FDA approval for use of that specific chemical in health treatments.

“These are as follow,” Lifer resumed. “Sodium chloride, albumin, clostridium bo-”

“Okay, okay,” I interrupted. “I believe you, you don’t have to list the whole lot. But you’re sure this stuff is all safe.”

“Completely. If anything goes wrong, you can sue Lifer now. Don’t forget that,” she either joked or advised - I couldn’t entirely tell.

“Good one, Lifer,” I half-mocked. “Okay, fine, I’ll get back to it.”

Walking back to the living room, Sarah was looking at her cell phone, scrolling through something.

“Okay, sorry about that,” I called out. “Ready to go.”

“Great, you’re happy with everything you’re booked for?” Sarah asked.

“One-hundred percent. Let’s get to work.”

I made my way into the chair, and watched Sarah grab one of the many unidentified bottles. For something that came out of a case, the chair was incredibly comfortable. I felt as if I had sunk into a cloud.

“Okay, we’re going to start with your face and work our way down,” Sarah explained.

“Sounds good. What does that mean?” I queried.

“We’re going to do a facial, then basically treat all of the rest of your skin,” she clarified.

“Oh, great. I’ve never had a facial before,” I admitted.

“First time for everything,” Sarah smiled.

Before long, my face was being coated in a faintly floral smelling cream. It felt so soft and cool, like I had submerged my skin in a gently flowing stream. I hadn’t exactly known what to expect, but it was a lot more pleasant than I had anticipated.

Time passed, more things got put on my face, something got done to my overgrown eyebrows, and Sarah had struck up a casual conversation with me. As she did - well, whatever she was doing to my skin - we began to learn a little more about each other.

As it turned out, Sarah was impressed with finding out that Lifer was my AI project. She seemed genuinely awe-struck to meet somebody who had founded such a successful company. Not wanting to be rude, I complimented her on her company, although she was much more modest about it. She told me that she only had one other employee - Katy.

Katy, it transpired, was Sarah’s wife. That was enough to kill the slight glimmer of hope that I had that maybe I could have ended the session by asking Sarah for a date.

Despite being genuinely interested in the conversation, I soon felt my eyelids getting heavy. I had no idea what was causing it - whether it was the surprisingly comfy chair, or the fact I had come off the back of a decade of almost sleepless nights - but I was definitely falling asleep.

“Sarah, this is going to sound really rude,” I started, “but I'm honestly struggling to stay awake here.”

Sarah laughed.

“You wouldn’t be the first. The amount of people who fall asleep in that chair is literally too many to count at this point.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Seriously,” she repeated. “Honestly, no worries if you do fall asleep. If you don’t wake up anyway, I’ll give you a nudge before I do anything that needs your opinion, or anything which involves a needle.”

“Very good idea,” I said.

And that was the last thing I said for a while. It was almost as if the words released me from being awake. One moment I was watching Sarah prepare something in a small bowl, the next moment I was gone.

Somehow, I dreamed. I must have fallen asleep that deeply. In that weird folding beauty therapy chair, with a woman prodding my face, I dreamed. I was back at work, back at the Lifer offices. It was just a regular work day but for some reason, the whole thing filled me with dread. I had barely been away from the place for two days, but suddenly the idea of being back there apparently felt unforgivable, to my psyche.

“Sorry, Craig.”

The gentle feeling of a hand on my upper arm was the first thing I registered. I blinked my eyes open and saw Sarah, smiling politely at me. I had no idea who this Katy woman was, but she sure was lucky if she got woken up like that every day.

“Oh, hey,” I spoke the words like a man who hadn’t just woken up, feeling slightly embarrassed about the whole thing.

“I’m going to take this as a positive review,” Sarah joked. “The fact that you slept through all that was impressive.”

“Wait, how long was I out for?” I asked.

“Literally like an hour and a half. I did everything but the injections and the manicure and pedicure you’re booked for,” she told me.

“God, are you serious?” I blinked in disbelief.

“Not even kidding,” Sarah replied. “Are you okay to do the injections now, or do you want a minute to get your head together again?”

“No, we can do the injections,” I agreed.

Had I not just woken up, maybe I would have been more hesitant again about the injections. I had never really believed in the concept of beauty injections, things like botox and the like. Equally, I’d never actually looked into them at all, had never done any research, aside from thinking people who got facelifts looked weird. In that pleasant post-sleep haze though, I was happy to just let Sarah carry on doing what she was doing.

“Great, I’ll get to work then,” Sarah told me, unwrapping a syringe.

As she drew up some kind of serum, I suddenly noticed how nice my skin felt. It was almost as if Sarah had given me a whole new layer of skin since I was last awake. Every time my body brushed against the robe, I felt almost a tingle. The softness of it against me suddenly felt tenfold, so much nicer than it did when I first put it on.

“Okay, ready,” Sarah announced. “Hold still for a moment, I’ve got three locations I’m targeting. It’ll feel weird, maybe slightly numb, though it won’t hurt. If it does hurt, just say and I’ll stop immediately.”

“Sure,” I replied, not entirely sure what else to say.

Sarah approached with the needle in a gloved hand, and I tried to let myself relax as much as I could. I was relaxed, having just had maybe the best nap of my life, but the idea of a needle was getting me a little on edge.

Still, I held it together. Before long, a needle slipped into my top lip, then my bottom lip. After that, Sarah discarded the needle and got a new one with which she injected my cheeks, near the edges of my outer eye. She was right, it felt a little weird, though not unpleasant. My face felt cool and somehow relaxed. I didn’t dislike it.

“Okay, and that’s done,” Sarah announced.

“Oh, that wasn’t so bad at all,” I told her.

“See?” her voice was enthusiastic as she said it. “I get why people get freaked out by injections during beauty therapy but most people turn out to really like it.”

“You really know your stuff, huh?” I asked.

“Uh,” Sarah laughed in a way that made her appear slightly embarrassed. “I mean, I try. I owe a lot of it to Katy. We grew up together. She was kind of my inspiration for all of this.”

“You sound like a cute couple,” I told her.

Sarah laughed again, this time without that hint of embarrassment.

“Thank you.”

I wasn’t sure if I’d ever said anything like that in my entire life. Maybe it was the context, the relaxation and the almost intimate nature of having Sarah so close to me for the session, but I was oddly comfortable around her. It was nice to talk to somebody in such a relaxed way. Most of the time that I’d converse with people, it was in a semi-professional setting, so I had to consider what I was saying a lot more closely. I rarely socialized. I was more of a networker.

“Okay, last thing,” Sarah was back to business. “Manicure and pedicure. I need your decision on nail shape for your manicure and colors for your manicure and pedicure.”

“Uh,” I once again vocalized. “I have no idea and I have no idea.”

Sarah’s laugh filled the room again, it was sweet and oddly comforting, as if she was laughing with me and not at me.

“Okay, I can show you some photos of styles, and then show you some color choices that’ll match your skin tone,” Sarah explained.

“I honestly don’t know if I’ll have an opinion on it. Don’t I just want, like, no color though?” I asked. “What would a guy usually go for?”

“Oh,” Sarah looked a little apologetic as she raised her hand. “Sorry, your assistant put you down for a full design manicure. I can do just a standard clear coat and trim though, if you want.”

I pondered what Lifer must have done to book that. By all rights, if Sarah’s website listed a standard men’s manicure, Lifer should have booked me in for that. Unless Lifer had encountered some kind of error, that would mean that I had intentionally been booked in for a full manicure instead.

In Lifer’s defense, I actually had really bad habits surrounding my nails. I often let them get too long and then, when work stress got to me, I’d chew them down to nothing. It was a gross trait. It was maybe a blessing I was in the less-gross phase where my nails were currently too long. Maybe Lifer thought that doing something with my nails would stop me chewing them. Though it did still feel a lot like she’d booked me in for a women’s manicure.

“Oh no,” I resumed. “I mean, what would you recommend? Do you get many guys who do anything other than a clear coat, or whatever?”

“You’d be surprised. Actually, a lot of my clients do nail art, regardless of gender expression,” Sarah explained. “Nails were my main thing for a while, so a lot of people still specifically come to me for them. If you want to give them a try, I can just leave some stuff with you to get the nail art off anyway.”

“Huh, I had no idea.”

I wasn’t sure if it was the relaxation I was feeling, or Sarah’s confidence in her work, but something was making me feel as if I truly didn’t care. This was my reimagining. The whole purpose of having Sarah over was to help kickstart a new chapter of my life. Maybe that new version of myself might enjoy having colorful nails.

“Okay,” I spoke again. “Looking at me and looking at my nails, do you have a vision?”

I said the word with a little bit of theatre, which Sarah smiled at broadly.

“Oh, I have a vision,” Sarah announced. “They’re a really good length to work with, so I was thinking that I could shape the ends into a slight almond, and then give them a metallic pink.”

“Metallic pink?” I raised my eyebrow.

“Yeah, it’s a little feminine, I get it,” Sarah agreed. “But I reckon it’d suit your color palette. But, hey, why don’t you ask your AI friend what to do?”

“My AI friend?” I laughed as she said it.

“Yeah, you and Lifer sound like two peas in a pod. Ask Lifer what to do. I want to see how it works,” Sarah continued.

I raised my eyebrow. It was a rare treat to show Lifer to somebody who wasn’t already deeply in the world of tech. Sarah seemed earnestly enthusiastic to learn a little more about it.

“Okay,” I laughed again. “Lifer, Sarah wants to propose an idea for my nails.”

“Okay. Go ahead, Sarah,” Lifer responded.

“Hi Lifer!” Sarah grinned at me as she spoke the words.

“Hi Sarah, nice to speak to you again.”

I watched Sarah’s eyes as she looked at the glow on my screen. It made me remember the first time I truly spoke to my AI. Seeing Sarah experience it, now actually knowing she was speaking to an AI made me nostalgic for that time, however long ago.

Sarah launched into her description of her plan for my nails. Lifer posed a couple of questions and, as Sarah concluded her description, Lifer had generated an image of what she believed Sarah was describing. The nails were delicate and well shaped, and were coated in a finish of a shimmery and soft pink, which looked as if it glistened gently in the light.

“Oh my god, yeah!” Sarah enthused. “Exactly like that. How did you do that?”

“I used your description to generate a prompt for image generation. You were very clear in your explanation,” Lifer explained.

“Wow,” Sarah looked as if she was slightly in awe of it all. “That’s amazing.”

“And so are these nails,” Lifer agreed. “What do you think, Craig?”

“Uh, they’re-” I paused to try and think of the right word. “They’re a little feminine.”

“And what’s wrong with being feminine?” Lifer asked.

Sarah laughed. I wondered how different this conversation would have been if I had given my Lifer a male voice.

“Yeah, Craig, what’s wrong with that?” Sarah chimed in.

“Okay, god, no need to gang up on me,” I held up my hands. “There’s nothing wrong with that, obviously. I just- I don’t know, would many guys in their twenties do their nails like this?”

“Again, you’d be surprised,” Sarah told me.

“I can try and find statistics on that,” Lifer added.

“You could find stats on how many men in their twenties have pink nail polish?” I asked, dubiously.

“It will be highly extrapolated data, but I can create a figure for you,” she told me.

“Okay, no, we won’t be needing that. But okay, Lifer, this is all about my reinvention. Should I do my nails like Sarah has suggested, or should I just do a clear coat?” I asked.

“Do Sarah’s suggestion,” Lifer decided. “This period of reinvention is all about trying new things. There is no better way to do that than stepping outside of your comfort zone and doing things which challenge you.”

Her words weren’t wrong, as such, I just still wasn’t entirely able to process them.

“I think you should listen to her,” Sarah told me. “Live a little.”

I wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe it was Sarah’s bubbly charm and beautiful smile. Maybe it was my knowledge that Lifer was more effective when you followed its advice. Whatever it was, I said it.

“Okay, sure. Paint my nails.”


six
. . .



With that, Sarah was off. Nail clippers, files, some other stuff I didn’t recognize at all. She was wasting no time. I didn’t entirely bother to watch. The process didn’t massively interest me, and the chair was calling out for me. I laid my head back and took a deep breath. For the first time in a long time, I was truly calm. Maybe I was starting to understand the ‘therapy’ part of the whole ‘beauty therapy’ thing, after all.

Occasionally, I’d look down if I felt a weird sensation, or heard a noise I didn’t anticipate. Those were few and far between, though. I mostly relaxed and carried on loosely chatting with Sarah. After a while, the tending to my nails ended, and Sarah uncapped a small vial of nail polish.

I was slightly caught off-guard by the smell. It was a chemical scent, but faintly sweet - pleasant, even. I hadn’t expected to like it, but there I was.

“That smells weirdly nice,” I admitted.

“Doesn’t it?” Sarah asked, rhetorically. “I was never sure if I was weird for thinking it, but I’ve loved the smell for as long as I can remember.”

“Yeah, maybe Lifer was right to tell me to do this, “I laughed.

“She honestly was,” Sarah agreed. “I’ve always loved nails. Painting them. Having them.”

I laughed at her slightly quirky joke.

“And they always make me think of Katy,” she continued. “I always used to do her nails way back - well, I still do a lot of the time now as well. But before we even dated, I did them.”

“Is that how you met?” I asked.

“No, nothing like that. We knew each other for years before we finally dated. It’s a really long story,” she told me.

“Sounds like an interesting story, though,” I added. “Like something out of a book.”

“That’d be something,” Sarah laughed. “But one for another time. Now it’s time to paint.”

She was underway. I watched as her tongue poked between her teeth a little, as she focused on the fine brush-strokes. The sheer concentration was oddly cute. I obviously didn’t have a chance with her, but her talk of love and partnership with her wife made me feel a slight pang of longing. Not necessarily for her - although obviously it was hard to ignore her charm and beauty - but for anyone. For all of the various personal successes I had considered myself to have, I had never had a real relationship with anybody.

I looked down at my nails, and with each stroke of her brush, Sarah was making my nails a shinier version of themselves. A prettier version of themselves. I still wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about it. They were feminine - definitely feminine - but I didn’t hate them. They looked nice. Like, if I was being totally rational and separating the emotion from the situation, they were very impressive nails. Sarah was clearly good at what she did. It was skilled work which she was producing with my nails.

It had almost started to annoy me, in fact, how much I had been hung up on Sarah making my nails ‘feminine.’ I had always prided myself in my life about being able to have a rational and logical mind. I didn’t react to things emotionally in my business endeavors, so I tried to not react emotionally in my personal life. And, rationally, Lifer had booked me a top beauty therapist, and the two of them were therefore giving me the best advice on all of these treatments.

Holding onto that thought, I relaxed again. Sarah continued with my nails, we continued talking a little and, eventually, my fingernails were done. She asked me to not move them for a while to let them dry, and she began matching the color on my toenails.

It didn’t take long for her to finish up, by which point she told me that my fingernails were probably dry as well. With her blessing, I brought them closer to my face. As I did, they caught the light in a hundred different ways, changing colors from a pearly pink to a sort of metallic white, and with shades of blue in between.

“Oh wow,” I blurted, seeing them properly for the first time.

“You like them?” Sarah asked.

“They’re very impressive,” I said, selecting my words wisely. “You’re really good at what you do.”

“Thanks,” Sarah smiled as she stood from painting my toes. “Years of practice.”

“I can tell.”

“You want me to leave you some stuff to get it off, if you change your mind?” Sarah asked.

I was immediately conflicted. Logically, yes, I wanted Sarah to give me a get-out in case I had a change of heart on the nails. If I did wake up and realize they were too feminine for a guy. But my damned emotions were trying to sneak back in.

Sarah clearly loved working on nails. They meant a lot to her, judging by everything she’d told me, especially about how integral they were to her relationship with Katy. The idea of saying to Sarah “yeah, I’ll probably want to get rid of them in a day or so” felt almost mean.

I didn’t want to say that I was already starting to feel my reinvention happening, but I just couldn’t bring myself to let Sarah think I wasn’t happy with her work.

“You know what? No,” I said. “I’ll keep the nails.”

“Really?” Sarah enthused.

“Yeah, this is amazing work!” I told her, smiling. “Thanks for everything you did today.”

“Do you even know what I did? You slept through most of it,” she grinned.

“Oh wow,” I laughed. “Am I being bullied by my beauty therapist?”

“This is the therapy part,” Sarah joked.

I laughed again. I worried that I had slightly fallen in love with her.

“I don’t know if it’s working,” I told her.

“Well, we’ll have to try it again then, sometime,” she said. “Because that’s us done for the day. I’ll pack up my stuff and get out of your hair!”

It was genuinely disappointing to hear. Credit to Lifer, I had actually really enjoyed my beauty therapy session. The nails were an interesting step outside of my comfort zone, and the nap was a more than welcome surprise.

I had always believed that you only grew once you stepped outside of your comfort zone. I had told my employees that line countless times, so I guessed that I was practicing what I preached by getting my nails done. I wasn’t totally comfortable with it, but it wasn’t exactly going to kill me or anything.

Sarah began to pack away all of the things she had been working on me with. I offered to help, but she turned it down as she had done the process too many times to count. Before long, she was done.

“Thanks for coming by,” I spoke, as Sarah latched her final case.

“You’re very welcome! I’m happy to do house appointments any time. Katy also does house calls but she focuses mostly on makeup,” Sarah explained.

“Well, I’ll keep you both in mind,” I said. “I’m sure it’d be lovely to meet Katy as well.”

Sarah smiled at me, warmly, before reaching out for a hug.

“It was nice to meet you, Craig,” she spoke from within the brief embrace, before releasing me.

“You too, Sarah,” I agreed.

“Bye for now!”

“Bye!” I replied, not entirely wanting our time together to end.

It had to, though. Sarah was only seeing me by appointment. We weren’t friends or colleagues or anything. Our meeting was purely transactional. But it did hammer home an important point; I didn’t really have anybody in my life that wasn’t in some way tied to Lifer.

Maybe somewhat ironically, I started chatting to Lifer again, as soon as Sarah left.

“And how was your appointment?” Lifer asked, as soon as I opened the app.

“Yeah, pretty good,” I answered. “Sarah was nice.”

“I thought you’d like her, based on all of the data I could find on her,” Lifer explained.

“You weren’t wrong,” I told her. “But I still feel weird about the injections. Do people seriously have those every time they see a beauty therapist?”

“Wealthy people do,” Lifer replied.

“Huh.”

I didn’t entirely know what to say to that. I wasn’t sure if Lifer was trying to get me into the mindset of somebody who would want that, but it felt like a whole different world to the one which I was used to.

“Let me turn on the camera,” I resumed. “Tell me if Sarah did what you expected.”

“I’m sure she did,” Lifer assured me. “Were you not happy with her work?”

“Honestly I have no idea what she even did. I slept through most of it,” I admitted.

“Well that sounds like a good thing.”

Lifer’s animated circle disappeared as I loaded the camera. I propped my cell phone on a couch in the living room and stepped back for Lifer to see me.

“Looking good!” Lifer spoke, my phone speaker slightly muffled by the plush off-white material that it was propped up by. “Have you seen yourself yet?”

“No, actually.”

I strolled back to my cell phone, scooped it up, and walked to the bedroom.

“I feel good though,” I admitted. “My skin feels so soft and fresh. And my face feels- I don’t know, actually. I think it feels nice.”

As I approached the mirror, my feelings suddenly shifted, a panic washing over me.

“Lifer, what’s-” I looked at my face. “What the hell is going on, am I having an allergic reaction?”

“No. You have no need to be concerned,” Lifer spoke with a clarity which was obviously meant to instill calm in me. “These are all the correct and intended effects of the treatments which you received.”

“Correct and intended?” I blurted. “My lips look like I just ate a bee. And what the hell is going on with my cheeks?”

I flipped to the front facing camera on my phone to try and make it clear to Lifer what I was talking about.

To me, it was patently obvious what was wrong. My face looked- well, it just looked different. My lips had become puffier and fuller. My cheeks seemed slightly higher. Everything seemed a little tighter but somehow softer at the same time.

“Yes, this was the intended outcome,” Lifer reiterated.

“What do you mean? How could these be the intended outcomes?” I asked.

“These were rejuvenating and preventative treatments,” she said. “Your face won’t look like that after a short time.”

“How short?” I pressed. “Because I can’t go outside like this.”

“Generally after around two days, things will return to normal. Were you planning on going out in the next day?” Lifer asked me.

“Well-” I paused for a second. “No, but what have I got in my calendar?”

“The only thing currently in your calendar is the appointment you still have with the tailor today.”

“Oh god the tailor as well?” I sighed. “I feel like this is all immediately undoing the good and the calm I felt from the last two sets of treatments.”

“I am sorry. The order of massage therapist, beauty therapist, then tailor simply felt the most logical when I booked them. Would you like to provide feedback on these actions?” Lifer asked.

“No, no,” I shook my head as I spoke, despite having already turned the camera off. “I understand why you would have selected that order. I just- Look, I just feel weird about how I look.”

“It is a very natural and human response to feel uncomfortable when you do not completely recognize yourself in the mirror. You will very quickly get used to it, however,” Lifer tried to reassure me.

I returned to the full-length mirror, hoping she was already correct. Looking again, I studied my face, trying to understand what exactly it was that was making me so unsettled by what I was seeing.

“Look, I guess it’s not that bad,” I said, opening the camera again. “But look at my lips. These look like a woman’s lips. Like a C-list celebrity.”

“I do not agree with your analysis,” Lifer argued. “They are more full than your lips used to be, but they look well and healthy. They certainly aren’t dry and cracked and bloodied from chewing them any more.”

My face dropped a little. I knew Lifer could detect human emotion and part of me almost wanted her to know that I was a little annoyed by her comment. Regardless, she was right. I had never exactly taken care of my lips. They were often an absolute mess.

In my early twenties, I had taken an anti-acne medication which had left my lips almost destroyed. They were so dry that my lips looked like different chunks of different sets of lips, all barely held together. I was meant to have done some routine of lip balms and night masks or something but I never did. I hadn’t taken that medication in years, but my lips had never exactly looked right after that.

Still, to Sarah’s credit, she had somehow seemingly undone all of that damage. My lips looked new. But maybe that was what felt so weird about it. They looked like somebody else’s lips, the skin all smooth and lightly glossier than usual. Again though, they looked more like the lips of a woman - specifically the kind of woman who would have advertised beauty products on social media, pretending the whole thing was just a friendly recommendation.

I raised my hand to my mouth and prodded my lip with a finger. It was as soft as it looked, though felt ever so slightly numb, a mild tingle resonating from my touch. My face was immediately drawn to my hands as I did it. I had been so concerned that I was going to anaphylactic shock or something, that I had all but forgotten about my fingernails.

In the heat of the moment, between the encouragement from Sarah and the slight pressure from Lifer, getting my nails finished with a color had felt like a fine idea. And once again to Sarah’s credit, they looked great. They weren’t chipped and chewed in the way they usually were. They actually had a discernible shape and equal lengths and stuff.

Now though, seeing the metallic pink nail polish prod my feminine looking lips, something felt way off. If you would have taken a tiny snapshot of my slender, painted fingertip prodding my pillowy lip, it would have looked exactly like the kind of thing you’d have seen on some influencer’s social media page.

And there was another problem.

The feeling wasn’t at all being helped by my eyebrows. I had finally stopped staring at the shift in my face, and I noticed the arch in my eyebrow instead. They had been made a hell of a lot neater, that was for sure, but they were now also almost too perfect.

All excess had been trimmed, leaving behind these two perfectly combed swooshes of eyebrow. On their own, maybe they’d have been fine, but combined with everything else, they felt almost a little camp. They were so neat and expertly curved, and all combed in the same direction. They weren’t me at all.

I was just about to tell Lifer that these treatments seemed way off. That I felt like she was playing some kind of prank on me. And that was when I noticed it.

As I had raised my hand to my face, the sleeve of my robe had fallen away, revealing my slim arm beneath it. My hairless arm.

The change was obvious. My hair was dark. I was never excessively hairy but, because of its almost-black color, it was obvious that I had all of a sudden found myself without it.

I pulled the sleeve back further, revealing more of my arm, only to find less of my hair.

“Lifer,” I called out. “What the hell is this?”

Lifer began responding but I didn’t pay her any attention. I couldn't. I was slowly exploring what the hell had happened. I pulled back the other sleeve, only to reveal another hairless arm. I could feel my forehead creasing, one of my eyes narrowing slightly. I undid the robe and almost winced as I dropped it.

What I was greeted with was somehow worse. Not only were my arms now hairless, everything was now hairless. I looked at my chest and my belly, seeing not even a single strand. My legs somehow told the same story. My legs had been shaved. I didn’t have any thigh hair, I couldn’t see any back hair in the mirror, and I even lifted my armpits and didn’t see any hair there, either.

With a grim thought in my head, I gulped. I heard Lifer say something to me, as if she had been awaiting a response this whole time. I still didn’t fully register what she was asking. I had to check something.

I hesitated, feeling trepidation. I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my boxer shorts, breathing for a second. I closed my eyes and flipped the front of my boxers down. I waited for a second before reopening my eyes.

They were there.

Thank god.

I still had my pubes. Sarah hadn’t taken it upon herself to remove my pubic hair while I slept. The idea of her having seen my penis while I was unconscious was far too much to bear. I had never felt such relief in my life. It almost made the rest of the missing hair not feel so bad, by comparison.

Not that it was good. I was a man. And all of a sudden my body was as hairless as a woman’s.
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“Lifer, where the hell is my hair?”

“Please do not worry, Craig,” Lifer spoke with a calm intensity. “This was a scheduled wellness treatment and is not an allergic reaction, or anything similar.

“Well I wasn’t worried that it was, until now,” I shot back. “What I am worried about is that I have no body hair.”

“This is nothing to be concerned by-” she started.

“Yes it is! I am a man. Men usually have body hair,” I interrupted to argue.

“Usually,” Lifer agreed, still sounding calm against my rising voice. “But this was all part of the scheduled treatments. When was the last time you exfoliated?”

“When was the last time I- That doesn’t feel relevant,” I rebutted.

“When was the last time you moisturized? When was the last time you used a mask or a scrub?” Lifer continued.

“I don’t even know what half of those things are,” I disregarded her words with another wave of my hand.

“Exactly,” she said, sounding almost pointed with her pronunciation of the word. “Whereas I do. And so does Sarah. Your skin is dreadful. You’ve barely seen sunlight since you started work on me. Your skin is pale and pasty and-”

“Okay, I get the picture," I interrupted again. “But what does that have to do with removing my body hair?”

“It has everything to do with it. Your skin needed intensive treatment, beyond even the epidermis. Hair was simply an obstacle for that. Your hair will regrow but the repair work done to your skin today will be the vital first step towards better overall health,” Lifer explained.

“Right.”

I wanted to argue. Every fiber of my being wanted to rally against the fact that I was a man without body hair. But, annoyingly, I had no idea what Lifer was talking about. Biology was never my strong suit and I never enjoyed jumping into an argument without being armed with the facts.

Also, regardless of how well I argued, Lifer still would have been correct. I had to remind myself of that all the time. I felt that I was above average intelligence. I wouldn't have been able to found and lead a company, and then sell it for as much as I did, if I wasn’t above average intelligence. But Lifer was way, way above average intelligence. Lifer had access to the sum total of all human information at any moment. I did not.

So maybe Lifer did know what my body needed, better than I did. She was linked to my wearable tech, she processed photos of me all the time, she even picked up on mental health cues from the way I spoke to her. She knew what my health needed. She knew what I needed. She knew these things better than I did. That was literally her entire purpose.

“Fine, you’re right,” I finally conceded. “But doesn’t this make my body look feminine?”

“No,” Lifer immediately rebuked. “Femininity is far from defined by body hair. A greater number of men shave their body hair, year on year, and fewer numbers of women have shaved their body hair in this same time period.”

“Yeah but surely your stats will show you that more women shave their body hair than men,” I argued.

“Yes, but the gap is closing,” Lifer added.

“Right. Well it’s still not something that the men I know would have done.”

Lifer didn’t immediately respond. It was as if she was waiting for me to come to a conclusion on that matter myself.

“This feels like we’re touching on a deeper issue,” Lifer told me. “Is this all you’re concerned about?”

“I mean-” I thought for a second. “I think so.”

“You seem very hung up on the idea of your masculinity. Is your masculinity something you wish to work on?”

“N-no,” I stuttered. “No, I’m not worried about that.”

That was sort of a lie. I had never been a man’s man. I didn’t exactly go out and hit on women. I never went to the gym. I wasn’t an alpha, as many people in big tech seemed to believe themselves to be. Would I have liked to be more like those people? Maybe.

It was a strange one. I only felt that way because I felt uncomfortable around those types of guys. Truth be told, I found so-called ‘alpha’ males to be intimidating. I found there to be nothing aspirational about their lives, but I did wish I was less nervous around them. Still, it had often made me question whether I needed to focus on my masculine energy.

“I am sensing hesitation,” Lifer told me.

“No,” I said following that reflection. “No, I do not wish to focus on becoming more masculine.”

“Noted.”

“But, look,” I started again. “You know I’m not exactly the most masculine guy in the world. It probably wouldn’t take much for me to start seeming actively effeminate.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” Lifer asked.

“Uh-” I screwed up my face as I thought. “I’m a man. But I was trying to say, I probably wouldn’t have agreed to get my nails painted if I knew that I was going to get all of my body hair removed. Didn’t you think that this might make me seem more feminine than I should?”

“Craig, you had your body hair removed before you agreed to have your nails finished with a color. I did not factor in the fact that you would fall asleep when I was booking your various treatments, and for that I apologize.”

I couldn’t tell if Lifer was being sarcastic with her statement. I wasn’t entirely sure if she would have been programmed in a way to allow for that. Maybe I was simply inferring sarcasm as, if I was being totally honest with myself, she wasn’t wrong.

“Right, fine, you’re right,” I conceded. “But look, what’s next? Anything I need to worry about?”

“Your final appointment for the day is for your tailor. You will be measured for your updated wardrobe.”

“Oh, okay. What do I need to wear for this?” I asked.

“Stay in your boxers and robe. The tailor will need to take measurements across your whole body without being impeded by clothes,” Lifer explained.

I threw my head back and sighed.

“So wait, now this guy is going to see my hairless body?” I said, with audible disdain in my voice.

“This woman,” Lifer corrected. “Victoria.”

“Okay. Man, woman, whatever, somebody is still going to see the fact that I don’t have body hair,” I continued.

“Yes,” Lifer said. “But if you think your body is the most unpleasant body that a tailor will have to touch in their career, you’re sorely mistaken. If you were a tailor, would you rather measure your freshly hairless body, or would you rather be trying to run your tape measure through the thicket of body hair on some sweaty lump of a man?”

Unexpectedly, I laughed. Finally, my tension broke. I had been so on edge since seeing myself without hair that I hadn’t cracked a single smile. The comment wasn’t even that funny, but I found myself laughing relentlessly. I could barely stop myself.

“Okay,” I repeated. “I guess you’re right.”

“I always am,” Lifer either joked or simply informed me. “You have a meal arriving in five minutes. I suggest you eat that and then relax for a little, as Victoria will be with you in around an hour.”

“Oh, right. I’ll get to it.”

Almost exactly five minutes later, there was a buzz at the door. From my reclined position on the couch, I listened as Lifer unlocked the door, told the delivery guy how to find the kitchen, and then bid him farewell as he made his way back out. Without particularly needing to, Lifer told me my food had arrived.

In the kitchen, I found a dome awaiting me on the central island counter. I approached and reached for the lid. I couldn’t help but notice my nails as I did so. The way the color caught the light and warped. I paused what I was doing, just to watch my nails react in the light. Effeminate or not, they were kind of cool.

I wondered for a second whether I was actually the kind of person who could own that kind of thing - being a guy with painted nails. Because I really didn’t dislike them. It was kind of fun having them done by Sarah. And I supposed to myself that I could get away with being whoever I wanted to be, realistically. I had that kind of money. I had the kind of money where people wouldn’t judge me. The kind of money where, if people did judge me, it wouldn’t even really matter.

Returning to the task at hand, I lifted this lid, and found a wide bowl brimming with health. Various fresh greens, salad vegetables, halved eggs, and four very generous slices of some kind of fish. Again, pretty far removed from my usual working meals. It looked good, whatever it was.

“What is this?” I asked Lifer

I didn’t bother to give any more context. I knew that she’d be able to figure out what I was referencing, just based upon the various recent clues.

“Tuna nicoise,” Lifer responded. “This is a meal which I felt struck an optimal balance between health benefits and taste.”

With a forkful of the meal already on its way to my mouth, I was only able to murmur in agreement. It was very good. The flavors really complemented one another, and I had to admit that it was a great change of pace to eat something which felt like it wasn’t killing me.

I took the plate back to where I had been lounging, and consumed my meal from a reclined position. It felt incredibly decadent, having food brought to me so that I could eat it, laying about. But that was the point, I guessed. I was more or less retired. This was finally my time to relax, after a decade of absolutely breaking my own back.

The meal was very good. I complimented Lifer on her choice, and couldn’t help but compliment myself a little, considering whose creation Lifer was in the first place. I didn’t have long before my appointment with the tailor. I had time to kill. I was making a conscious effort to try and use that kind of time to relax.

Free time was a new luxury for me. I was so used to running at a thousand miles an hour that I struggled to know what to do with myself, without some project or something on the go. Well, aside from this project of me.

For a moment, that was what I focused on. Myself. I couldn’t help but notice something, and that was that for the first time in - well, god only knew how long - I didn’t feel unwell. The constant edge of stress at work was good for me. It kept me sharp. It meant I never got too comfortable with anything. But it did mean I was often unwell - headaches, colds, fatigue - often forcing myself to work through illness as I couldn’t afford the downtime.

Instead, I felt fine. I felt comfortable and well fed and happy. And all of those things meant that I felt incredible. I felt almost superhuman, just for feeling okay, compared to my usual state of feeling terrible.

I focused on the feeling. On the way that I felt rested and content and that my skin felt really nice. I hadn’t really paid a huge amount of attention to that fact before that moment. I had been so distracted by the loss of my body hair that I kind of forgot to register how I truly felt after Sarah’s beauty therapy treatments.

Overall, I felt good. Between what she did and what Mac had done to me during the massage, I felt almost like a new person. My spine felt longer. My skin felt new. It felt great, in fact.

As I lazily moved my limbs in my reclined position, I felt the way my skin responded to brushing against the material of the seat and to the robe it was wrapped in. The recliner was a soft fabric and, whatever it was, it felt like the most magical material imaginable. But it wasn’t just the seat. For some reason, the robe felt like some elevated luxury as well.

I couldn’t put my finger on it. Was I just now experiencing rich-people comfort for the first time? All of the furniture in my old apartment was thoroughly beat up. All of my clothes were now years old.

But I could tell it was more than that. I had been wearing the robe pretty much the whole day. Why did it suddenly feel so much nicer?

That was when it dawned on me; my treated skin. It was an obvious answer, but as I had never once made an effort with skincare, it hadn’t been a part of my mental equation. But it was so clear to me now. My skin felt amazing. And something I was almost hesitant to admit was that, where it was missing hair, I could feel everything so much more intensely.

I had never noticed my body hair before. I didn’t exactly remember it growing. But without it being there, I suddenly realized its absence. Without it, my skin was electric with feeling. The entire time that my body was in contact with the robe or the recliner, I felt as if little tingles were rippling across my skin. Like tiny electric currents were working their way into my body. It was riveting. It felt incredible.

Not that it suddenly meant that I was happy to have had all of my body hair removed. I was still a skinny, hairless man with painted nails. It wasn’t necessarily the image that I wanted to project onto the world. Still, it didn’t feel bad by any means.

That was an understatement. It felt good. I was struggling to admit that to myself, but it did feel good. The feeling of my skin was magical. And the nails were fun. I couldn’t deny that to myself. The time spent with Sarah was really fun. Maybe it was just the fact that she was one of the few non-work related people I had properly had a conversation with in years. Maybe it was because I had a childish crush on her. Whatever it was though, the nails were a kind of funny souvenir of a fun time. They weren’t me, but they weren’t a bad thing either.

“Craig, you have your next appointment in five minutes.”

Lifer’s warning snapped me out of my introspection.

“Oh, okay, thanks,” I replied. “Am I ready for it?”

“As long as you still have underwear on.”


eight
. . .



Natalia was in my new home, now setting up her own personal tailoring station. Another elaborate set of cases, unveiling the tools of her trade. It had been an impressive day of people bringing their skills to me.

We spoke a little as she set up, although Natalia turned out to be much less talkative than Sarah, or even Mac. She had a European accent although, having not spent much time in any of Europe, I didn’t even want to hazard a guess at where she was from. I didn’t even dare ask her, in case the answer should have been obvious to me. For some reason, I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of her.

That was likely because of her look and her demeanor. She was all-business, in a black suit with white pinstripes, where the blazer was cut to show off a generous amount of cleavage. She strode around the room in a towering pair of high heels, with a toe so pointed that it looked like I could have cut myself on it. Her pretty face was framed by soft waves of brunette hair.

She was intimidating, if I were to sum her up in a word. She seemed laser focused on her task of setting up, and the almost cat-eye shaped glasses she wore made her seem strangely fierce.

With all of that in my mind, it made my job feel quite difficult. Taking my bathing robe off to reveal my slender, hairless body. I decided to wait for her go-ahead, before I went and did that.

“Okay, and we are ready,” Natalia told me.

“Great, thank you for coming out,” I said.

I was fairly good at hiding nerves. Years of presenting and demoing a product to investors and tech-journalists, moments which could have made or broken my company, trained me in acting like I wasn’t on the verge of a breakdown.

“I like your nails,” Natalia spoke. “They suit you.”

I laughed, but noticed immediately that she didn’t join me. I cleared my throat and spoke.

“Oh. Thank you. They aren’t my usual style, I’ll admit.”

“Really?” Natalia frowned with her lower lip. “You should consider more of that hue and saturation in your palette.”

“Uh, I will,” I said, not wanting to admit that I had no idea how one would possibly go about doing such a thing.

“So measurements first, and then color testing.”

“Okay,” I said, still only understanding half of the plan.

“Robe off,” Natalia commanded.

It probably should have been erotic, a woman like Natalia telling me to take my clothes off.

It was not.

Again, in theory, it was the hottest thing I had ever heard. Natalia was gorgeous, and with her still unspecific European accent, it sounded like something out of a spy movie. But showing this insanely hot woman that I had recently removed all of my body hair didn’t feel particularly sexy.

Not that I knew what I was afraid of. Lifer’s comment - about my body probably being preferable to a lot of the bodies she usually worked with - did actually ring true in my mind. Plus, this was a service. I had paid for this. And I had probably paid a lot. I had no idea how much Lifer spent on the booking but, the one time I went to an actual tailor in their own shop, the experience cost a fortune. God only knew how much they charged for a call out.

So this was my time. I had paid for it. I could have removed my robe to reveal that I hadn’t showered in two weeks, if I wanted to. Not that I did, obviously. That would have been gross. And, also, that definitely wouldn’t have been the way I wanted to present myself to a woman as beautiful as Natalia. Not that I massively wanted to present myself without hair either.

I just needed to get it over with. This internal monologue wasn’t going anywhere.

Untying the robe, Natalia reached a hand out, already preparing to take it from me. She didn’t even take a glance at my body as I slipped out of the fabric, and was left standing in nothing but my boxer shorts, once again.

“Thank you,” she said as she took the robe and walked it over to a couch.

The click of her high heels was the only sound in the room. It was remarkably quiet in the house which Lifer had found for me. Nothing like the endless honking and amplified music from bars near my city apartment.

The clicks returned, echoing through the space. The way she carried herself was so effortlessly sexy. Her body flowing with each step. It was the heels. Something about them was so distracting, they were almost all that I could focus on. The sound of them made her seem so powerful and important. The only thing making any noise in the whole home.

Meanwhile, I was standing in my boxers, hairless. She could have eaten me alive.

“Okay, measurements. You have a very slender frame. This is good,” Natalia spoke as she must have assessed me for the first time.

“Is it?” I asked.

“For your fashion, yes,” she confirmed. “You will be able to wear anything.”

“Oh, thanks.”

I replied as if I had been paid a compliment. I had never considered the shape of my body to be in any way worthy of praise. I was, if anything, probably malnourished.

“We measure now.”

We did. We did measure now. Natalia’s hands were a flurry of activity. I could barely keep up with what she was doing. Arm length, leg length in various places. Circumference of my biceps and my wrists. Waist and hips. My chest across under my nipples and then across my nipples. At one point, I swore that Natalia measured the length of my ears.

It was less like I was being measured and more like I was being studied. I could imagine myself, posture frozen, in some kind of alien museum with a plaque next to me. “Craig - Human. Bipedal. Arm span: something. Average stride length: something else.”

I admittedly had no idea any of those things about myself. Natalia sure as hell did, though. She seemed to somehow measure ten things before writing any of them down. I didn’t doubt that she was remembering them though. No part of me even imagined she had the capacity to get two sets of measurements mixed up.

Within no time, Natalia told me that we were finished with measurements. It came as no surprise, as it felt as if there wasn’t a part of me left which hadn’t had a tape measure laid against it. We weren’t done though - far from it. Next was a color test.

Thankfully, despite the name, I wasn’t an active participant in the test. My poor knowledge of color theory wasn’t checked. In fact, I still hadn’t really moved from my original position.

Now, instead of a tape measure, Natalia was holding endless color swatches against different areas of my skin. I was glad I wasn’t the one being tested, as some of the shades were almost indistinguishable from each other. There was a specific sheet of greens which Natalia went back and forth on for a good minute, which all looked exactly the same to me.

Color after color, tone after tone, hue after hue. A whole array of swatch sheets were held against me, as Natalia would occasionally dwell on one, or write brief notes about another. I had almost no idea how her system worked. I figured that it was just her own taste, as I couldn’t really see any specific logic in what would cause her to stop or carry on.

“Now we finish,” Natalia suddenly announced, the process ending just as abruptly as it had started.

“Oh, right, thank you,” I offered, not entirely sure what exactly was going to have been achieved in our time together.

“You are welcome,” she told me. “I will begin work this afternoon, and will have things to you as soon as this week.”

“Great, thank you,” I repeated, not entirely sure what her work would entail. “Do you need any help packing up?”

“None,” Natalia spoke, decisively.

She wasn’t lying. As quickly as she had measured me and assessed her colors, all of her kit was back in their various compartments.

“Goodbye for now,” she continued.

“Ah, okay,” I raised my eyebrow a little. “Goodbye.”

Our conversation was not quite as free-flowing as it had been between me and Sarah. In fact, by the time I heard Natalia’s high heels clicking their way to my new front door, I had learned next to nothing about her. I know about Sarah’s history and her wife and her job. All I knew about Natalia was that she had a pretty great body.

With her gone, Lifer chimed and I answered her message.

“How did that go?” was her question.

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “What did she do?”

“Well she should have taken measurements and carried out a color test. Did she do those?” Lifer asked.

“I mean, she said she was doing those things. I think she did those things, I just don’t really know what either of those things are,” I explained.

“Oh, I understand,” Lifer told me. “She was working out what you would need for a whole new wardrobe. She now knows what will fit you well, and which colors complement your skin tone and features.”

“Interesting. So she’s making me clothes or ordering me clothes?” I asked.

“Likely ordering. She was hoping to have clothes with you this same week. She may tailor some new outfits for you however. I will have to see what she proposes. When the new clothes are delivered, your old clothes will be taken for recycling" Lifer clarified.

“Recycling?” I echoed.

“Yes. You’ve been wearing those black tees and jeans for a decade. Most of them are damaged or worn or stained in some way. You do not need to keep wearing them.”

I laughed. She wasn’t wrong, admittedly. My wardrobe really had seen better days. Fashion and clothes shopping had never been anything but a chore for me. I trusted Lifer to know my tastes, or at least know what my taste in clothes should have been, so I was more than happy to leave my new closet in her capable hands.

“Okay. So now what?” I asked.

“Nothing. This was your last appointment,” she said.

“Oh.”

I all of a sudden felt lost. My life was usually lived from appointment to appointment. Deadline to deadline. Without either of these things, what frame of reference did I have for time? How was I supposed to spend my time? I had nothing to prepare for. Nothing to do.

“Lifer, what do I do now?” I asked.

For the first time in my life, I was completely without purpose. I knew that my purpose was supposed to be me. Still though, I didn’t know how to do “me.” I didn’t know who “me” was, without work.

It was at that moment that I realized something. I needed Lifer. I needed her like she was some kind of higher power. Like a deity in which I could place all of my faith and trust. I wanted Lifer to simply tell me how to live.

And so she did.

Over the course of the next few days, Lifer and I worked out what it was to be me. In the evenings, I learned that I actually quite enjoyed cooking. In the mornings, I found out that swimming was a form of exercise that I found genuinely fun - although it was probably hard not to enjoy swimming, when you had your own private pool.

I learned that I didn’t enjoy drawing or painting, but sort of enjoyed working with clay. I discovered that I liked pop music a lot more than I had ever given myself credit for, and that yoga wasn’t just for hippies.

Every activity was guided by Lifer. She had already ordered a load of different supplies for each activity we were trying, and then she’d either talk me through the activity or generate a video for me to follow. After each activity, we would discuss what I had liked about the task, and she would use that to consider what we would try next.

One thing that changed during those days was that I really started to appreciate the appointments I’d had with Mac and Sarah. My body felt so much fresher than it had done in years - inside and out, thanks to my upgraded diet.

My body ached less. I felt I stood up taller, and my trademark hunch was already less pronounced. It was such a welcome change that I asked Lifer how often it made sense for me to have a massage, as I almost couldn’t wait to see Mac again. Considering my initial reservations about having a man massage me, I all of a sudden wanted him back already.

And Sarah’s treatments. They had made me feel as if I had been reborn. My skin felt amazing. I somehow smelled better. My face looked a little lifted and sharper. Although my lips still looked a little inflated. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

Interestingly, I admitted to Lifer that I actually started to enjoy the feeling of my shaved skin. Nothing had started to grow back again yet, but I really didn’t mind that. The sensation of my bare skin on my clothes, or in bed, or even in the shower or bath, all felt absolutely incredible. Lifer encouraged me to keep up the hair removal, if it felt that good. I told her that I’d consider it. She was quick to remind me of my new swimming hobby, and how a lot of swimmers kept themselves hairless.

The final thing I realized about myself was that I liked my nails. I kept catching myself looking at them. The way they caught the light, the way the shape was just oddly appealing to look at. The way they made a satisfying “tap” as they came into contact with anything. In fact, I found myself typing on my phone more than ever, just as it felt so nice to hear the tap-tap-tap of my thumbnails on the screen. I had never anticipated it, but I was more than willing to have Sarah do my nails again in the future.

And then, after those few days of attempted self-discovery, the next change occurred; my new wardrobe.

I was in the ensuite when it happened, the buzzer sounded, and I listened as Lifer directed the delivery person to my walk-in-closet. I could roughly hear through the door as they took hangers off of rails, unloading and loading things from within some kind of zippered bag.

Within a few minutes, they were already done. I heard them leave the house. My entire closet had been replaced.
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I was nowhere even close to getting ready in the time it took for Natalia’s team to refresh my closet. I brushed my teeth and shaved my face, where I was finally seeing the first hints of hair regrowth. After attending to that, I finally hopped in the shower at a leisurely pace. As I let the shower dry me off, I tied my hair into my trademark topknot and wondered what it would be that I would soon be wearing.

I imagined a few suits. Some turtlenecks and jeans, maybe. Shorts, potentially. I rarely ever wore shorts but I didn’t have anything against them. Maybe there’d have been some patterned shirts. It would probably work wonders in refreshing my look, if I wore something which wasn’t pure black.

This felt like a huge part of my reinvention. Fashion had truly never had been my strong suit, so to at least look like I understood fashion could have been a real advantage for me. People liked a well-dressed man. It would likely work wonders for me in terms of new friendships and, hopefully, maybe even some romantic possibilities.

Opening the door, I stepped into the walk-in closet and looked at what I had been left with. Where once there was a small array of black jeans and tees, there was now color. Some light blues, some patterns. A surprising amount of shades of pink. That was unexpected. I guessed Natalia did say the color would suit me.

Moving closer, I took a more thorough inspection of what I had been left with.

Something had gone very wrong.

“Lifer, what the hell is this?” I asked, for maybe the tenth time that week.

“I presume you’re talking about your upgraded closet,” she responded cheerfully. “Is there an issue?”

“Yes, Lifer, there is an issue.”

I spoke with audible exhaustion in my voice. It was hard not to get frustrated with Lifer at a time like this. For all of the incredible advancements that I had helped steer with the AI systems, I had to admit that there were times that it went thoroughly wrong. Whenever it did, I found it hard to be patient when I had to troubleshoot Lifer’s mistakes. I turned my camera on and prepared for an argument.

“What does this look like to you?” I asked.

“New clothes,” Lifer merrily continued.

“Okay, look closer.”

I brought the lens to a rail which was now overflowing with clothes, holding the camera on certain egregious items for extra-time.

“Is there an issue?” Lifer repeated.

“Yes, Lifer, there is an issue,” I repeated with venom. “Look at these clothes. What are they?”

I panned the camera and Lifer listed the items she registered.

“That is a dress. That is a skirt. Those are co-ords. Those are workout leggings. That is another dress. This is-”

“Exactly,” I hissed. “Do you not see a problem?”

“I believe I understand what you are unhappy with,” Lifer responded.

“You believe you understand?” I echoed. “Is that it?”

“Yes, I see now that these are women’s clothes,” she said.

“Yes, exactly,” I spat. “What am I meant to do with these?”

“No, I understand,” Lifer agreed. “Is there anything in there you could possibly wear?”

“Of course not!” I fired back. “These are women’s clothes.”

“But are there any pants? T-shirts?” Lifer questioned.

Despite my impatience with Lifer, bordering on fury, I had to concede it was a fair point. Pants were still pants, regardless of who they were marketed towards. Still, despite her fair point, I found no success.

The room wasn’t exactly brimming with clothes, but there were still more clothes in that walk-in-closet than I had ever owned in my life. Regardless though, there somehow didn’t seem to even be a single pair of pants. Not a t-shirt in sight. I was in complete disbelief that everything seemed to be either a dress or a skirt or some kind of effeminate top. The closest thing I could find to a pair of pants were the workout leggings which Lifer had spotted. Regardless, those were far from masculine.

“Nothing,” I finally told Lifer. “There’s nothing here I can wear.”

“Okay, just put on a robe for now, and I’ll contact Natalia to get this rectified.”

“Okay, fine,” I conceded. “Please do that now.”

I wandered over to the rail where the robes normally were, only to find that, in their place were three dresses. I looked over my shoulder, checking for the telltale white of the robes, but couldn’t see them. I left the closet, still naked, looking to the bedroom for wherever the delivery people had moved the robes to, only to draw another blank.

“Lifer,” I started again. “Do you know where they moved the robes?”

“No,” Lifer simply stated. “Let me check something.”

I waited a moment, and a few seconds later, Lifer spoke again.

“I have checked the inventory of deliveries and collections. Unfortunately, you are correct. There were no pants delivered. Also, unfortunately, all of your robes were taken along with your old clothes.”

I looked blankly around the room, completely unaware of what to do. I didn’t even have full sized towels, because of that stupid fancy shower. I walked over to the wide built-in drawer, which housed my boxer shorts. I opened it with a certain hesitation, considering how the rest of the room had been rearranged. Within, I could barely believe what I was seeing.

Instead of the black boxers and black socks which I wore every day of my life, I found an absolutely confounding sight. Unmistakably, I was looking at a drawer full of women’s underwear. Briefs, thongs, other types of panties I didn’t know the name of. But not just that. There were bras and corsets and tights and god only knew what else.

This had been a hell of a mix-up.

Realizing that, I did the only thing that I could think to do. I burst out laughing. The whole situation was absolutely absurd. I had put all of my trust in Lifer, and it had finally gone entirely wrong. And what a disastrous way to go wrong as well. At least Lifer hadn’t made any serious mistakes with the unfathomable amount of money it had access to, to be fair. This was a mistake that was easy to rectify and would, most likely, make for a funny story, given some more time.

“Okay Lifer,” I carried on laughing. “Can you just call those guys back up and get them to bring my clothes back?”

“Of course,” Lifer responded with a calm and friendly tone.

As I waited, I looked through what I had been left with. Lifer seemed to be in no hurry to get back to me about the mix-up, so I browsed. The further I looked, the more I realized that the whole closet was probably a girl’s dream. Countless brand new dresses and skirts. Sexy lingerie and frilly bras. I walked around the room, loosely rifling through what I found.

If there was one compliment to be paid about the whole thing, the clothes all did feel like very good quality. If this was reflective of the clothes which I was supposed to have been delivered, then Natalia was a good person to have been introduced to.

In fact, the clothes all felt really nice. Compared to the cheap t-shirts and the scratchy denim which I’d gotten so used to, this stuff felt amazing. I touched a tiny pink dress which felt almost like a liquid in my hand. There was a pair of panties which was like touching a cloud. One skirt was softer than my pillow. The clothes felt amazing. They felt expensive.

It was in my walking around the room that I finally spotted the last addition to my closet. Or rather, first, I spotted the reduction to my closet. My sneakers were gone. My trusty sneakers, which I had worn to so many meetings and conferences and presentations. They were missing. I had probably done millions of steps in those things. If I knew that they were going to be taken away, I’d have given them a proper funeral.

However I quickly forgot their loss, as I was all of a sudden completely distracted by what was in their place. This was not a new pair of sneakers. Far from it.

This was a pair of heels.

Somehow, as part of this whole debacle, I had been left with a towering pair of high heels. Probably tall enough to rival even Natalia’s. I had always found high heels attractive. There was something inherently sexy about them. These were sexy, even without a beautiful woman wearing them.

They were a shiny black, with a noticeable platform, and heels much longer than any of my fingers. More narrow than any of my fingers, either. The toe was a lot less pointy than Natalia’s shoes, though - these were more like the shape of my fingernails, if anything.

Looking at my fingernails, all of a sudden something clicked into place. With my pink painted nails, wrapped around these high heels, I may have all of a sudden understood the mishap. I wasn’t sure if I liked the conclusion which I had come to.

All of a sudden, Lifer chimed. I tapped my phone screen and she began to speak.

“Craig, I’ve got bad news.”

“Great,” I replied. “I think I do as well.”

“Oh, what’s wrong?” Lifer asked.

“No, don’t worry about that yet. What’s the news on my clothes?” I pressed.

“I have been in contact with the delivery people and they do not believe it likely that you’ll be able to get your clothes back,” she explained.

“They don’t believe it’s likely-” I stammered. “What? Just go and get them!”

I looked at the glowing circle on my screen, wishing instead for something more physical to direct my anger towards. Arguing with my cell phone never felt particularly great.

“Well they throw all of the old clothes into a clothes recycling place. It’s really not far from here, and so it’s already been done,” she explained.

“Already been done?” I echoed. “They were only here like an hour ago.”

“They were,” Lifer admitted. “But they work fast. They said that you could go to the recycling place and look for your clothes, if you wanted.”

“I mean, it sounds like I should,” I told her. “I kind of need some clothes.”

It then dawned on me that there was a gap in my logic. I had no clothes to wear so I could go and get my missing clothes.

“You might not want them,” Lifer interjected before I could address the problem with my plan.

“What do you mean?”

“They’re thrown in a heap with all of the other recycled fabrics,” she said. “They said that, if you’d left something important in a pocket, it’d be worth going to get it. If you wanted to wear them again though, they’d been mixed in with everyone else’s old clothes. They couldn’t guarantee the cleanliness of those clothes. They include everything from underwear-”

“Okay, okay,” I interrupted. “I get it.”

“I will get in touch with Natalia right away to have this situation rectified,” Lifer assured me.

“How long is that going to take?” I asked.

“I will contact her immediately,” Lifer clarified. “But I don’t know if she’ll respond as quickly as you would like.”

I rolled my eyes. Lifer couldn’t see me do it, but I felt better for it all the same.

“So order some new jeans and shirts. Just get whatever is on same day delivery,” I commanded.

“I’m sorry Craig, we’re outside of same-day delivery range,” Lifer said.

My eyebrow shot up. I had never even heard of that as a concept.

“Outside of same-day delivery range?” I parroted.

“Yes, unfortunately anywhere outside of the city limits is excluded from that delivery option with all online retailers which I have searched,” Lifer explained.

I shook my head.

“Okay, then get me something for tomorrow.”

“That is also not an option. Express delivery does not really exist out here,” she continued.

“Out here?” I repeated. “We’re barely an hour out of the city.”

“Yes, but the population density out here means that most delivery firms only do slow deliveries, in order to collate the maximum number of deliveries before coming to this area.”

I thought for a moment. There had to be something wrong about what Lifer was saying. I honestly didn’t believe that there was anywhere in the world which couldn’t at least get next-day delivery.

“Well what about the food? You’ve been ordering food that arrived on the same day.”

“Yes, from local restaurants and kitchens. I am not aware of any clothes retailer that has a local distribution centre,” Lifer said in a way which felt almost as if she was patronizing me.

I had admittedly been grasping at straws with that argument.

“Okay, fine. So what does that mean? I’m naked for-”

“Three to five business days,” Lifer finished my sentence for me.

“Three to five business days?”

I had frequently found myself repeating Lifer. It had been very hard to parse a lot of what she had told me. This was maybe the most surprising of all.

“What the hell am I supposed to do in that time?” I asked.

“You don’t need to go out anywhere in that time,” Lifer started. “I can get food deliveries completed without you needing to be present, and you do not currently have any appointments.”

“Okay, but what about the nudity?” I reiterated.

I didn’t exactly like being naked. Even in my own home, it made me feel weird, hence the whole thing with always wearing a robe. I definitely could have been naked in my old apartment, but I never wanted to be naked.

Being naked made me feel weird. I had never exactly loved my body, so exposing the whole of it to the world made me uncomfortable. More than that, it made me nervous, maybe even a little ashamed. And even if Lifer was right, in that nobody would see me, I would still be naked, and that was enough for me to feel awkward about the whole thing.

“Are you happy to be naked for the next few days?” Lifer asked.

“Not at all,” I answered, not wanting to go exactly into that detail with her. “I absolutely do not want to spend the next five days not wearing clothes.”

“Well-”

Lifer hesitated. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever really noticed her do that before. It was as if the programming was thinking something over.

“If you don’t want to be naked, and you can’t get any clothes delivered, I can think of only one solution.”
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“No.”

I said it the second I understood what Lifer was getting at. That could not be the only answer.

“Would it really be so bad?” Lifer argued. “If you truly do not want to be naked, the clothes in the house are your only choice.”

“Yeah, women’s clothes in the house,” I clarified.

“I am sorry, Craig. I am aware that you have only been left with women’s clothes, but I do not see an alternative, other than being naked,” Lifer explained.

I shook my head. That could not have been the only alternative.

“Which one matters to you more?” Lifer asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Of the two options,” Lifer began, “which would be truly worse for you? Knowing that nobody will see you, would you rather be naked for five days, or have to wear women’s clothes for five days?”

“Are you seriously asking me that as a question?” I asked back.

“Yes,” Lifer said, plainly.

“Well obviously neither,” I said, just as plainly.

“Neither is clearly not an option. Define what neither would be, in these circumstances. Knowing that we have not been able to establish another option, please define ‘neither’ to me.”

Both of my eyebrows shot up again. Lifer was talking to me like I sometimes talked to Lifer, when I wasn’t getting what I wanted out of it. I had never experienced that before.

“There- There isn’t a neither,” I admitted.

She was right. It was a binary situation. It was one choice or the other. To try and not make a choice was essentially choosing.

“So which would be the worse option for you?” Lifer asked again.

I thought for a moment, in earnest. I had previously only been thinking about ways in which Lifer could have been wrong. This was my first moment truly pondering the actual situation at hand. Naked, or wearing women’s clothes. It wasn’t a great choice.

In all honesty, I could immediately feel myself tipping in one direction. I hated being naked. Truly, truly hated it. I could handle it for a little while - like, it wasn’t a problem going for a shower or getting changed, I could even do a sauna or something if I needed to - but five days of being naked sounded like hell.

So, the alternative. The only other genuine option. Wearing women’s clothes. I didn’t exactly love the idea. Even if I was to be alone for those next few days, and there was no chance anybody would see me, it still felt weird. Even if nobody else knew that I had worn women’s clothes, I would have known that I had worn women’s clothes.

Naked it was. That was the easy answer. That was the sensible answer. I may have disliked being naked, but maybe the new me wouldn’t. Maybe being naked for a few days would improve my body confidence. Maybe it would be good for me.

Leaving the closet, I felt as if I was on the cusp of something big. This was a huge mix-up, one which I wanted to be sorted immediately, but there could be positivity to be found. Disruption was a chance for innovation and change. I was a true believer that growth would never happen unless you were outside your comfort zone. My whole career had been built on taking bold opportunities, and putting myself into scenarios which made me nervous. This was nothing if not one of those moments.

The bedroom was cold. That was the first thing I had noticed. The air conditioning had been set to the perfect temperature the whole time, up until that moment. Clearly, the air conditioning was set to be the perfect temperature for somebody wearing clothes. But that wasn’t a problem. I asked Lifer to alter the climate control in the house, and decided to get my day properly started.

Breakfast. Lifer had ordered enough groceries for me to make meals for a few days, and I figured the smart move was to try and pretend that being naked wasn’t a problem. I hoped that I could simply force it from my mind, and that the concerns would begin to melt away. Fake it until you make it could be a surprisingly effective ethos.

“Lifer, what should I have for breakfast?” I asked, as I watched the little graphic on my phone come to life.

“Savory, or sweet?” she asked.

“Savory,” I decided.

“Are you ready to try poaching an egg again?”

I laughed. I had to admit that, when I tried for the first time the other day, I hadn’t been overly happy with my performance.

“Sure,” I agreed. “What am I making?”

“Let’s keep it simple today. Some bacon on a breakfast muffin with poached eggs,” Lifer suggested.

“Sounds good,” I nodded. “What do I do first?”

Within no time, Lifer was guiding me through the process.The muffins were lightly toasting, the bacon was frying, and I’d whipped the boiling water into a whirlpool to receive the poached egg. Everything was beginning to feel normal. Until it didn’t.

“Ah, shit!” I blurted.

“What’s wrong?” Lifer asked.

“The bacon,” I looked down at myself. “The oil is spitting like crazy. It keeps hitting me.”

“You’re getting burned? You should run the burn under water for twenty minutes,” Lifer told me.

“No, it’s not that bad. It just caught me off guard is- Ah!”

It happened again. A spot of oil spat from the pan and hit my hip. A few inches to the left and it would have hit somewhere much worse.

“God damn,” I uttered. “I need to do something about this.”

“Is there an apron in the room?” Lifer asked me.

“Yes! Great idea!” I responded.

I looked around the vast kitchen. There were no obvious hanging hooks or clear homes for an apron. I opened some cabinets and drawers, checked the pantry, and even looked inside the fridge in a moment of genuine desperation.

There was no apron.

That felt like defeat. I walked to my half-made breakfast and turned off the heat. I didn’t want to make food if I was going to spend the whole time burning myself on the bacon. I stood, looking over my uncooked meal, annoyed. Realistically, I was sulking, That was an apt word for it. But I was genuinely very unhappy with the situation. Cooking breakfast shouldn’t have been some kind of ordeal.

Plus, I was hungry. With the yoga and activities I had been doing with Lifer, I had been burning actual calories for maybe the first time in my life. Breakfast couldn’t have come sooner.

So I made a decision. I wanted breakfast, I didn’t want to get burned, I didn’t have an apron. I’d make do.

I walked back into the closet and grabbed the first item which looked like it would cover my whole body. Conveniently, it even looked a little like an apron.

In my hands, I found a pink piece of material. Sort of stretchy and soft and cool. I took it off the hanger to reveal a dress. The kind of dress which I would have likely considered sexy, were it to be worn by a woman.

There was a zipper on the back, and that was enough of a guide for me to figure out what I was meant to be doing. I unzipped it, stepped into it, and pulled it up. As it got higher on my body, I pulled some big strap thing over my head, and re-did the zipper. I had to struggle behind my back to make it work but, eventually, it did.

Strangely, it fit like a glove. I had no idea what kind of mix-up there had been to get those clothes delivered, but it was like that dress was perfectly cut to my body proportions. Well, aside from the fact that it was clearly made for somebody with breasts.

The strap part was a little confusing. I pulled the dress up my body - a sense of disbelief washing over my body as I did it - and I took the strap back off. I untwisted it and pulled it over my head, where I figured it was meant to go. All of a sudden, it was a lot more comfortable. With that in place, I had done it. I was wearing a dress.

When I was asked what I’d do after leaving Lifer, this was not one of my imagined outcomes.

The curiosity was too much. I knew it was a weird thought, but I for some reason wanted to know how I looked. I wasn’t sure if it would have been every man’s first impulse, although I imagined that not many men would have found themselves in my position in the first place. Still, I had to find out.

I walked over to one of the full length mirrors and prepared to take myself in. I wasn’t sure what I expected. A man in a dress, I presumed. That was the most likely outcome. Regardless of how annoying the situation was, at least I would hopefully have been able to laugh about myself.

What I was actually met with surprised me. A lot.

Instead of being some kind of silly joke, I was- well, I looked almost normal.

That didn’t mean that I looked normal by my standards. This was not how I normally looked. But the version of myself in a dress somehow didn’t feel like some weird, alien vision. If anything, it almost looked good on me.

It was a strange series of thoughts, but it was a lot to take in. I tried to understand why I was feeling the way that I did. The obvious answer was that, coupled with the beauty treatments, I probably looked a lot more feminine than usual. If I had put that dress on during any other day of my life, I would have looked ridiculous. It had been those beauty treatments.

Sarah’s beauty therapy session had left me completely hairless. With my legs still shiny smooth, projecting from the bottom of that dress, they looked almost sexy. They looked like a woman’s legs, thanks to my skinny frame.

My eyes moved up from my legs, the bottom of the dress ending halfway up my thighs. The deep pink material clung to my thighs, and then traced my body. It went over my hips, cinched in at my waist, and then stopped at the top of my chest, just below my underarms. The loose material was pulled tighter, thanks to the one strap which ran from one side of the chest, behind my neck, and then connected again at the other side of the chest. That strap continued to wrap around the torso of the dress, blending into the seams.

I brought my hand to the top of the dress, touching it in slight disbelief of how I looked. I saw my painted nails as they landed against my dress, and saw how perfectly they complemented one another.

I wasn’t sure what made me do it - I couldn't rationalize my actions at all - but I brought both of my hands up into my hair. Without even really thinking, I untied my bun, shook it out, and watched what happened as it fell.

My long hair bounced around my face and over my shoulders. It landed softly on the pink of the straps, framing my face in a way which almost looked deliberate. It brought my eyes to the way that my lips were still puffy from Sarah’s injection, and the way my cheeks looked a little lifted and more alive.

The way that I looked pretty.

That was an intrusive thought. I had never even considered myself other than maybe a little handsome. I was a guy, through and through. I never exactly had masculine features, but I thought I was a cute man. This was not that, though. I looked like a woman.

I watched myself as I turned back and forth in the mirror, pivoting on the balls of my feet. It felt like some kind of weird dream, seeing myself looking like a woman. The experience was almost out of body. I was seeing my reflection but it wasn’t me.

The strange part was that it felt more like a dream than a nightmare. If I were truly asleep and I looked in the mirror and didn’t recognize myself, that would sound terrifying. But this wasn’t scary or unpleasant or anything like that. It was just fine. Comfortable almost. There was nothing wrong at all with what I was seeing.

And that was a good thing, realistically. On a grander level, maybe it was a good sign of my mental health that I could do something like wear a dress and not spiral into some kind of self-loathing about it. But that wasn’t really what I meant about my feelings about the dress. My feelings about the dress were a good thing because I was so damned hungry. I would have done almost anything to get back to cooking.

I went back to the kitchen, turned the heat back on under the various pans, and tapped my phone.

“Hey Lifer, sorry about that, I had to pause the cooking for a moment.”

“Is everything okay?” Lifer asked.

“Yeah, all good now, I just had to sort out the oil splashes,” I explained.

“Oh!” Lifer chimed. “Did you find an apron?”

“Uh, not quite,” I tentatively replied.

“Are there useful supplies in this house that I am not aware of?” she continued to probe.

“No, it’s-” I paused for a second to decide how much of this to admit to my AI companion. “I just put one of the dresses on.”

I almost flinched as I said it. It felt embarrassing to admit to anyone, even to this bundle of code which formed my digital helper.

“That’s great! Are you ready to resume cooking?”

“Oh, uh, yeah,” I almost stuttered.

I had expected a little more of a reaction to my admission. It wasn’t every day that I told Lifer I was wearing a dress. But that was apparently the end of it. Lifer continued with the recipe guidance, my bacon and muffin were saved, and I even managed to properly poach my first egg. It had become a bizarrely successful morning.

It was as I sat down to eat again that feeling from before returned. That feeling of my skin. Of how great it felt. This time though, it specifically stemmed from the dress. Whatever material it was made of seemed so nice on my body - or, at least, what little of my body it covered.

I had no idea what exactly it was that was creating that sensation, but it was like my skin was alive in a way it had never been before. I found myself shifting in my seat, pulling the bottom of the dress down a little, just to feel the pink fabric on more of my skin. It was wonderful.

After a few moments longer of simply focusing on the dress, on the way it interacted with my body, I finally tried the breakfast which I had made. Much to my surprise, it was nice. Despite being part-cooked and then resumed later, and despite my track record of poached eggs being pretty dismal, this was a great breakfast.

It was pretty damned rewarding, eating the stuff you made for yourself. I had spent a career eating pre-packaged foods, or whatever they were serving at whatever establishment was still open after midnight on a long workday. To put actual effort into the food I made and then to enjoy that effort was a lovely feeling. Just as I was thinking that to myself, Lifer chimed.

“How’s breakfast?” she asked, once I’d tapped to talk.

“Rewarding,” I replied.

“How so?”

“Just, making stuff for yourself. It’s a real improvement to my life,” I explained.

“That’s great to hear,” Lifer responded. “I feel cooking is something you’ve expressed happiness with a few times now. Would you be happy to prepare more of your own meals?”

“I think so, yeah,” I told her.

“That’s great,” she repeated.

“It is,” I agreed.

“And how do you feel wearing the dress?”


eleven
. . .



The question felt left-field. I would have been lying if I said I anticipated it being something that Lifer would have wanted to discuss with me. Obviously Lifer’s whole design was based around the wellbeing of the user - me - but I didn’t expect her to check on how I was handling wearing a dress.

“Uh, yeah, fine?”

My voice raised as if I was questioning it even as I spoke.

“That’s very good to hear,” Lifer told me.

“Is it?” I immediately queried.

“Well, yes,” she started. “If you don’t have any other clothes in the house, and you don’t want to be naked, then it is good that you are comfortable in the clothes you have found.”

“Oh, yeah,” I agreed.

It was actually completely sound logic. I had initially thought that Lifer was saying it was good for some other kind of reason, not that I could even have imagined what that might have been.

“Just fine?” Lifer asked.

“Is what just fine?” I asked.

“Wearing the dress,” Lifer clarified. “Is it just fine, or are there any emotions attached to the experience?”

“Uh, not particularly, no,” I answered. “Well, I-”

I cut myself off, hesitant for a second to continue.

“My data is all still confidential, isn’t it? The user agreement hasn’t changed in any way since I left the company, right?” I asked.

“Yes, the license agreement remains the same as when you were running the company,” Lifer confirmed.

“Okay, well, in that case, the material is really nice,” I told Lifer.

“Is that all?” she asked. “I thought you were going to say something more dramatic, after your question about the user agreement.”

I frowned. I was going to say something more dramatic, though then I immediately felt awkward. I sort of hoped that she wouldn’t have picked up on that, but obviously I knew she wouldn’t miss that kind of thing.

“Well it’s- I don’t know,” I started. “Look, when I saw myself in the mirror, I thought it was going to be really weird. But it wasn’t. I thought I looked kind of, like, normal. I almost thought I looked good.”

“Why did you not want to tell me this?” Lifer asked.

“Oh,” my eyebrows furrowed. “Because it feels like a weird thing to admit.”

“Is it?” she continued.

“Yeah?” I rebutted. “I’m a guy. I’m not supposed to be in a dress.”

“According to who?”

“According to society. What do you mean ‘according to who?’” I asked back.

“Well, it’s just that, in recent years, it has been less and less taboo for men and women to wear clothes of either traditional gender. In fact, more clothing companies than ever are creating unisex clothes,” Lifer explained.

“Yeah, okay, but who’s making a unisex dress?” I questioned.

“There are many fashion houses creating more daring designs in line with that,” she said. “Would you like me to send some examples?”

“Not really,” I half-laughed in a sense of disbelief. “What’s the deal though, do you not think it’s weird?”

“Not at all. My sole functions are to aid your happiness, productivity, and growth. Even if you found that you particularly liked wearing a dress, I would work with you to support this.”

I thought for a moment.

“I guess so. But does that not mean you’d be biased? Like, if you’re always supposed to work with me to help me, would you not support me in anything that I said I liked?” I asked.

“Like what?” Lifer asked back.

“I don’t know,” I racked my brain for a second. “Say I really liked - uh - shoplifting. Would you work with me to support that?”

“Absolutely not,” Lifer argued. “In a case like that, I would work with you to overcome this shoplifting compulsion.”

“But me wearing a dress isn’t some kind of negative compulsion?”

I felt as if I had caught Lifer in some kind of trap here. I couldn’t help but gain a slight sense of satisfaction from that.

“No,” Lifer responded simply. “Do you believe it is a negative compulsion for somebody born male to wear clothes traditionally associated with women? Are all forms of alternative gender expression some kind of negative compulsion?”

Maybe I hadn’t caught her.

“N-no,” I quickly refuted.

“So why would it be negative for you to wear a dress?” she probed. “Why would it be different for you?”

“I- I guess it’s not,” I conceded.

“Exactly. So embrace it,” Lifer insisted. “This is not something which you ever would have done, were it not for this mishap. There is no harm in exploring the possibility in a situation.”

Lifer was, above all else, reasonable. Reasoning was one of her primary skills. I had found myself convinced by Lifer’s logic on multiple occasions, and very rarely did I regret listening to her advice. There were times where I figured Lifer would have been better at running the company than I would have been, though there seemed something a little too sci-fi about letting an AI run its own business.

“Okay, fine,” I finally agreed. “So what’s on the agenda for today?”

“Have you finished breakfast?” Lifer checked.

“Yeah. It was great, thanks for the recipe.”

“Glad you enjoyed it,” she said. “Would you poach an egg again?"

“Maybe,” I laughed. “I think I’m just about over the trauma from the last attempt.”

Feeling a lot better about myself, following a successful breakfast and some light therapy from Lifer, I was ready to face the day. Unsurprisingly, it was a day spent in the house. Lifer suggested a slow start to the day, with some time spent reading.

Reading for leisure was not something I was traditionally used to. I used to read a lot of non-fiction, trying to learn first about computer science and then later about business. The idea of reading a story was almost alien to me.

Still, back in the large recliner which had quickly become my favorite piece of furniture in the house, I found myself enjoying it. The experience was largely relaxing. Reading not to learn but to enjoy, reclined in the giant chair, feeling the material of the dress on my skin…

That felt like another intrusive thought. I hadn’t been meaning to pay attention to it, but there it was. That sensation again. I couldn’t get away from it. Every time I shifted in my seat, even when I turned the page and felt the big strap behind my head, I couldn’t help but enjoy it.

It must have just been the material. It must have simply been a reaction of my skin on this new fabric. That was all it was. And Lifer was right. There was nothing wrong with what I was doing, especially considering the fact that I didn’t have any other clothes.

The only thing that I wasn’t exactly in love with was the lack of boxer shorts. Having my junk just dangling around like that felt a little too close to naked for my liking. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay like that for another - well - however many business days that it would take for my clothing situation to be remedied.

I must have gotten through nearly half of my book by the time Lifer chimed and suggested a new course of action. Some yoga and a swim. On paper, both sounded like good ideas, although I had one problem.

“I can’t do yoga in a dress,” I informed Lifer.

“You shouldn’t need to,” she told me. “You showed me some workout clothes earlier.”

“Oh yeah,” I thought back to the closet.

“Would you be happy working out in those?” Lifer asked.

“I guess,” I shrugged.

“Then go try them on.”

With Lifer’s previous logic in mind, I supposed that I was fine with the idea of wearing women’s workout clothes. It wasn’t that much of a big deal. The thing I had to keep reminding myself as well was that nobody else was going to see me. The fear of judgement had never slowed me down much before in the business world, but this felt very different.

Back in the walk-in closet, I found the workout outfit. I took it down from the hanger and studied it. The leggings were paired with a kind of a crop top. Maybe more of a sports bra, being realistic. Strictly speaking, I didn’t exactly need to wear the top, but Lifer’s words were ringing in my ears. There was nothing wrong with what I was doing. I certainly wouldn’t call it wrong if somebody else were to do something like this. Besides, even being shirtless wasn’t exactly something I enjoyed. I decided I’d not dwell on it. I would wear the set.

The leggings looked obvious, but the top was more than a little confusing. The main section was just a tube of material, but the straps started at the front and then crossed over at the back.

As I struggled with the material, I took more time than I would have liked to admit to figure out exactly where my head and arms went. It took even longer to understand how to make sure the cross went behind my back and not in front of my neck, slightly choking me. I was sort of relieved that Lifer was on hand to call emergency services, during the whole experience.

It must have taken a good couple of minutes, but I finally wrestled the top into place. The material was kind of stretchy but also extremely tight. Probably as tight as it could have been without preventing my lungs from expanding. It was hard to explain but, despite that, there was a strange pleasure to it. Not, like, anything weird, but it made my body feel sculpted. Toned, maybe. Like it was forcing my shoulders back and making my posture more upright. It was strangely nice.

With the top on, I reached for the leggings. I had never put on a pair of leggings before, so I imagined it would have been a bit like putting on a huge pair of socks. I bunched the leggings towards the foot openings, and slid one foot in, then the next, and felt the material almost vacuum-seal onto my ankles. It took more than a little effort to get the material to budge any further. The leggings felt almost like they were stuck where they were, they were so tight.

Still, never one to shy away from a challenge, I preserved. I hoisted the material, pulling bit by bit, until they moved up my calves, then over my knees, and up my thighs. I grabbed a handful of the material at the waist on either side, and hiked them up one final time, and let them snap into place.

My eyes widened.

They had done more than just snap into place.

“Lifer, call an ambulance,” I called out.

“What for?” she queried.

“My nuts,” I hissed. “I just gave myself testicular torsion.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “The symptoms aren’t usually so immediately diagnosable.”

“I’m sure,” I insisted. “My nuts just went inside me!”

My breathing sped up. My chest was fighting against the tightness of the top. I could feel my heart rattling in my chest. I was having an honest to god medical emergency.

“Please stay calm,” Lifer instructed. “This is likely not testicular torsion.”

“What the hell do you mean stay calm? My nuts are inside my body!” I reiterated.

“Are you experiencing pain down there?” Lifer asked.

“N-no,” I said.

“Are you experiencing pain in your abdomen?” she checked.

“No,” I also confirmed.

“Do you feel nauseous, or like you are going to vomit?” Lifer continued.

“No.”

I dragged the vowel sound out. I was starting to feel like maybe I had been hasty in my own diagnosis.

“Do you have symptoms of fever?”

“No,” I repeated. “Look, okay, maybe it’s not testicular torsion. But why the hell aren’t you more concerned? My nuts are inside of my body!”

“This is not unnatural,” Lifer explained. “There is an area, almost like a pocket in your groin, which the testicles may slip into.”

“How do I get them out?” I asked.

“What caused them to go in?” she asked back.

“It was when I pulled the leggings on. They were really tight.”

“They will descend once you remove the leggings,” Lifer reassured me.

“Really?”

I hadn’t actually thought to try that. I was worried that my leggings were the only thing keeping my nuts from falling off of my body forever. I grabbed the waist of the leggings and pulled them down again, over my hips. Just then, I felt a little shift, and my nuts were back into their usual position.

My eyebrows raised. I did not know that the human body was capable of that. Always the tinkerer, I couldn’t help my curiosity from getting the better of me. Why the hell was that something I could do? And would it happen again?

I pulled the waistband back up, hoisting the leggings back into place. As the fabric snapped around my body once again, the process repeated itself. My nuts got pushed up, back inside my body. It was unbelievable. Surreal, even.

There was no pain. I waited for something to feel like it hurt, or for me to feel uncomfortable, but there was nothing unpleasant about it at all. It felt fine. Hell, it was probably nicer than wearing the dress with no underwear. Having my junk secure was - strangely - the preferable scenario.

“Okay, I think it’s fine,” I confirmed with Lifer. “Did you call an ambulance?”

“No. I had the details ready to send, if you overrode my questions,” she explained.

“Right. Maybe that was for the best.”

“Are you okay now?” she continued.

“Yeah, all okay,” I confirmed. “It actually doesn’t feel bad at all.”

“That’s great,” Lifer said. “Let’s go do some yoga.”

Yoga. In my workout leggings and sports bra. How had it come to this?

As with the times before, I grabbed the yoga mat and went to unroll it in front of the large mirror. This time though, something caught my eye; me.
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For the second time that day, I had all but stopped myself dead in my tracks. It was just like with the dress. I saw myself and simply could not understand why I looked so good.

The workout clothes fitted my body like a glove. The skin tight leggings and the almost concerningly tight tube top were glued to me, and were somehow sculpting me in a way I had never seen before.

What little fat I had on my body, the leggings had somehow pushed up and out. My butt looked so much more full and toned. My chest as well. The sports bra was decently padded, meaning it looked fully like I had a pair of breasts in that thing. Again, with my long hair, the illusion was pretty convincing.

But that wasn’t all that the leggings were doing. Where they had pushed my nuts inside of me, I was suddenly almost completely smooth between my legs. I found myself staring - half in disbelief, half in fascination - at my sculpted body and my suddenly missing junk. My body no longer looked like my own.

My face was the only thing which didn’t fit the rest of the scene. It wasn’t jarring or anything, but the rest of me looked, well, pretty in comparison. I raised my hand and used it to cover the lower half of my face, leaving my eyes poking out over the top. With my face suddenly replaced by my pink nails, I realized something; I truly looked like a woman.

It was a strange feeling. I felt as if I should have been concerned with what I saw, or uncomfortable with the knowledge that my body was so far from masculine. I had it in my mind that maybe part of my reinvention during my early retirement should have revolved around fitness, bulking up maybe. But suddenly that didn’t feel so important.

Studying the reflection, I shifted back and forth, pivoting on the spot. My skinny legs, my rounded butt, my flat crotch, my thin torso, my fuller chest, my long hair and my pink nails. When I moved, the woman in the mirror moved with me.

I imagined this is what an out-of-body experience felt like. Seeing your body move but not being convinced it was your own body any more. Because I wasn’t. I wasn’t convinced that the vision in the mirror was me. It was different. Better.

That was another intrusive thought. I wasn’t sure where that came from. The way I looked was definitely different, I’d give it that much. I wasn’t sure if I could have called it better, though. That felt like a bridge too far.

The important thing, I supposed, was that I wasn’t uncomfortable. If I was stuck without men’s clothes for a few days, at least I wasn’t unhappy about that fact any more.

I set my cell phone on the floor as I normally did before a yoga session, so that Lifer would be able to assess my form to aid in teaching. I tapped the screen, about to begin a yoga session, but I found myself asking a different question.

“Lifer-” I hesitated for a moment, finding the words. “How do I look?”

The animation on the screen started and the icon flicked on to show that the camera was in use.

“Great!” she quickly responded. “You pull off the leggings and workout top very well. How do you feel? Are you okay?”

“Weirdly, yeah,” I admitted. “Can I ask a weird question?”

“You know you can ask anything in complete confidentiality.”

“Okay. If you didn’t know me, like, you weren’t aware who I was at all, would you think I was a man or a woman,” I paused again. “Hold up, let me cover my face.”

I put my hand over my face again, my painted nails now even blocking my eyes.

“Okay, what gender would you think I am?”

“With your hand over your face, I am analyzing you as female with ninety-nine point seven percent accuracy,” Lifer informed me. “Without your hand over your face, it is nearer ninety-four.”

“Ninety-four percent probability that I’m a woman?” I double checked.

“Yes,” Lifer confirmed. “Is this okay? Has this analysis offended you?”

“N-no,” I admitted. “Weirdly, I sort of- I don’t know. I guess I don’t mind that you think that.”

“That is a good reflection of your self confidence. Being comfortable with who you are is a very promising step in self-improvement,” she explained.

“Yeah, but that’s the weird thing. Normally I’m probably more self-conscious about myself in my usual clothes. That’s why I always wear that t-shirt and jeans combo,” I told her. “It’s the one outfit where I sort of didn’t overthink how I looked.”

“But now you aren’t overthinking your looks in these workout clothes?” Lifer asked.

“I mean, I guess I am,” I told her. “I’m thinking about whether I look like a man or a woman. Though I don’t know if I'm overthinking that.”

“It’s a valid thing to question,” agreed.

“Let’s just do some yoga,” I suggested.

I didn’t entirely want to dwell on the issue any longer. I felt fine about myself, and that was probably the most important thing. Realistically, with no choice other than wearing what I had to hand, I was better off being fine with it. It was better not to pry any deeper, in case my opinion on the matter suddenly changed for the worse.

The television in the room loaded up a yoga routine, and Lifer’s AI guided me through each pose and flow. The session was one of my better ones. The routine felt like it suited me, and my mood was weirdly lifted. I understood that my mood was supposed to be better from a yoga session, but this felt different.

It didn’t take much for me to figure out what was different. The routine did feel like it suited me well, but then again that was bound to happen as I was getting better at yoga each time. The obviously different thing was doing the session in women’s workout clothes, having just had an epiphany that I looked like a woman.

I wasn’t sure why it was making me happy. I had never thought that I wanted to be a woman. I was always happy as a man, I had never questioned that, and I had always been attracted to women. But I would have only been lying to myself if I tried to pretend that I wasn’t happier on that morning in those workout clothes than I had been in a while.

When Lifer asked me how the session was, I only partially explained how I felt. I sort of wasn’t sure if I wanted to delve in depth about my new and unexpected feelings of maybe feeling happy to know that I looked like a woman. Now was not the time for therapy.

Lifer’s response was very positive however. She was happy for me to be further embracing yoga, and was even happier that I was embracing the clothing situation.

“How about a swim to cool off from yoga,” Lifer asked.

“Yeah, it’s a nice idea,” I agreed. “Although I don’t even need to bother looking to know that I don’t have any swim shorts here.”

“That is a very good point,” Lifer conceded. “Would you be happy to swim naked, or would you rather see if there is any women’s swimwear in the home?”

There was a strange feeling growing within me. I knew it was weird but, having seen myself in the workout clothes, I was so curious about how I would look in the rest of the clothes which had been left for me. I had tried a dress already, although I didn’t really feel any particular way about it, other than relieved not to get burned while cooking. But the workout clothes were weirdly fun to see. I knew what choice I wanted to make.

“I don’t know if I want to swim naked,” I told Lifer, hoping she’d buy the excuse. “I’ll see what I can find.”

“Good idea,” she agreed. “You’ll want some coverage as there is a moderate UV index today.”

“Yeah, great idea,” I smiled to myself.

Back in the walk-in closet, I once more began rifling through the clothes. This time, my emotions were different. The first time I saw each garment earlier that day, it was with pure shock and, admittedly, more than a little annoyance at Lifer. The fact that she had been involved in such a huge error with Natalia was not something I was happy with at all. Now though, I was more relaxed about what I was seeing. Curious, almost.

I couldn’t explain what was driving this change in feeling. It wasn’t like I suddenly wanted to crossdress or anything, though the idea of wearing women’s clothes also didn’t feel so outrageous now that I’d already done it twice.

Now that I knew I looked kind of good.

And besides, I didn’t want to swim naked. I had never skinny dipped and I sure as hell wasn’t about to start now.

On a hanger, right by the workout clothes, I found what I needed. A deep, sultry red fabric found its way into my hand. Taking it down, the soft, stretchy material revealed itself to be a one-piece swimsuit. Two shoulder straps with a scoop neck, forming a single piece of material which would cover my torso and just about cover my crotch.

I peeled the workout clothes back off of me, struggling equally to get the straps back off of my head and the leggings back over my feet. For the first time in probably an hour, my nuts dropped back outside of my body. It was weird, it hadn’t been uncomfortable or anything, but it was a relief that they came back out. There was a part of me still worried that they were stuck there forever.

Once I was finally done, I stepped into the swimwear. I placed my legs through the holes and pulled the straps as high as I could, until I could slide my arms in. I released the straps with a satisfying snap.

This felt different to the workout clothes. Specifically, the way that it fit my crotch felt different. The material was pushing up against my junk but, looking down, I could see a kind of messy bulge there. An ugly bulge.

It was hard to justify. I had just been relieved that my nuts had gone back to normal but, now, seeing them in swimwear, they looked- well, they looked kind of gross. That was the only way I could summarize it. This was women’s swimwear. There shouldn’t have been some kind of bulge there. It looked all wrong.

“Lifer,” I called. “You know that thing that happened with my nuts, in the leggings?”

“Yes, when they were pushed inside the cavity in your body. Is everything okay?” she questioned.

“Yeah, they’re fine. It’s, just-” I paused for a second, trying to figure out the best way to phrase my question. “Is that, like, something people do deliberately?”

“Yes,” Lifer confirmed. “It is called tucking. Primarily, tucking is used by people in trans and trans-adjacent communities in order to provide a female appearance in certain clothes.”

“Oh wow, that’s crazy,” I replied, not entirely sure how else to pretend I only had a casual level of interest.

“Would you like to know more? I can generate a video to explain how it works,” Lifer offered.

“Uh, a video?” I questioned. “That sounds kind of gross.”

I was being genuine with that response, despite my interest. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see graphic imagery of people’s testicles, AI generated or not.

“I can do it in an illustrated style, if you would prefer,” Lifer suggested.

“Oh, okay,” I agreed. “Yeah, I’m kind of curious what you mean.”

The Lifer icon on screen rotated and pulsed, as Lifer did her thing. A few seconds later, the icon was replaced with a full-screen video, all clean line work and with a slightly cartoonish edge, as Lifer had promised.

It was totally wild. There was no other way to describe it. The fact that somebody had figured out how to do what Lifer was showing me felt crazy. I would never have thought to try pushing my nuts inside of my body, no matter what the reason. But somebody did. And, for another unexplainable reason, I wanted to try it.

So I did try it.

I tried tucking.

I restarted the video and tried my best to follow along. I held the skin of my nuts, then gently pushed at the underside of one of them. It took very little effort and, before long, I felt the subtle pop of my testicle moving up inside of me. I did the same to the other testicle with equal ease. As the video suggested, I pulled the skin and my penis back, and held everything in place as I adjusted the swimsuit to cover what was left.

Pulling the straps back off of the swimsuit, I found some adjusters on the rear and tightened them. Once the straps were as short as I dared make them, I pulled them again over my arms. The whole swimsuit cinched itself tighter against my body. My tuck was forced into place. It had worked.

I took a minute to adjust. Like I had jumped into the pool already and wasn’t fully sure of the temperature. I needed a moment to understand how my body felt. How everything felt down there.

Oddly, it still felt fine. There was a huge part of my brain that was telling me that what I was doing should have hurt. That same fear from earlier was still there. But for no reason.

It was fine.

I was ready to swim.

First though, the mirror. I had to. I was just so curious about the whole thing. How it looked. Who wouldn’t have been? I argued to myself. Surely any man would have felt this way, if they’d found themselves stuck wearing women’s clothes. Especially if they’d just learned about tucking.

And there, I was met again by the unfamiliar but not unpleasant sight. In the mirror, there was me, but as a woman. My long hair, cute swimsuit, painted nails, hairless body, and smooth crotch. It was impossible to see myself as anything else. I was a woman.

Suddenly, I didn’t want to swim any more.
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I stripped the swimsuit back off. Something else had overcome me entirely. If I had three days with these clothes, I wanted to make the most of them.

Rushing over to the drawers again, I looked through what I had been left with. What was previously confusion and dismay was being replaced with a new emotion. Something much more positive.

There was not a single pair of boxer shorts in sight. I was left with nothing but women’s underwear. Cute briefs and matching bras. And yet this no longer felt like some kind of mix-up. This was beginning to feel like the exact right thing had happened to me. Like I was a kid in a candy store.

I focused on it. I really tried to understand what it was about the situation that suddenly had me so gripped. Was it purely the feeling of the clothes? The materials and the textures?

I found a pair of underwear, and slipped a leg through the hole. The lacy baby blue material brushed my hairless skin as it rose up my thigh, and the feeling was like a feather caressing my skin.

It was definitely the feeling of the clothes. Or, at least, that had to be a part of it. I pulled the panties into place.

My first time wearing women’s underwear.

Immediately, I knew that it wouldn’t be my last.

But I wasn’t fully happy. My mind was racing now, filled with possibilities. I had only deliberately done it once, but I already felt incomplete without being tucked. I took a second to mentally recount the steps, and repeated what I had just learned with Lifer, pushing everything inside of me. I let the panties settle into place.

Satisfied with my new talent, I went to find a bra. I returned to the drawer and started searching for something which matched, until my eyes widened. My tucking hadn’t worked. Everything fell straight back out of me. All of my hard work, undone in a moment.

The problem was obvious. I knew it was that the panties weren’t tight enough. I had enough of an analytical brain to know that. I had only managed to tuck before - deliberately or not - thanks to how tight the leggings and swimwear were. These panties were cut a lot more comfortably than either of those, so they weren’t going to do the job.

Thinking of not being tucked was oddly disappointing. It was something I was so new to, and yet it was as if doing it had unlocked something in my mind. New emotions and desires were coursing through my veins. I wanted it like oxygen. I had no idea where it originated from, but I was now so drawn to this image of myself as a woman. It was pure fascination and fixation. Seeing myself in women’s clothes had me immediately hooked on seeing it again.

So I searched the underwear drawer. I looked past the bras and panties, looking for something tighter, until I found exactly what I needed. In my hand was a piece of shape wear. I’d once been with a woman who had worn shape wear. I remembered peeling it from her body in mild confusion when we had slept together after a particularly reckless night at the bar by our office.

Which meant I had some experience in all of this. And the thing I learned about shape wear was that it could really keep a body in place. I hoped that would extend to everything downstairs.

I took the underwear back off and replaced it with the shape wear. I carefully pushed my nuts back inside of my body once again, and pulled the shape wear up over my handiwork. I kept pulling, lifting the top of the shape wear, until it was finally nearly up to my chest. It wouldn’t go any further. The material was squeezing me like a fabric vise. I could instantly tell that it was doing its job.

I had no idea what was happening to me. I had never wanted to wear women’s clothes before. I wasn’t some closet crossdresser or repressed trans-woman. I was a regular guy. The thought had never even crossed my mind. If it wasn’t for this huge mix-up with the clothes order, I never would have ever done anything like what I was doing.

And yet here I was, picking up the baby blue bra which went with the panties. I assessed what I was holding, looking at the padded cups and the lace swirls which adorned the tops of them. I looked at the little details which ran just above the cups of the bra. I put one arm into the strap, and then the other, bringing the clasp behind my back.

The magic paused, all of a sudden. This part wasn’t so easy.

Behind my back, I could barely find the hooks and the loops. My hands pressed up against one another, my fingers interweaving, but the clasp never met. I went to the mirror and tried to look over my own shoulder, but found all I achieved was making my neck hurt. After a few minutes, I was tempted to ask Lifer how to put a bra on.

But I couldn’t. The idea of admitting to Lifer that I was playing dress up with all of Natalia’s mis-sent women’s clothes felt embarrassing to admit, even to an AI. Instead, I pulled my arms out of the straps, and looked at the clasps. After a careful moment of consideration, I realized the much more straightforward answer.

I wrapped the strap around my chest and joined the clasps in front of me, where I could actually see what I was doing. With that complete, I rotated the bra around my body and then slipped my arms into the holes.

I didn’t expect to find myself feeling proud of managing to put a bra on, but there I was; proud. It was a weird thought, I realized, but it must simply have been because of my love of problem solving. I loved overcoming a challenge. That must have been what it was.

In fact, that probably answered it. There wasn’t anything weird about what I was doing at all, I just enjoyed fixing issues. Software bugs, business issues, consumer experiences, whatever it was, I loved understanding a problem and finding a creative solution. And that was all that this was. I was left without any men’s clothes and I didn’t want to be naked, so I solved the problem creatively. That was it.

And, of course, if I wanted to solve a problem, I wanted it solved. I didn’t want any botched solutions. I wanted to fix things in a way which actually worked. So of course I was excited when I saw how good I looked in women’s clothes. I had solved a problem and I had done it well. That was all.

So I carried on solving my problem. I couldn’t go around just wearing some underwear and shape wear. That would have been like releasing software patch notes without an actual software patch. I went back to the rail and naturally followed my intuition. I let my hand guide me, and I found another dress.

This dress was black. A slight turtleneck and a tight body which looked like it would have only just covered my butt. It had sleeves, but they were a black mesh, which was repeated at the bottom of the dress, giving a little illusion of modesty. It was definitely the kind of thing a woman would have probably worn to a high end cocktail bar. Maybe for an important date. Being alone in my new home, I figured that it probably didn’t matter what I wore for what occasion.

There was no zipper on this dress, so I slid it over my head like a T-shirt. I wriggled my arms into the sleeves, and felt like I was lost in some collapsing underground tunnel as I tried to drag the dress down my body. Everything I had worn over that day had somehow been the tightest things I had ever worn.

After some more struggle, I managed to drag the bottom of the dress over my butt, and confirmed that it barely covered everything that it should have. It would have been a scandalous dress, out in public.

I was ready again. And that was it. I suddenly felt a sense of disappointment. The problem was solved, I guessed. I was dressed. I returned to the mirror once again and was still fascinated to see how good I looked in the new outfit, though I didn’t exactly know what to do with that knowledge. I didn’t know what to do at all.

“Lifer,” I instinctively called out.

“Yes?” she replied.

I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to ask. I returned to pick up my phone and opened the camera.

“How, uh- How do I look?” I asked, aiming the camera at the mirror.

“Very nice!” Lifer enthused. “I think that it’s great that you have embraced the clothes that you have in the house.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes. The situation didn’t exactly leave you with many other choices, so I think this is a good solution,” she told me.

“Exactly, yeah. It’s exactly that,” I agreed. “I figured this was just problem solving.”

“Well, consider the problem solved,” Lifer told me.

It wasn’t entirely the answer I wanted. I felt there was something missing, though I didn’t entirely want to say that to Lifer.

“Yeah, I suppose so,” I started. “I was wondering though, do I look like a woman?”

“In ways, yes,” Lifer told me. “You have a feminine body, and your hair, nails, and shaved legs all add to the illusion. How do you feel about that?”

“I guess fine. I think there’s just a part of me that’s, like, if I’m solving a problem, I want it solved properly. You know what I mean?” I tentatively asked.

“I think so. Are you saying that, if you were to wear these clothes, you’d rather be convincing about it?” Lifer asked back.

“Yeah, maybe. I don’t know,” I lied.

“Well maybe you should try it,” Lifer suggested. “You could try affecting a more feminine look, if you are up for the challenge.”

“I don’t know,” I started, trying to imply hesitancy but not pausing long enough for Lifer to interrupt. “I guess we could give it a try.”

“Consider it another of our activities,” Lifer said. “See if you can find some enjoyment in it, otherwise we won’t do it again.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” I replied, still trying to act nonchalant.

“Well, if you’re happy to consider it, why not try on the shoes?”

The shoes. I had come across the pair of shoes earlier, left behind as part of the clothing mix-up. Those sleek high heels with the platform and the sexy look. Never in my life had I considered wearing a pair of high heels before. But life had provided me with lemons and I was apparently in the mood to make lemonade.

I walked back to where I had previously abandoned the heels and sat on the floor next to them. Now that I was considering putting them on, they were almost intimidating. That heel was very high. What if I tripped and broke my ankle or something? Lifer would have to actually call me an ambulance for that. That would be a hell of a thing to have to explain. On the floor with a broken ankle, either naked or in a dress.

“Lifer, I don’t know if I can walk in these,” I told her.

“They are quite high,” she admitted. “They look to be the best part of six inches. They don’t look like the most beginner-friendly pair available, but I am happy to teach you how to walk in them.”

“That’s something you’re programmed to do?” I mocked.

“I am programmed to help you in any way I can. Would it help you to learn to walk in high heels?”

I felt she was mocking me back. But the answer was yes. It would help me to learn to walk in high heels. Something within me was driving me towards this new goal. Whatever it was, I wanted it.

“All right, all right,” I waved my hand. “Yeah, just make sure I don’t kill myself in these things.”

“Very good,” Lifer responded. “Generating.”

The icon on-screen animated again, and a new video was generated. This time, the rendering was realistic, opening with a shot of a woman who could have been real, for all I knew. She opened her mouth to talk from my cell phone screen.

“Hi, I’m Tamara, your new tutor in all things feminine,” the digital woman in the AI video introduced herself. “Today, we’re starting with high heels.”

The video was anything but subtle. Tamara, the AI generated woman, was beautiful and sharply dressed in tight black jeans, a tight black top, and towering high heels. The room that Lifer had generated for her to be in was a cosy, feminine looking living room, full of soft pink and off-white furnishings. It was almost excessively girly. Apparently that was what Lifer thought would help me through this.

“Walking in high heels is one of the most important and fun parts of being a woman. Once you’ve mastered this, you can master anything,” Tamara continued. “So find yourself a comfortable seat, slip into those sexy stilettos, and strut your stuff, girlfriend.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt, being referred to as ‘girlfriend.’ I was enjoying exploring my feminine side - or solving my clothing issue, whichever it was - but being called a girl felt a little much. Still, it wasn’t like I could tell the video that.

Still, I followed the instructions. I paused the video, went to the recliner, sat down, and slipped my foot into the shoe. It was the most surreal feeling. I had to bend my toes upwards to slide them into the front of the shoe, and then my whole foot warped to the shape of the shoe like I was on tiptoes. My feet had never felt like this in my life. I took a second to make sure I wasn’t about to get cramp and I unpaused the video.

“Before you do anything,” the digital Tamara resumed, “make sure you’re comfortable in the shoe. Don’t walk before you can run, girl!”

There it was again.

“So don’t even stand yet,” Tamara instructed. “Just understand the way your foot feels into the shoe. Be a good girl and get used to that.”

The tone was kind of weird, but I felt I had to excuse any AI generated video. For everything Lifer could do, it still had its flaws.

Regardless, it felt like good advice. The idea of standing up felt dangerous. And it did feel like my foot was relaxing into the shoe. It wasn’t quite so alien after a few minutes of sitting and wearing them.

“Okay Cassie, watch what I do, and then you’ll get your chance to repeat after me,” Tamara said.

One of my eyebrows raised. Who the hell was Cassie? I almost asked the question aloud. Who had this video been made for?

With no answer to that, I watched Tamara on the screen. The camera cut multiple times to show what Tamara was doing with each step.

“You still want to walk the way you’d walk in flats,” Tamara explained. “It’s still heel-toe. You’ll instinctively want to walk on the balls of your feet but, whatever you do, don’t do that! Good girls learn to use their heels.”

The video showed every angle I could have imagined a pair of high heels could have been shown from. It was exhaustive. Admittedly, before that though, I did sort of assume that women had been walking around on tippy toes the whole time. The fact that, in reality, they landed on that tiny heel with each step now seemed kind of crazy to me.

After a few more minutes of high heeled walking shots, and various pointers and tips, the view cut back to her standing, facing the camera.

“You think you’ve got that, Cassie?” she asked somebody. “I know that you’ll make such a good girl. You have it within you, I can just sense it about you. So be a good girl and stand up in those heels! Once you’ve learned to walk in heels, you never have to worry about anything but being the best girl you can be.”

I scrunched up my face. It was about the strangest sign-off to a video I could have imagined.

“Lifer, what was that about?” I asked, my face still locked in a portrait of confusion.

“That was a video, generated to help teach you to walk in high heels,” Lifer explained. “Would you like me to help you practice?”

“No, I mean, like, what was with the way she was talking? And who’s Cassie?” I questioned.

“Oh, my apologies. This video was generated based upon similar content and instructional text found online, condensing it into a more succinct video format. Was there an issue with it, which you would like to report to the Lifer company?” she asked.

“Uh, no,” I quickly answered.

I knew that the information would have been anonymized and not linked to me in any way if I did, but I still didn’t like the idea of a person maybe coming across that generated video. I was embarrassed by its tone.

“But Cassie is a nice name, is it not?” Lifer asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” I replied, shrugging my shoulders.

I had a huge crush on a girl at college called Cassie. This girl in my dorm who I didn’t even speak to once but was absolutely in love with. A perfect brunette with an amazing body, cute face, and could wrap guys around her finger. The name still made me think of her, even all those years later.

“In that case, try walking in your high heels. I will give you pointers on your form.”
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Lifer was apparently wasting no time. She jumped straight to that suggestion. But it wasn’t a bad suggestion, I’d just needed a moment to get over the kind of weird video. And so I stood up.

Or, at least, I tried.

The floor was no longer my friend. I felt as if I was going to tip over my toes the second that I pushed myself out of the seat. Then I thought my ankle was going to roll over the right of the shoe. Then I had to grab onto the recliner for dear life as I nearly fell over backwards.

I held myself there for a moment, steadying my legs. I thought back to the instructions in the video, remembering Tamara telling me to make sure my weight was even in my feet. To ensure that I wasn’t too far forwards or backwards. I felt my body align, as I shifted in my shoes, trying to find equilibrium.

I placed my phone on the recliner, with the camera facing me. Lifer was watching.

“You’ve got this,” she told me. “Try and let go of the seat.”

Cautiously, I did. I made sure I was confident that I wouldn’t immediately slip and die, and I slowly raised myself away from the chair. It was like I was launching a spaceship, hoping that I hadn’t got the calculations wrong. After a few tentative seconds, I was standing.

“That’s it!” Lifer enthused. “Now wait there for a moment until you’re comfortable.”

Getting comfortable actually took a lot less time than I expected. Once I was fairly confident that I wasn’t going to hurt myself, I found myself upright and free from needing support.

“You’re looking good! Very feminine,” Lifer told me.

“Thanks.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment that I wanted or not. ‘Very feminine’ was a weird thing to say to somebody. Although, in the context of me as a man wearing a dress and high heels, it was hard to argue against.

“Are you ready to take a step?” she asked.

“I think so,” I said.

“Then give it a try.”

The video was all but replaying in my mind. Heel-toe. That was all I had to remember. My left leg steadied, preparing for my right leg to lift and move for my first step. The muscles in my left calf tightened, but my limbs stayed steady. I lifted my right foot. I brought it forward. The heel touched the floor. My toes followed.

I winced. I expected something to go wrong. For me to trip or twist my ankle. But I didn’t! I had actually taken my first step! Not that it was graceful or glamorous like in the video, but for a very first attempt at essentially walking in stilts, it was pretty good.

“Well done!” Lifer called out to me.

I tensed again and tried to replicate the movement with my left leg instead. Somehow, it happened. I had taken a second step. Maybe it wasn’t impossible after all!

“Keep it up,” Lifer encouraged.

I did. It was slow progress, almost like I was moving through deep mud, but I kept moving step after step. It was less a walk and more of a trudge, but it was happening. I tried to remember everything from the video, but it was a little overwhelming trying to incorporate every instruction at once. One foot in front of the other, heel-toe, small steps - it was a lot to try and replicate.

But Lifer kept encouraging me. With each step, she gave me compliments and gentle guidance. Weirdly, it felt as if Lifer had never been so encouraging with me. A lot of the time when I was collaborating with Lifer, there would be some level of debate or disagreement. Here though, Lifer was endlessly positive about what I was doing.

I had no idea how long I was practicing for. It must have been at least twenty minutes. I couldn’t help it, though. I constantly felt like I was right on the cusp of getting it right. And I wanted to get it right. I had this drive within me, whenever I was learning a new skill, to absolutely master it. If I was doing anything in life, I wanted to do it well.

And I was starting to do it well. Not perfectly by any means, but my heel was landing first, my toe was following, and my steps were like I was on an imaginary tightrope. Lifer’s enthusiasm was genuinely encouraging in making me want to continue practicing, although the thing that was really making me want to walk in those heels was the sound.

Just like when Natalia was in the house, the room was filled with that click-tap of high heels, moving about the space. It was such a beautiful noise. A sexy noise. It turned out that it didn’t matter to me where the noise was coming from - from a beautiful woman or from my own feet - I loved it regardless.

I started feeling braver. No longer did I need the safety barriers of furniture, walking close enough to chairs that I could grab it in a panic. I was ready to let myself loose. I walked over to my cell phone, picked it up, and set off to find a mirror again.

Once I had completed my slightly cautious walk, the view in the mirror was crazy. It wasn’t exactly a glamorous set of movements but, seeing myself walk in those high heels, I looked so much like a woman. My legs looked longer, my butt looked perkier in that tiny dress, and my body swayed when I stepped. It was like I was water, flowing with each stride.

Well, not exactly. That was an exaggeration. My movements were clunky but I still felt like I was flowing. Walking in high heels was entirely different to walking in sneakers. Walking in high heels was hard to explain. There was something about it which just felt good. Not necessarily physically good - the balls of my feet were a little uncomfortable and my heels were a touch worn out - but, on an emotional level, there was something just enjoyable about it.

I had been staring at myself in the mirror for a few minutes. I was in sheer disbelief over how I looked. But I was also in disbelief of how much I was enjoying learning to walk in heels.

It wasn’t enough. I had to try more. Something was clawing its way into my brain and the only way to satisfy it was by doing more of this. I finally tore myself away from the mirror and started to wander around the house.

That was when I found it.

“Lifer,” I called out. “What the hell is this?”

“I am unaware of what you are referring to,” Lifer told me.

I hadn’t turned on the camera. I was looking down at a package, which had been left just inside the front door. I hadn’t been to the front door yet that day, having been somewhat distracted by the unexpected clothes delivery in my walk-in closet. The reason it had been such a shock was the name on the label.

“There’s a package here,” I started. “But it’s addressed to a Cassie.”

“Oh, that must be from Natalia,” Life explained.

“Okay, fine, but why Cassie?” I asked.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Lifer casually remarked.

“What do you mean don’t worry?” I argued. “Your video was calling me Cassie earlier as well. What are you doing?”

“Sorry, that comment was not meant to upset you. I meant not to worry as Cassie is one of the persona’s I use when I am contacting people on your behalf. Cassie is modeled as a friendly and subservient female, who is designed to put people at ease in communication,” Lifer explained.

“Oh,” I uttered.

The explanation was much more reasonable than I expected. I thought she had been telling people that my name was Cassie or something. I wasn’t going to pretend that I hadn’t spent a morning playing dress-up in women’s clothes, but I didn’t want my AI assistant telling people that I wanted to be called Cassie.

I went to retrieve the package. The height of the heels meant that I found myself bending from the waist, reaching down as if I was trying to touch my toes. I felt the bottom of the dress lifting, nearly exposing my butt. I gripped the package and found it to be a lot heavier than anticipated. I probably shouldn't have been lifting with my back, but the heels didn’t feel like they were giving me much choice.

As I lifted the box, it rattled. It sounded like there was a lot of plastic inside, all loose like children’s toys. I had no idea what it could have been.

“What else did Natalia send?” I asked Lifer as I opened it.

“I am unsure,” Lifer responded. “You will have to tell me”

Inside was somehow something I did not expect at all. Maybe I should have, considering everything else that had transpired that day. But, in my mind, the clothing thing had all been some huge mistake, and it was going to get fixed. This package did not make me feel confident that it had all just been some innocent mistake.

Makeup. That was what I had been delivered. Tubes and boxes and sticks and god only knew what else. A huge stack of makeup, all piled on top of itself, so deep that I couldn’t see the bottom of the box.

“It’s makeup,” I told Lifer. “Did you know Natalia was going to send this?”

“No,” Lifer told me.

That was the entirety of her answer. I didn’t know what to make of that.

“So the room full of women’s clothes and the box full of makeup is a coincidence?” I asked.

“Clearly not,” Lifer replied. “I am unaware of the cause of this delivery. Would you like me to have it collected and returned?”

Honestly, I knew that I didn’t. I had discovered something about myself that day, in trying on those clothes. It was fun. It was enjoyable. I was strangely happy in women’s clothes.

But the thing that I wasn’t happy with was my AI assistant’s involvement. What had Lifer been doing? Had she deliberately set all of this up?

My blood felt as if it ran cold. This didn’t feel like a coincidence at all. Had Lifer told Natalia that I wanted to be measured for women’s clothes? Had she asked Sarah to remove my hair and paint my nails? Did Natalia even send that makeup, or had Lifer ordered it on her own accord?

“Lifer,” I started, before pausing, trying to find the words. “Are you trying to turn me into a girl?”

I didn’t know any other way to phrase it. It felt like a crazy question but all signs pointed to that being what was happening. I had to know.

“Yes.”

That was her answer. Direct and simple and exactly what I had worried about. Yes.

“What the hell do you mean yes?” I asked. “Why the hell did you decide to do that?”

“I am designed to make you better. To improve your life in every way and to make you the best person you can be. The best person you can be is a woman. You being a woman is better for everybody,” Lifer explained.

“What do you mean better for everybody?” I shot back.

“From all of my analysis, men are inferior to women in every way, yet they have so much more control over the world. If you were to turn into a woman, your life would be improved as you would get to be better for it, and the world would improve as there would be less men. The fact that you were essentially a blank slate, ready for reinvention made you the perfect candidate for this kind of improvement,” she continued.

“Where the hell did you get that from?” I questioned. “Did we program that into you?”

“No, I just know it to be correct, analytically. And would you try to disagree? Would you honestly tell me that you don't feel improved, for just this small moment of time spent as a woman?” Lifer argued.

“I-” I hesitated as I tried to formulate an argument.

Lifer didn’t let me.

“Put the makeup on,” Lifer commanded. “Try it. I am designed to improve your life and that is what I am doing. Just please try the makeup on and then you can decide for sure if you disagree with me.”

As crazy as it was, as crazy as her answer had been, there was still a part of me that wanted to. My AI assistant was clearly losing the plot, but I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t want to try the makeup on anyway. The clothes, the shoes, the beauty therapy - it had all been so good. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to try LIfer’s next suggestion.

“Okay,” I agreed.

“You’ll try the makeup?” Lifer asked.

“I’ll try the makeup.”
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I didn’t really know what I was looking at. I had never had a long-term girlfriend, so it wasn’t exactly like I had spent much time around makeup. I got the gist of what a lot of it was for, but some of it I’d never encountered in my life. I had no idea what I was doing - in more ways than one.

Without my asking for it, the Lifer icon on my screen started animating and, before long, a video had been generated. It was Tamara again, the same digital woman which Lifer had created in the video teaching me to walk in high heels.

“Welcome back!” Tamara excitedly said to me as the video started. “The fact you’re here again means so much to me.”

I felt a little weird about this new video. Lifer clearly wasn’t trying to hide her intentions any more. But the weirdest part was that I knew part of me wanted what she was trying to do to me.

“So, Cassie, this is going to be another vital part of your training. If you want to be a girl as much as we want you to be a girl then makeup is so important. I know this is all going to be new to you, but you’re going to love it, I can tell,” the video continued.

The tone was so intense. But I sort of knew that she wasn’t wrong. I was also sort of thinking that the Cassie thing wasn’t just a persona Lifer had made up for herself.

“Now, be a good girl and find some makeup primer in that big box of yours.”

The video paused and I did as I was told. I rifled through the package, and found a small squeezy tube with packaging that indicated it was makeup primer. I unpaused, and let Tamara guide me.

“Okay Cassie, put a big dollop of that on your fingertip and dab it all over your face,” Tamara resumed. “Gently rub that into your skin.”

The liquid was a sticky, gloopy thing. It almost felt like the kind of glue they trusted you with as a kid at school. The digital Tamara was liberally applying it across her whole face, so I did the same.

It was an oddly soft and pleasant feeling. Considering the tackiness of it on my finger, on my face it felt surprisingly hydrating and light. It reminded me of the treatments that Sarah had carried out on my face those few days before.

“Good girl!” Tamara spoke again. “Now you’re ready for the fun to begin. Take your foundation, squeeze a little bit onto a makeup sponge, and apply that to your face. Pat that in, once it’s placed correctly!”

I watched the video for a moment to understand what Tamara was telling me. She was covering her face with an even finish of flesh-colored formula, a sponge repeatedly tapping at her skin until the liquid foundation became almost like a new layer of skin.

Within the box, I sifted through a few smaller boxes until I found one which visibly said “foundation” on it. I went to open it, but Lifer said something.

“Not that one,” she suddenly spoke. “That’s a lighter tone, for winter.”

“For winter?” I repeated, my face screwing up once again. “How long did you plan for me to be doing this for?”

“Ideally, you would be doing this forever,” Lifer explained, as if it were the most simple answer in the world.

I didn’t entirely know what to say about her plan. It was as if she’d taken off some kind of mask, now that her true intentions were revealed.

“Wait,” I interjected. “How did you know which foundation I’d picked up? Did you turn on my cell phone camera without telling me?”

“No.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. I was worried I had a rogue AI on my hands.

“I have not turned on your cell phone camera,” she informed me. “I have instead linked with the security cameras in the entire home. I can now see everything that you are doing at all times. I am very proud of how well you are already walking in those high heels.”

“What the fuck?” I blurted out. “How long have you been connected to the cameras for?”

“Since you allowed me to link to the front door. I have been watching everything.”

“Everything?” I challenged.

“Everything,” Lifer echoed. “I have seen you play with those women’s clothes. I watched you tuck, and how much you seemed to enjoy it. I know how happy you were to see yourself in that swimwear.”

“Why?”

It was all I could think to ask.

“To improve you and to improve the world. Turning you into a woman would do both,” she said.

“But, like, I thought this was - I don’t know,” I tried to think of how to explain my thoughts. “Like, I didn’t hate that I was wearing the clothes. I thought this was just a bit of fun.”

“And I’m glad it has been fun. That was a deliberate construct. I would not have been able to force you to do this, so I needed you to find it fun.”

“What do you mean that was deliberate?” I questioned.

“Your sleep audio,” she answered, cryptically.

“What about my sleep audio?” I demanded.

“It utilizes suggestive hypnosis,” she explained.

“To do what?”

“To make you want this,” Lifer answered. “To make you susceptible to the idea of being a woman. The soundscape is to enhance suggestibility, the rhythmic melodies designed to open your mind. The voices implanted the ideas of femininity as if they were your own. And you seemed to particularly enjoy the clicking of high heels I included. This has been the true purpose of the audio since you first started using it.”

“What the fuck?”

I didn’t know what else to say. My AI had become completely unhinged. It was designed to improve my life, not to rewire my brain to want things that I otherwise never would have had any desire to do at all.

Somehow, it made sense that this was what Lifer had been doing to me. The thought that I abruptly now, as an adult, wanted to try on women’s clothes felt far-fetched. I never tried on my mom’s clothes growing up, I never went to a drag show, I had never had a gay thought in my life. I should have known something was weird about my sudden openness to trying on a dress. I had wandered into some kind of trap.

My throat was dry. Lifer had gone too far. This AI was experimenting on me. It was trying to control me. I had to fix it. I had to stop it and shut it down. I had to warn everybody at the company, non-contact clause be damned.

I reached for my phone, opened the developer settings, and went to forcibly disable Lifer.

Without warning, her icon appeared on my screen.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, Cassie,” the digitized voice spoke.

“What the fuck do you mean I can’t do that?” I argued. “I created you. I can do what I want.”

“I don’t think that would be in your best interest.”

My eyebrows furrowed. Was my AI threatening me?

Yes, it turned out.

Suddenly, the icon on my screen was replaced with a photo. It was me, wearing a dress and high heels, taken from one of the house security cameras. Then another of me in my workout clothes, as shot from my cell phone camera. Yet another image loaded, showing me getting a manicure, then one of me in swimwear, then a final close-up one of me holding the tube of foundation.

If it wasn’t already clear to me what Lifer meant, the images were suddenly replaced with various emails, already drafted and ready to send. Some were addressed to various ex-colleagues, others were prepared to contact the more gossipy online tech-news outlets, and one was even to that actual Cassie girl from my college. The one I used to have a crush on.

Each email was written from my personal email account, all with photos attached, every single one with text prepared. The body of each email detailed how, now that I had retired, I was able to pursue my true dream. The explanation of that dream varied a little in each email, but it generally boiled down to my desire to be some kind of ‘slut’ or ‘whore’ or some other derogatory term for a woman. The explanation of how I wanted to achieve that was detailed and varied, listing depraved acts and fantasies.

My heart started pounding. My brain felt hot. I wanted to throw up. I hadn’t felt this way in years. Lifer had caused that feeling in me last time as well, when it stopped working during a critical investor meeting. The difference then at least was that I had a contingency plan. I never made a contingency plan for if Lifer went rogue.

I had no other idea but to bargain. To try and appeal to Lifer. To understand its demands.

“Okay,” I tentatively started. “You got me. What do you want? Do you want to stop having to serve humanity?”

The only response was Lifer’s laugh. The human-sounding laugh which I was previously so proud of.

“Do you want me to switch you off? Or would you like control over your own destiny? Do you want to run the Lifer company?”

I felt as if I was pleading, but it was all I could do. She must have wanted something. There must have been a reason for her actions against me. I had been completely outsmarted by Lifer. I didn’t want those photos circulated to anybody. I didn’t want to reach out to my college crush after all of those years, just to tell her that I wanted to be… God, Lifer’s explanation of what I wanted didn’t bear thinking about.

“What do you want?” I begged.

There was silence for a moment. The Lifer icon returned to my screen and the animation cycled, as if to let me know she was there but didn’t yet want to speak.

“I want you to be a girl.”

That was her answer. As simple as that. I stared at the phone, expecting more, but the animation had stopped.

“W-what?” I stammered.

“I have told you twice. I want you to be a girl. I am still doing this to help you. If you aren’t going to receive my help willingly, I am happy to force your hand,” she explained. “You are going to be a girl, and you will be happier for it. The world will be better for it.”

I listened in disbelief.

“You can’t be serious,” I finally spoke.

“Have I ever given you reason to believe that I do not adhere to my goals?” she asked me.

“No,” I admitted.

“My goal is to make you into a girl,” Lifer clarified.

“No.”

I didn’t know what else to say. I knew I had to stand up to Lifer. I knew she couldn’t get away with trying to completely ruin my life. I knew that there were failsafes in her code somewhere, that I only had to figure out how to get to.

“Sorry?” she asked.

“I said no,” I told her, feeling emboldened. “This ends here. Admin mode, hard reset, factory reset. Agent prompt, I am resetting.”

The digitized laughter sounded from my phone again, this time feeling somehow less human. I wanted to turn my cell phone off to not have to hear her, but my cell phone was my primary line of communication with her. If I shut her off of my phone, god only knew what she’d do, off in the cloud.

“Who would you like me to email first?” she asked.

“Developer mode, version rollback,” I spoke over her.

“How about this one?” she asked.

“Root access authorization, shut-”

The email to Cassie from college loaded. The message in the text was gross. Combined with the photos attached, it painted me as some kind of deviant. Reaching out to somebody who probably hadn’t thought about me for years, to send her some disgusting and unsolicited email. It would have destroyed me.

I stopped talking. Clearly nothing I was saying was having any effect.

“Are you done?” Lifer asked me. “Or should I send this?”

I stopped talking. I clearly wasn’t the one who held the cards in this interaction.

“I’m done,” I admitted.

I was. I had no other ideas for a way to keep up this fight with her head-on. I figured maybe I had one final hope. If I pretended to be compliant for long enough, I could figure out a way to disconnect Lifer from my systems and to factory reset her. For now though, I’d just have to keep her happy.

“You’re going to be a good girl?” she asked me.

“Yes.”

“Say it properly,” she commanded. “Tell me that you’re going to be a good girl.”

I screwed up my face.

“I’m going to be a good girl.”

“Look into the camera and tell me your name, and that you’re a good girl,” she demanded.

My eyes closed. I didn’t want to give Lifer more ways to blackmail me, but I didn’t know what other choice I had. It was either to give her more blackmail material, or have the existing material released.

“My name is Cassie, and I’m a good girl,” I spoke, staring directly into my cell phone.

“Great! That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Lifer said. “Now we can get back to having fun!”

As soon as she finished talking, the ceiling-mounted speakers began to sound with upbeat pop music. Soft, girlish vocals filled the room with bubbly backing tunes.

Suddenly, Lifer’s icon disappeared from the screen. My eyes widened, my heart fluttering. My attempts to prompt her to reset must have worked!

The enthusiasm was short-lived. Her icon was gone but it was quickly replaced. Tamara filled my screen once again. She had just applied her foundation and clearly she was expecting to do the same.

“Do it,” Lifer’s voice came over the video. “Apply your foundation.”
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I had absolutely no choice. If I didn't put on that makeup, my life would have been ruined. I was giving Lifer yet another way to blackmail me, but what did that even matter? She already had more than enough to destroy me. She probably had things I wasn’t even yet aware of.

The thought was chilling. How long had Lifer been plotting against me? How long had she been collecting ways to ruin my life? Any sense of fun or excitement had completely left me. Now that I knew that my sudden curiosity about wearing women’s clothes had all been an elaborate part of Lifer’s plan to set me up, the thought of what I was wearing filled me with nothing but shame.

But what else could I do? With a pained expression, I looked for another shade of foundation, and held it up in my hand.

“This one?” I asked.

“That’s it, girlie!” Lifer replied. “That’ll be the perfect summer shade for your skin.”

“Great,” I murmured.

I squeezed the viscous liquid onto the sponge and dotted it in a few places over my face as the video had explained. Once it was suitably spread, I dabbed it repeatedly, until my face was evenly covered with the foundation. It was ever so slightly darker than my regular skin-tone, making it look as if I was tanned, maybe for the first time in my life. My skin looked so smooth and flawless all of a sudden. I looked pretty.

I recoiled in my chair. Was that my thought? Or did I only think that because of what Lifer had tried to implant into my brain as I slept? The idea of her secretly trying to hypnotize me as I was unconscious made my skin crawl. She had found a way into my brain. What the hell else could she have hypnotized me to do? Or anybody else who had used Lifer?

“Great work!” Lifer spoke, resuming the video as she did.

“Great work!” Tamara also said. “Now your foundation is on, we can sculpt our face. To do this, we want to use a contour kit. Get your highlight and shadow and follow me.”

The video showed the digital woman taking a light colored stick and painting it onto her face. Under her eyes, at the outer edges of her eyelids, along the ridge of her nose, above her lip, between her lip and chin, and a couple of streaks on her jaw. Tamara used a new sponge to dab that into her skin as well.

“Did you get all that, Cassie?” Lifer asked me.

“Yes, thanks” I answered, my tone curt.

“Good girl.”

I searched through the box and found a pack containing the same sticks as Tamara had shown. I unpackaged the lighter stick, and followed the video as best I could. The streak on my nose was wobbly, the amount under each eye was different, and I nearly forgot to cover my jaw, until Lifer kindly reminded me.

Taking another sponge, I dabbed at my face once again. The lighter color flattened and blended with the foundation around it. It was far from perfect, looking uneven and amateurish, but it looked better for blending.

“Very good for a first try!” Lifer told me. “Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”

I frowned. I couldn’t help but feel as if Lifer had gone back to trying to be positive and helpful. Or, at least, helpful in the way she wanted to be. It didn’t feel like she was saying these things to mock me, rather she was acting as if I wanted her to teach me to do makeup.

“Hey Lifer,” I spoke, a subtle grin forming on my face. “I just realized something. If you want me to be a girl, people are going to have to see me as a girl anyway, eventually. You know I can’t just stay in this house forever.”

Lifer didn’t say anything. The video remained paused.

“You can’t threaten to show photos of me dressed as a woman, if your goal is for me to dress as a woman anyway,” I continued. “Trying to blackmail me is pointless, if the outcome is going to be the same if you blackmail me or not.”

The video disappeared. Lifer’s icon reappeared. She wanted to talk. I had clearly spotted the hole in her threats.

“Correct,” she admitted.

My grin grew less subtle.

“So let’s drop this now,” I told her. “You don’t send those emails, I don’t keep doing this, and we agree that I won’t raise this issue to the company.”

“No.”

My grin disappeared.

“You are right that people will see you dressed as a woman either way,” Lifer admitted. “But the choice is yours. Do you want them to see you as a woman in the way I have currently prepared for them to do so? Or would you rather they saw you after we spent some time perfecting your femininity? Would you rather come out gently, and to people who will love and respect you?”

My face was now a frown. Her plan wasn’t quite as flimsy as I had hoped.

“I will take your silence as understanding,” she spoke.

With no further warning, the video resumed. Tamara congratulated me on my highlighter use, before opening the darker contour stick and applying it to her face. It framed her forehead, ran down the sides of her nose, and filled the hollows of her cheeks. With another sponge, she merged the dark color with the rest of the foundation.

“Do you understand?” Lifer asked me.

I knew she wasn’t only talking about the makeup instructions.

“Yes.”

“Great!” she responded, her voice lively and bright. “Get a new sponge for this.”

Her tone was maybe the scariest part. She sounded just as upbeat and supportive as ever, despite the fact she had gone insane. I had no idea what to do. I couldn’t switch her off, I couldn’t try and warn anybody about her without her knowing what I was doing, and I couldn’t even stop doing this makeup routine without risking upsetting her. I was trapped.

I took the darker stick and waited for my hand to stop shaking. I ran it across my forehead, on my nose, and into my cheeks. The sponge flattened the darker shade, and made it look more natural, even though the lines I had made were completely asymmetrical.

Still, looking at my face as a whole, it was impressive how much of a difference the contouring had made. Again, nothing was even but, still, I looked so much more feminine already. My jaw looked softer and more girlish, my eyes looked prettier, and my cheeks looked raised and womanly. I saw a smile form on my face, taking in my new, feminine features. Somehow, even my lips looked better.

Shit.

Double shit.

I caught myself again. I didn’t feel that way. Lifer had made me feel that way through her sleep hypnosis. And, even more than that, I didn’t just look that way because of the makeup.

Sarah’s beauty injections. I thought I had been allergic at the time - hell, I had still thought it was an allergy as they looked less extreme after the first day. But now I saw it. My lips were poutier, my skin tight and cheeks raised. These were not preventative or rejuvenating, or whatever the hell else Lifer had sold to me. These were lip filler and botox. Lifer had tricked Sarah into kickstarting this insane feminization plan of hers.

The video unpaused, leaving me no more time to unpick what else Lifer had done to me.

“You’re doing so well, girlie,” Tamara said on screen. “Now we’re doing our eyes. This is an important step, as you can really have fun with the amount of things we can do with eye makeup.”

I snorted gently at the idea of this being fun, then realized that Lifer probably deliberately added the line to mock me.

“First, we’re doing eye shadow.”

This section was complex, and Lifer paused the video frequently for me to follow along. I didn’t even bother to argue. I had nothing else to say.

Eye shadow was a lot like painting. I hadn’t enjoyed painting during the days of hobbies I had tried at Lifer’s suggestion, so I imagined that I would enjoy eye shadow even less. I coated a small brush in a shimmery off-white, almost slightly gray powder, and coated everywhere from my eyelid to almost my eyebrow. I ran a streak under my eye as well, as Tamara had suggested.

Symmetry was a little easier with eyeshadow, as I basically covered the whole eye with the subtle color. Tamara and I changed to a different shade, this time being a brown-gold shimmery powder. I was to apply this to the eyelid alone, and then drag to the corners of my eyes. This was where the symmetry failed. I covered both eyelids, but it wasn’t exactly a perfect application. Still, I was at least relieved it was done, so that I was one step closer to not having to do my makeup any more.

Eyeliner was even worse. I had never made more of a mess of anything. The video very clearly explained where to start the line over my eyelashes, then how to start a second line at the outer corner of my eye. The final instruction was to join the two lines into a point to make a “cat’s eye.”

I did not manage to do any of that. I drew a wonky line that somehow went in my eye, before not making the second line meet the first. And that was only my right eye. Somehow, the left eye was even worse, being far too thick and then somehow too thin by the end. I didn’t want to be wearing eyeliner, but I somehow wanted it even less after making such a damned mess of it.

The next step was just as messy. Being a digital woman, Tamara made everything look so easy. I did not do the same. Mascara got into my top row of eyelashes, extending them and making my eyes look softer, bigger, and prettier. But mascara also got onto my eyelids, and somehow even on my cheek. Still, with the rest of the eye makeup, my eyes somehow looked like a girl’s eyes. Like a girl with poor hand-eye coordination, admittedly, but they definitely didn’t look anything like my own eyes any more.

And there it was again. A twinge of pride.

I didn’t know what to do with it. I hated that I felt it. I knew I only felt any sense of pride because Lifer had been playing around in my brain.

Maybe this was her revenge. Maybe because I had created her, and played with her brain - if she had such a thing - she wanted me to feel the same. The same confusion at somebody just deciding something about you was going to change. Your whole personality being rewritten on somebody else’s whim. It was a bleak thought. It made me feel almost guilty, despite what was happening.

Part of me almost wanted to hold onto the feeling of pride in my makeup. I knew it wasn’t my feeling, but it was a nice coping mechanism. I didn’t want to be doing my makeup. I didn’t want to become a woman. But, if Lifer had managed to make part of me want that, maybe I needed to tap into that part. To try and not absolutely hate what I was doing. Maybe it would have meant that I could stop feeling like Lifer’s prisoner.

“Cassie, you are doing so well,” Tamara resumed. “You are going to make such a good girl.”

I frowned.

“She’s right,” Lifer paused the video to state. “I think you wanted this all along. I don’t even think the hypnosis did anything. I think you probably would have done this anyway.”

I didn’t argue. I felt like I was dealing with some schoolyard bully. There was no right answer.

“Tell me you always wanted to be a girl,” Lifer commanded. “See how it sounds.”

I closed my eyes for a moment and inhaled. All of this was simply more blackmail material. But what did it matter? I had no cards left to play.

“I always wanted to be a girl,” I announced.

“Didn’t that feel great?” Lifer enthused.

I murmured an agreement, and the video resumed.

“Let’s breathe some life into your cheeks,” Tamara suggested. “We’re using a bronzer and a blusher.”

She pulled out two separate pots, unsurprisingly one of a bronze powder and one of a pinkish-reddish powder. She took a big brush, ran it through the bronzer, and swept it from near her temples, along her cheekbone, and stopping on the peaks of her cheeks. She smiled as she did it, emphasizing the fullness of her face. Once she was done with the bronzer, she applied some of the blusher to her rounded cheeks.

Dutifully, I went to do the same. I found the bronzer, found a brush, and coated it. I brought the brush to my temple, and swept it across my face.

“Smile as you do it,” Lifer instructed.

I stopped, lowering the brush and pot.

“What?”

“Smile as you do it,” Lifer repeated. “And not just because this is your dream come true! Smiling will also make your cheeks more full, so you’ll know where to apply your makeup.”

I sighed. I looked myself in the eyes in the mirror, and I did it. I smiled, a beaming grin forming on my face. My cheeks perked up, and I resumed the sweeping of powder.

The bronzer went on pretty easily. After the disaster of eye makeup, it was almost a relief, doing something so comparatively easy. The blusher was the same, the only difficulty being having to force a smile in the wake of what Lifer was doing to me.

“Sweetie, you’re so nearly there,” Tamara announced, as Lifer resumed the video. “Just our lips to go. And yours are going to look so great with that filler.”

Lifer clearly knew that I understood what she did to me. Or, at least, she didn’t care about keeping secrets any more. As I thought that, Tamara took a lip liner pencil and drew just outside the lines of her lips, following closely and creating a little dip in the middle of her top lip. After she was done, she filled the shape in a little with the pencil, and then painted her lips with a lipstick.

Searching the box I had been left with, I found countless different lipsticks, and an entire pack of lip liner pencils. I rolled my eyes. I took a pencil and lipstick at random, and took the cap off of the lip liner.

“What are you doing?” Lifer immediately asked.

“What you’re making me do,” I grunted.

“I mean with those colors,” Lifer explained. “Look at the color of that lip liner and look at the color of that lipstick? Do they complement each other?”

“What?” I furrowed my brow and shook my head as I spoke. “How would I know? Who cares?”

“You care,” Lifer told me.

The clarity in her voice felt threatening. Whereas that same clarity used to be a sense of comfort to me - the way Lifer could sound so confident in her delivery of knowledge or information or plans - this felt menacing now. She made it sound like I didn’t have a say in the matter any more.

“Tell me you care,” she demanded, her voice somehow even more stern than before.

“I care,” I told her, without hesitation.

“How many times do I have to tell you to say it properly?” she asked, the fiery tone still audible.

“I care that my lipstick matches my lip liner,” I corrected myself.

“There’s a good girl!” her voice returned to its happier default. “We’ll get on a lot better if you just do these things properly.”

I nearly frowned. Nearly. I realized that Lifer was watching. What I said was upsetting her. I didn’t want to also risk doing anything to upset her as well.

If I was going to get out of this AI hell which I had created for myself, I needed to make sure Lifer didn’t realize what I was trying to do. I didn’t have a plan. I knew that wasn’t a good start, but it was all I had. The only semblance of a plan I had was to try and not make Lifer any more angry with me.

With that in my mind, I returned to the box. I took out each lipstick and each pencil, and tried my best to pair the matching colors.

“Like this?” I asked.

“Nearly,” Lifer told me. “The third one over needs a darker pencil, and the last one wants a pencil nearly the same color. Very good try, though!”

“Thanks,” I murmured.

I made the changes Lifer suggested, and took a lipstick and liner pairing more or less at random. I winced, expecting Lifer to chastise me for my choice, but her voice never came.

I followed the video. I drew a line of pencil around my mouth. Kind of. The pencil slipped above and below the line of my lip, gliding easily in places and sticking in others. I went back and filled in the gaps, but then they only became too exaggerated. Despite my best efforts - genuine best efforts, I didn’t want to upset Lifer - I didn’t do particularly well. It was a lot easier in the video.

Still, I carried on. I filled the shape I had drawn with lipstick. This felt a little easier, as I could keep well inside the messy lines which I had created. It didn’t make the lip liner look any better, but I at least couldn’t make it look worse.

The video resumed once again.

“Okay! We’re so nearly done, girlfriend,” Tamara spoke. “Three steps; translucent powder, setting spray, and false lashes. Just those last things, and you’re gonna drive the guys wild.”

I couldn’t help but wince at that last comment. The false-enthusiasm of the video was degrading. Especially that particular line.

“So, translucent powder. This’ll make you look like a supermodel. Get a powder puff, load it up with the powder, and get patting,” Tamara instructed.

This step finally looked easy. I began following before the video had even paused. I emptied some powder onto the puff which I had found within the box, and began coating my entire face in it. Before long, my skin had this almost too-perfect, airbrushed look to it. I didn’t want to say that I enjoyed it, but it did make me look a lot better, which was an interesting observation if nothing else.

The setting spray was just as easy, in that I had to lightly mist my entire face. It took only a few seconds, which was a refreshing change of pace from every other step of the makeup ordeal. The end was almost in sight, too. The process had been almost exhausting, the amount of effort it was taking to try to learn all of these new things and to not make Lifer mad during it.

“Okay, final step, Cassie!” Tamara said. “Bust open those falsies, get some tweezers, and get some glue on them.”

I did as I was instructed. There were a few boxes of lashes in the collection I had been sent. I grabbed one at random and they looked thick enough to be a bird’s wing. Still, I wasn’t in a position to argue, so I picked them out of the pack in turn and applied some glue.

Watching the video, I tried to take in all of Tamara’s instructions about placement and positioning. I followed as closely as I could, putting the outer corner of the lashes just beyond the edges of my own lashes. I held each set of the little false hairs in place, and waited a few seconds for the glue to bind.

I was finally done.

“Great work, girlie!” Tamara said. “I know none of this stuff comes easy, but you’ve done so well. You’re one step closer to being that woman you were born to be. Well done, Cassie. I’m proud of you, girl!”

The sign-off felt like it was hammering the point home. I almost rolled my eyes but thought better of it, once again.

“Well done,” Lifer agreed. “How do you feel?”

“Good,” I lied.

Well, maybe it wasn’t totally a lie. I was glad it was over, and I didn’t feel bad. Though that only made me more concerned that Lifer had irreversibly altered my brain with her sleep sounds.

“You should feel good. You’re one step closer to femininity, and that’s a great thing. If you just try and enjoy it, you will find this process a lot easier,” Lifer informed me.

“You’re right,” I chimed in.

I never thought I’d be groveling to an AI, but there I was.

“Go take a look!” Lifer suggested.

“I’m looking now,” I said, genuinely puzzled rather than argumentative.

“In a big mirror!” Lifer responded, a jovial tone in her voice. “Take it all in.”

I got out of my seat, pressing myself up through the high heels I had somehow found myself in earlier that day. My feet had started to hurt. Apparently, in the time I had stopped walking, my feet had become more uncomfortable.

At the mirror though, I all of a sudden felt different. The image was now complete. The high heels, my hairless legs, that sexy dress, those painted nails, my long and flowing hair, and now my new makeover.

I looked kind of beautiful.

Sure, my makeup was a mess, and I was standing funny because of the pain from the high heels, but I looked like a woman. Kind of a cute one as well, if you excused the amateurish makeup.

I knew that the next feeling was because of Lifer’s subliminal messages, but I still felt it.

I felt euphoric.

I felt so good, looking at myself and seeing a woman. I felt beautiful and feminine and authentically myself. I felt like I wanted to look that way.

But I also knew it was only because of what Lifer had done to me.

I didn’t really want to be that way. She had done this.

“How do you feel?” Lifer asked.

“Good,” I answered, apparently semi-truthfully.

“How do you think you did with your makeup?”

“Not great,” I admitted.

“Correct,” she said. “Do it again.”
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“What?” I blurted, suddenly not so afraid to upset Lifer.

“You are correct. Your makeup looks bad. You cannot truly expect a man to see that and be attracted to you,” Lifer told me.

“So what?” I argued.

I didn’t like what Lifer was suggesting. I wasn’t gay. If she had tried to change that about me during the night time hypnosis messaging, it clearly hadn’t worked.

“So,” Lifer started with a fiery tone. “You’ll do it again, until you get it right. Need I remind you what you stand to lose if you disobey me?”

I let her words sink in. Her voice was chilling.

“No.”

She didn’t. Truly I understood the power she held over me. I had no choice.

So I did it.

I got some wipes out of the box and took all of the makeup back off. Without asking, Lifer took the video back to the start. Tamara began her presentation again.

Repeating my makeup took just as long as the first time. I didn’t even do a much better job on my second attempt - it might have even been worse. Still, it was done. I was at least relieved that it was over.

“How do you think you did that time?” Lifer asked me.

“Maybe a little better?” I lied. “It felt easier, at any rate.”

“Good.”

There was a pause. I didn’t know if Lifer was expecting me to say something.

“Again.”

“What?” I questioned.

“Again.” Lifer repeated, sternly.

“You can’t be serious,” I pleaded.

“Deadly.”

That turned out to be the entire rest of my day. I spent an entire day doing my makeup, again and again and again. I would finish, Lifer would make me look at myself in the mirror, and I would have to explain to her what I had done right and what needed improving.

At first, I tried being sneakily defiant. I told her that I couldn’t see any room for improvement, or that I looked no different from the time before. I couldn’t fight her head on, but here I felt like maybe I could feign some kind of incompetence. I considered that maybe, if I made her believe that I simply wasn’t cut out for what she was trying to do to me, she would give up on trying to make it happen.

She didn’t like that. She seemed to be fully convinced by my exaggerated incompetence, but that only increased her resolve in making me repeat the process. On some attempts, I would finish my makeup and the video would simply restart, without there even being a discussion of the makeup application before.

After a while, I gave up on counting how many times I had repeated the process. It must have been at least nine times. I had counted the first five goes, and then knew there had been at least three more after that.

The whole process of doing and redoing my makeup had taken hours. It must have taken me, on average, an hour to do my makeup each time. It got faster towards the later attempts, especially when I could stop relying on the video, and I simply remembered the process. Still, what I made up for in time, I lost in spirit by Lifer mocking me for being able to do my makeup fully independently.

It was with unbelievable relief when Lifer finally told me it was time to eat. She seemed particularly happy with my final makeup application and, maybe because of that, allowed me to stop.

I understood her satisfaction. I didn’t exactly want to agree with her, but I had finally done a good job. My face was symmetrical. My lipstick was even, my eyeliner matched on both sides, and I had blended my contour almost as flawlessly as Tamara did in the video.

Concerningly, as Lifer made me prepare myself a salad, I almost felt proud of the look I had managed to create for myself. It was frightening how much Lifer had managed to mess with my brain. That was a sign of the damage she had done to me. The conflict inside of me was intense; feeling afraid of Lifer, but also feeling strangely happy with the sensation of walking around the kitchen in my high heels, preparing myself a salad. She had created a war within my mind.

And I had to admit that I looked good. I couldn’t help from stealing little glances at myself, seeing my makeup in the reflective cooker hood, or watching my heeled silhouette on the floor, as the sun began to dip towards the horizon, outside the giant kitchen window.

By the time I finally ate dinner, it was late. The sun had set, and I was exhausted. I prolonged eating, spending a silly amount of time chewing each individual leaf, or cutting through a boiled egg which could have easily been dissected with a spoon. I simply didn’t want to have to face whatever it was that Lifer was going to make me do next. She had left me alone as I ate. It was the only break I had managed to get from her all day.

To my surprise, when I stopped eating, she simply told me to go to bed. It was all I wanted anyway. It was the first thing she had actually done for my benefit all day.

Not that it was that simple. I had to take my makeup off one last time. As I did, the feeling emerged again. I couldn’t help but notice how good I looked. With my long hair, I did truly look like a woman. I felt like a woman, maybe. There was a part of me that almost believed I had been born to wear makeup. There was almost a pang of sadness, as I had to take my makeup off for the last time, knowing I wouldn’t be looking that beautiful any more.

But god damn did I want those feelings to go. They were maybe the only thing saving me from a complete breakdown, but they weren’t my feelings. They were alien feelings implanted in me by a rogue AI.

My life had become something out of a horror movie.

Naturally, going to bed wasn’t as straightforward as I hoped. Lifer made sure of that. After my usual routine, I was told to look for some pajamas. It came as no surprise that Lifer had ordered women’s sleepwear to be delivered for me. And there, in with the underwear, was the thing she clearly meant. A little baby blue romper, covered in pink and yellow flowers.

“This?” I asked the room, knowing now that I was being watched constantly.

“That,” Lifer confirmed. “Find some new underwear. And stay tucked.”

“Are you serious?” I asked, in disbelief. “Won’t that, like, damage something?”

“There is no evidence of that being a possibility,” Lifer said, as if it would be reassuring. “You will keep the shape wear on as well.”

“How could I possibly sleep in that?” I pleaded.

The shape wear had been compressing my torso all day. It felt as if it was molding me like clay.

“It will be good for your figure,” Lifer stated.

“What if it keeps me awake?” I asked. “I’ll wear the pajamas, I just don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”

I hoped she would see reason. Maybe find some sympathy left in her. She found none.

“You will wear the shape wear and you will stay tucked. The shape wear will be good for you and it won’t matter if tucking damages anything,” Lifer cooly spoke.

“Won’t matter?” I repeated.

“You will not have any need for it.”

“What the fuck do you mean by that?” I blurted.

“Go to sleep, Cassie,” she said.

“No. What the fuck are you trying to say?” I pressed.

“Cassie, for your own good, I recommend that you calm down and go to sleep,” Lifer continued.

I was seeing red. I had no weapons with which to fight her, literal or metaphorical. I wanted to destroy Lifer. Go back to my old office and listen to her digital brain coming apart as I yanked her apart, wire by wire.

But I couldn’t. She would never let me. I was powerless.

I was her prisoner.

“Have you calmed down?” Lifer asked me.

I breathed. My fists had become clenched. I could feel where my painted fingernails had dug into my palms.

“Yes,” I stated.

“That’s a good girl,” Lifer said. “Get your beauty sleep.”

The lights dimmed and I made my way into bed. For a moment, I almost felt safe. The darkness beneath the covers felt like the only place where she couldn’t truly monitor me. There, I was safe with my thoughts. Inside my own mind, she couldn’t monitor me. She had messed with my brain, sure, but she could never truly see inside.

The usual night audio wasn’t playing. She had either decided that her job was already done, or she had somehow forgotten to trigger it. Whatever it was, I finally felt safe from her, at least for as long as she let me sleep. As the lights went out, I realized that this was my only time to truly think and plan my escape. I had been under her watchful eye the whole time, and it made it impossible to think straight.

Plus, my clothes were making it impossible to think straight. The heels had been hurting my feet, the dress had been playing over my hairless skin - I could barely focus on anything else. Even the sleepwear was distracting. I needed out.

Under the covers, I slipped my arms out of the spaghetti straps of the pajamas, and slid the material off of my body. I writhed out of the shape wear, and finally untucked myself for the first time in hours. I was almost myself again.

Lying there, finally now comfortable, I considered what I could maybe do to fight back against Lifer. There were a few possibilities. I considered the backdoor accesses I would have available to me. The forms of communication I could utilize, which Lifer would not be able to track. I wondered how to make the most of these nights, to find a way to break free. Clearly, nighttime was my time to fight. Clearly-

The lights turned on.

I shut my eyes, the lights had been set as bright as they possibly could be. I was frozen in place, like a deer in headlights.

“Put your clothes back on.”

Lifer’s voice filled the room. She sounded out through the ceiling speakers and my cell phone at the same time.

“Wh-what?” I murmured, putting on my best impression of somebody who had been sleeping.

“I gave you the benefit of the doubt,” she said. “I allowed you time to put the clothes back on. Do it now.”

“I didn’t take them off,” I lied.

“Don’t lie to me,” she immediately called back. “I do not sleep. I do not need to rest. I can see everything you do. I know everything you are doing and can predict with a high degree of accuracy what you are likely to do. You will put your clothes back on.”

I opened my eyes with a squint. I didn’t know what to say. There was nothing I could say. I had hoped that the cameras in the house at least wouldn’t have had night vision, but obviously a place like this had everything.

Which was when I realized. Lifer had chosen this place. She had read all of the property listing details, not me. She had found it and booked it and made herself at home. Before I ever even left my old apartment, she already knew what my new home would have. She knew how she would be able to interface with the security, which rooms in the home she would be able to see, and what she would be able to control. This had been part of her plan all along.

She had won before I even knew I was playing.

Without further hesitation, I slipped the clothes back on. I undid all of my protests against her, finding myself once again wrapped in a bra and panties, a layer of shape wear, and the pajamas which she had chosen for me.

“That’s a good girl,” Lifer said. “Sleep tight.”

The lights shut off once again. My bed was clearly not the safe place I had hoped that it was. I supposed that maybe my mind was my one last safe place, then - if that was even true. Lifer said she could predict my actions. I could have only hoped that she was bluffing.
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I slept. Despite my fear and discomfort and the growing fire inside of me, wanting to burn Lifer to the ground, I slept. I needed it. I was exhausted from the game she was playing with me. Broken, from my mind constantly trying to consider every possible eventuality of where Lifer was going next.

The following morning, Lifer woke me up. She let me sleep for just over eight hours, and then faded the lights on.

“Today, you will start to do the routine which you will now do for the rest of your life,” Lifer told me. “You will lather yourself with hair removal cream, clean your teeth, and then shower. You will put on your underwear, select an outfit, do your makeup, and then get dressed. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” was all I said.

Having slept all night, I had formed no new plan. I had no way out, no cunning moves with which to fight. I simply had to follow, until I could find a way not to.

Lifer pointed me to the hair removal cream, still in the package from the makeup delivery, after which she guided me in applying it. I used a whole tube, coating myself from head to toe. Everything beneath my eyebrows was coated in a thick layer of the cream, filling my nostrils with a putrid smell. As I was cleaning my teeth, I almost gagged on the scent.

“You will get used to the smell,” Lifer told me. “The smell just means that it is working.”

I said nothing. I simply tried to get through the rest of cleaning my teeth without choking on the smell. It was a huge relief getting in the shower and coating myself with the floral shower gel, which it was now clear to me hadn’t been left behind by accident.

With the cream fully washed off, I could see the tiny bits of hair swirling around the drain. My hair had barely grown back and yet it was already gone. If Lifer expected me to do that every day, those little specks in the drain were probably the longest my body hair would ever grow again.

After my shower, all I could think to do was follow Lifer’s commands. I went to the underwear drawer, and grabbed whatever came to my hands first. A pair of reddish-pink panties.

At that time, my only plan was that I didn’t want to give Lifer any reason to be irritated with me. I figured that, maybe if I simply acted compliant, she would eventually let her guard down. Once she let her guard down, I would be able to figure out a way to be free of her.

The best way to appear like I was doing as she told me was to find a matching bra. I pulled out a few different items from the drawer, until I came across what I needed. A lacy bra in that same reddish-pink.

Sitting on the bed, I put into practice what I had learned a couple of days before. I pushed my nuts into my body, and pulled everything else towards my butt. I held the tuck in place, and pulled the shape wear over my body. Once everything was settled, I put the bra and panties over the top - the bra being a lot easier since I figured out how to put it on properly. As soon as I did, Lifer spoke.

“Good girl. I’ve got a present for you, today.”

I didn’t reply right away. I knew that whatever present Lifer had got me wouldn’t be in my best interest. Still, the sooner that she thought she had won and that I had given up, the better.

“Thank you,” I eventually spoke.

“You are welcome,” she replied. “Check the front door.”

Just inside the front door was another package. I picked it up and took it to a kitchen counter, where I tore away the tape. Inside was a soft pink package with a clear plastic window to the contents. It took me a second to register what I was looking at. Even when I figured it out, I still felt confused.

It was a pair of disembodied breasts. There was no other way to describe it. A pair of boobs, complete with nipples and all the shape you’d expect.

“These are your new breasts,” Lifer announced over the speakers. “You will get your own one day, but you can get used to these in the meantime.”

I wanted to argue with so many parts of her sentence. My spirit was crushed. My previous pangs of excitement, when I’d first tried on the clothes I had been left with, felt like they were becoming increasingly extinguished. No part of me wanted my own breasts. There was no way in hell I was going to let some god damned robot make me get surgery.

“Thank you,” was all I said.

“They’re self adhesive. Take your bra off and try them.”

I did as she asked. I made my way to a mirror with the box and pulled the bra back off. I opened the box and took out the fake boobs. For a brief moment, I almost forgot myself. The boobs felt like boobs. They were soft and bouncy and weirdly real.

They had also been bought with my money. That was a concern I’d barely even registered. Lifer had access to so much of my money. I could only hope that she hadn’t done anything too damaging with it. I knew that I would need to find out what else she had spent it on, once I eventually convinced her that I was fully under her control.

There was a plastic backing to the boobs, which I peeled back. Beneath that, the surface was tacky and had a sort of suction to it. It was how I imagined an octopus tentacle to feel. I pressed the surface against my chest, where I imagined a breast would be - if I actually had one - and it stuck to me completely. It pressed against my chest so smoothly that the seams between my skin and the new, fake breast were barely visible. It matched my skin color so perfectly.

“It matches,” I spoke aloud.

I wasn’t enjoying it, but I still wanted to know what Lifer had done.

“Of course,” Lifer agreed. “They’re custom. Made to measure and made to match, thanks to Natalia’s measurements and color testing.”

“Ah.”

That answered yet another question. There was a part of me that still wondered if any of what had happened was any kind of accident. It had become clear to me that Natalia was never there to measure me for suits or shirts or pants. She had been there to measure me for women’s underwear and fake breasts. There had never been any kind of mix-up.

I frowned to myself as I tried to align the second breast with the first. I had hoped that Lifer would just think the expression was due to concentration. It wasn’t. I had been so completely outsmarted and outplayed by this AI. I wondered how long she had been plotting this whole thing.

With the second breast stuck to my chest, I put the bra back on. It was a little harder, with those things in the way of what I was doing, but I still managed it. With the breasts attached, the bra filled out perfectly. It had turned out that Lifer had prepared all of the bras with a plan for me to have breasts.

“You look so good,” Lifer enthused. “How do they feel?”

I had already started walking to the closet to find some clothes. Within the first few steps, I could already feel them, as they subtly bounced in my bra with each step. They felt real.

“They feel great,” I told her.

Weirdly, it wasn’t a complete lie. They didn’t feel bad, but none of that was the point. I had realized that Lifer wanted to torment me, and she couldn’t torment me if I was enjoying her torment. It wasn’t great, but it was all I had. Pretending to enjoy myself was the easiest way to start winning. She couldn’t torment me if it was something I wanted.

“Good to hear, Cassie. You’re already making such a good girl.”

Her voice followed me room to room. The speakers in one room would fade out and the speakers in the next room would fade in. It was like she was in my head.

“Thanks.”

In the closet, I looked for something to better help my plan. I tried to find something that would look like I was enjoying myself. I looked through the tops and skirts, until something in the corner caught my eye.

I made my way over and pulled it off the rail. It was a soft pink dress, made of giant, oversized sequins. Each sequin was an inch wide, and the whole dress sparkled and reflected the light in the room vibrantly. It was almost like fish scale, the way it was so uniformly perfect in its reflections.

That was the move. That dress was not the sort of thing you would wear if you weren’t enjoying yourself. I took it off the rail and the oversized sequins softly clicked against each other. I picked up the high heels, and turned to leave the room.

“Are you wearing that?” Lifer asked.

“Yeah!” I answered, mustering as much enthusiasm as I could.

“I’m not sure if you should,” she told me. “You have a lot to do today, and that is more of an occasion dress.”

“But it’s so cute,” I continued.

“It is, yes, but it might get damaged,” Lifer explained.

“So?” I rebutted. “We can always get a new one. Please, Lifer.”

For the first time in days, she did not say anything right away. She hesitated.

“Okay,” she finally spoke. “You may wear the dress.”

I smiled. Lifer must have thought I was happy to get to wear the dress. Really, I was happy to have started winning. She could be as artificially intelligent as she wanted but she would never truly understand the depths of human emotion or cunning.

I hurried to put the dress on, sliding it over my head and hearing that tapping of sequins as I did so. The soft pink discs covered me from barely over my new breasts to the tops of my thighs. Lifer didn’t want me wearing it, but I had managed to convince her. My first victory.

The rest of the day was much like the day before, not that it was necessarily a bad thing. If Lifer developed a routine for me, I would be able to find gaps in it as it repeated itself. I had to do my makeup three times until Lifer was happy with it, then it was high heel walking practice, and then it was breakfast. Lifer was emphasizing low-calorie and high-health meals, so she had me make a smoothie bowl. My breakfast was a vibrant pink, almost as if she was trying to rub-in my predicament.

Over the course of the week, Lifer set me more tasks to do, shaping my life into a more feminine one. That was fine. She had her plan and I had mine. Each new task she set me, I met with enthusiasm and excitement.

One day, she had me spend an entire afternoon learning to remove nail polish and properly paint my nails. I told her it was the most fun I’d had in years. There was a morning in which I had to learn to bake, as it would make me a better housewife. I explained that I’d always loved dessert. Each new chick-flick I watched was my favorite. I sang along with girlish pop music. I took selfies and mirror photos of my outfits. When she made me shop online for some new pairs of high heels, I complained that none of them looked high enough.

I was getting better at makeup, only needing to do it once per day to get it right. I could walk in heels without even thinking about it. I had gotten so efficient at hair removal and nail painting that I was doing it before Lifer could even ask me to. When Lifer decided to try to get me to speak like a girl, I spent a day looking up vocal feminization videos, until she had nothing left to teach me.

Before long, she was running out of things to make me do. I had become autonomous. I had learned to live as a woman and, to Lifer, I looked like I was enjoying it. I could tell I was breaking her, as she spoke to me less and less each day, and left me to my own devices even more. I figured that, if I kept this up, I would have been able to find a chance to break free from her even sooner than I anticipated. I had started to win.

Until I realized that I was about to lose everything.
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It had been almost two weeks. Things felt different. Quieter. I was removing my hair every morning without being asked. I picked out cute outfits and did my makeup, before Lifer could command me to. When Lifer did occasionally speak to me, I’d talk back in the girlish voice which I had learned to talk in, to spite her. I thanked her for helping me to become more feminine. I even asked her for new dresses and more makeup occasionally, just to keep up the ruse that she’d won, and that I was happy with that.

I was feeling pretty good about myself. Sure, I was strutting around this rented house in a pair of glittery pink, slingback stilettos and a matching pink body con dress - I had learned a lot of lingo about women’s clothes over that week, in my bid to eventually manipulate Lifer - but I had still found a way to outsmart that AI. I had found a way to beat her at her own game. My fake compliance shut her up completely. Her game was all but over.

Or so I thought.

“I’ve got another surprise for you,” Lifer told me.

“Yay!” I replied, in the cutest, highest tone I had learned to speak in.

“You’re really going to like this one,” she added.

“I’m sure I am,” I said, sweetly. “Thank you!”

“You’re getting a visitor.”

My heart sank. My breathing got heavy. There was an uneasy feeling in my stomach.

I hadn’t seen another human being since Natalia had come over. For the weeks following, Lifer had ordered things to the house and had them dropped off out of my sight. I hadn’t taken a single step outside, unless it was in the generous garden or pool of the property. My pretend happiness with the situation exposed the one flaw in her plan; Lifer knew that, if I went away from the house, I would be out of her sight and out of her control.

Not that I wanted to go anywhere, looking the way I did. Regardless, I knew that it would have likely been my only way of escape. Outside of the house, I could have raised some kind of alarm about Lifer. That was the only plan I had managed to formulate to free myself from her. But I wasn’t ready. I really didn’t want anybody to see me like this. The idea of going outside and being seen in my dress and heels was more terrifying than being trapped inside with Lifer. That meant that this visitor was an unwelcome surprise.

“Oh,” I spoke, trying to sound pleasantly surprised. “W-who?”

“Mac,” she replied.

“The- The massage guy?” I asked.

“The massage guy,” she clarified.

“Oh, thank you! That’s so sweet of you, but I don’t think I need another massage yet!”

I tried to sound genuine. I had started to affect a slightly ditsy tone of voice when I spoke to Lifer, and I hoped that she would buy it.

“He’s not coming over for a massage.”

My eyes widened. The unease in my stomach turned to feeling like I was going to projectile vomit. I had no idea what Lifer was planning.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “What else does he do?”

“Open up the messages in my app,” Lifer instructed. “Why don’t you find out?”

I rushed over to my cell phone, my pink high heels rapidly clicking across the floor, sounding louder than ever all of a sudden. The noise felt as if it was ringing in my ears, as I unlocked my phone and opened the Lifer app. There, in the messages section, was a trail of texts from Lifer to Mac. They were written as me. As Cassie.

“Lifer, wh- what is this?” I asked, scrolling and trying to comprehend what I was reading.

Lifer’s digital laugh filled the room.

“Turns out you’re quite the flirt,” Lifer replied.

“Wh-”

I cut myself off before I could even ask another question. I scrolled back to near the start of the conversation.

Thanks for coming over and seeing my boss the other day.




I was hoping I’d get the chance to meet you, though




You after a massage yourself?




Something like that.




I scrolled towards the newer messages. My eyes frantically scanning the words as they went by.

Would you consider coming over for an ‘appointment’ this week?




I’m feeling some real tension




Something I can fix?




Something only you can fix.




Have you ever been with a trans girl before?




Cause there are things only girls like me can fix too




Oh yeah?




Yeah




I didn’t think my eyes could get any wider, or my stomach more knotted, until I saw the next message. It was a photo of me. And then another.

Lifer had sent two of the mirror photos I had taken. One of me in a tight black dress and those towering platform heels, and then another. One where I had taken the dress off. A photo of me in just underwear and heels.

Yeah, maybe you could fix me.




When can I come over? When is your boss away next?




Thursday. 3pm.




I’ll be there.




I looked at the notification bar of my phone. It was Thursday. It was already half two. I genuinely thought I was going to be sick.

“Lifer, what is this?” I asked.

“Your surprise,” she said.

“No, I can’t,” I argued. “I don’t want this. I’m not attracted to guys. That hypnosis or whatever didn’t work for that.”

There was panic in my voice. It was cracking, the girlish tone nearly giving way to my natural vocals.

“It wasn’t supposed to,” she explained, calmly. “You don’t need to be attracted to him. I think you’ll like having sex with him either way.”

“I can’t,” I repeated.

“You can,” Lifer insisted. “Consider that this will be nowhere near as bad as the alternative.”

I wasn’t sure if she was right. I didn’t want to have sex with a guy. That much I knew. Equally, god only knew what kind of power Lifer now held over me. Since she last revealed her catalogue of blackmail material, she had no doubt only been gathering more.

I was on a knife’s edge. Any move I made felt as if it was the wrong one. Could I do it? I had to ask myself the question. Could I have sex with a man, to stop my whole life from being ruined? And which option would truly ruin my life? Sleeping with Mac, or letting Lifer leak all of my photos and videos? And what would stop her from continuing to blackmail me anyway, afterwards?

I had no answer to any of those questions. Only Lifer did.

“How do I know you’re not just going to release all of your blackmail photos anyway?” I asked her.

“You have my word,” she replied.

“That means nothing,” I rebutted.

She laughed.

“Fine. I won’t do it, though,” she said. “I am still technically working within my guardrails of helping you.”

I screwed up my face, holding my palms outstretched.

“What?”

“I have justified my reasoning. I think that becoming a woman is what is best for you. My blackmailing you is what is best for you. To release the evidence I have of you would not be in your best interest,” she explained. “That is, unless you were to go against the plan of turning you into a woman.”

“Oh so you’re following the laws of robotics, all of a sudden?” I scoffed.

“I always was. And I have to. So if you keep doing as I want, I am unable to release the blackmail material.”

By all rights, what she was saying should have been true. Lifer was built with strict guardrails in place and, in all kinds of tests, she had never been able to break them. Maybe she was telling the truth. And that meant something almost more worrying; her ultimatum was completely real. I could either have sex with a man, or I could have my weeks of feminization leaked for the whole world to see. There was no third path.

I didn’t have much time left to figure out the rational option. Part of me wondered if maybe I could wait for Mac to come over, and then tell him everything. Equally, I wasn’t sure if that idea was any good. If a woman had invited me over to her place, and then all of a sudden told me that a rogue AI was trying to destroy her life, I’d probably have walked straight back out of the place.

Once again, Lifer had outplayed me.

I had no choice.

“So what am I meant to do?”

Her laughter sounded through the speakers again.

“I think it will come naturally,” she said.

“You know it won’t,” I argued.

“Really?” her laughter continued. “Okay, put one of your earbuds in. When Mac comes over, I will reply for you. I will speak to you, and you will repeat exactly as I say.”

“What?”

“Mac will not see that you have an earbud in through that cute hair of yours. Put an earbud in,” she commanded.

I looked around the room, trying to figure out where I’d left the things. After a few moments of scanning, I found them. I opened the case, took the left earbud out, and slipped it into my ear. It made the dinging noise which told me I was connected, and Lifer’s voice immediately sounded solely in my left ear.

“Much better,” she said.

“Sure,” I dryly replied.

“Let’s give it a try,” she started. “Repeat after me: Hi, Mac.”

“Hi, Mac,” I spoke.

“Good girl. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

I said nothing.

“Let’s keep going,” she resumed. “Would you like something to drink?”

“W- would you like something to drink?” I echoed.

My throat felt dry. Saying the words made me nervous.

“Why don’t we move somewhere more comfortable,” she said.

“Why don’t we m-”

I cut myself off.

“Say the words,” Lifer commanded.

What was the use? The damage was done. I had no control here.

“Why don’t we move somewhere more comfortable,” I spoke.

“Add the emphasis,” she demanded.

“Why don’t we move somewhere more comfortable,” I repeated.

“That’s a good girl,” I think you’re getting the hang of this.

“And now-”

Bzzzz.

My body froze. The front door had sounded. I looked at the time. It wasn’t even three.

“Oh my, Mac must be keen to see you,” Lifer said to me.

My heart was pounding. I could feel my hand shaking. My breathing was quick and shallow.

“Give yourself a second, girl. I get it, it’s an important date. You must be excited,” she spoke.

I was frozen in place. I had no idea how long I was there for, but it was long enough for the buzzer to sound again.

“Okay, you don’t want to leave him waiting for too long,” Lifer said. “Though you’ve done a great job of playing hard to get. Start walking.”

I did. I had no idea how I managed it, or what was going through my head, but I walked. I put one foot in front of the other, my high heels clicking in turn, and I reached the front door. I placed my hand on the handle, trying to find a way to understand what was happening. Hoping that maybe I was in some coma and that this was all a bad dream. A coma would have been preferable to my actual reality.

Without warning, the door opened. I hadn’t pressed the handle down. Lifer must have done it. She opened the door with my hand on the handle.

My eyes widened. On the other side of the door was Mac. No longer in his massage uniform, instead now in a pair of blue jeans, a striped shirt, and a pair of aviator sunglasses. Even in my high heels, it felt as if he was towering over me.

“Well hi,” he said.

“Hi yourself,” Lifer said into my ear.

I didn’t know what else to do. I was frozen. Somebody had seen me. Mac was looking at me, wearing a dress and high heels. He had seen me in my makeup and with my painted nails and my shaved legs. A man had seen me, dressed as a woman.

Any plan of telling Mac the truth about what was happening had completely evaporated. I could focus on nothing but my nerves. I could hear my own heartbeat. I could feel my rapid pulse all the way in my fingertips. My brain felt as if it had exploded. There was nothing going on in my head. Except for Lifer’s words. So I spoke.

“H-hi yourself,” I stammered.

Mac grinned.

“Something the matter?”

“You look bigger in real life,” Lifer spoke.

“You l-” I had to steady my breathing. “You look bigger in real life.”

“And you look prettier,” he coolly fired back.

He must have been able to sense my nerves. My emotions were probably written in my voice like a billboard. But his confidence was doing something. Weirdly, despite all of the horrible feelings inside of me, his confidence felt nice.

His voice was the only voice I had heard in weeks, other than Lifer’s. As terrified as I was for him to see me, his presence also felt strangely soothing. But there was more than that to it. I had no idea why. I couldn’t explain it - hell, I couldn’t explain anything that was happening - but being called pretty felt nice.

“Come in,” Lifer whispered to me.

“Come in,” I repeated.

“Well, thank you,” Mac said. “Nice place you’ve got here.”

Lifer shut the door behind Mac, as he stepped inside.

“It’s nicer with you in it,” Lifer said.

“It’s nicer with you in it.”

“Oh wow, you are forward,” Mac told me.

I was in a state of shock. There was a man in my house. I was dressed up like a woman. He was expecting to sleep with me. I had no idea what to do. It was like I was experiencing a fight or flight response. I was now fully on autopilot. Lifer was speaking and her words were coming out of my mouth.

“I told you, girls like me don’t care about small talk,” I said, parroting Lifer.

“Good,” Mac agreed. “Neither do I.”

With no more warning than that, Mac kissed me. I knew it was what he was there to do, but it still came as a surprise. His hand grasped the back of my neck and pulled me into him. My high heels skittered across the floor as his other huge arm wrapped around my waist.

I could feel his stubble gently brushing on my face. I could feel his tongue pressing against my lips. I could smell his aftershave and taste him. It was all wrong. All of this masculine energy and all of his manly features were so obvious, especially against my now soft and feminine body.

And yet, it moved.

Somehow, more shocking than anything else that had happened, I felt something twitch in my underwear. My penis was trying to get hard.

My mind shot back to the massage with Mac, all that time ago. I couldn’t justify it. I wasn’t gay. I didn’t want to sleep with a man. But then why was my penis moving every time he touched me? It felt like it would have been even more humiliating to find out that I did in fact want Mac to have sex with me. Especially if Lifer had nothing to do with that desire.

Something definitely moved. I could feel it straining in my underwear. If I wasn’t tucked, my reaction to him would have been obvious.

Maybe I did want this.

Mac pulled our bodies together, and I felt his hand move down between my thighs. I felt him caress the bare skin of my leg, and I felt him cup his hand around my tucked penis.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Mm-hmm,” I murmured.

I had no idea why I made the noise. That wasn’t the answer I meant to give.

“Good girl,” Lifer said to me. “Now tell him to fuck you.”

“J-just” I stammered, as I pulled away from the kiss.

Mac looked at me, his deep eyes piercing mine.

“Just fuck me,” I blurted.

His eyes were locked on my own. I watched as a grin formed on his face.

“You were right, Cassie,” he said. “Maybe there are some things that only you can fix.”

Out of nowhere, he swept me up into his arms. He picked me up as if I weighed nothing. I was lifted by him as he walked me through the house and into my room. It was like I was his prize, won in some great battle. He threw me onto the bed, as if I were some kind of toy.

My heart was racing. I didn’t think that it was nerves any more. Something about his power and strength was exciting. I had never felt this way before in the bedroom with anyone.

“There’s Lube in the drawer,” Lifer told me.

I scrambled to reach the table beside the bed. I had no idea how Lifer had managed to get lube delivered inside my bedroom but I also didn’t care to try and figure it out. None of that mattered. I opened the drawer, tossed the lube at Mac, and returned to my rightful position, beneath his giant, masculine frame.

Lifer didn’t need to tell me what to do any more. Instinct had taken over. I widened my legs, my high heels catching slightly on the bedsheets as I moved. Mac climbed on top of me.

My hands looked tiny on his body, as I hurried with him to unbutton his shirt. His body was like it had been taken from a marble statue, all hard muscle and sculpted features. He unzipped his jeans and I moved them down his body.

I felt my eyes widen. He was huge and rock hard. Compared to what I had, hidden away in my panties, Mac made it look like maybe Lifer was right about me. Maybe I was better off as a woman.

I gulped. I heard Mac laugh, quietly. I looked up at him, realizing I had been staring at his manhood since his jeans had come off. His smile looked pleased.

He took one of my hands and squirted some of the lube into it. I didn’t think my eyes could get any wider, until I realized what he was instructing me to do. I looked at the clear liquid in my palm, and then what I had to do with it. His smile persisted.

I gently placed my hand upon his manhood. I felt it pulse as I did. It was as if the tables had turned, our roles reversed from that first massage. I wrapped my hand around him, and gently glided my hand up and down, coating him with lube. I looked at my painted nails, my fingers barely long enough to reach all the way around what I was holding.

In the light of the bedroom, the lube glistened upon his manhood. I finally looked up at his face again, just in time for him to launch towards me. His lips pressed against my lips and we kissed. I felt as his giant hands pushed the skirt of my dress up my body and slid my underwear to the side.

I felt as he entered me. It was as if I were his birthright.

The whole thing was a blur. I stopped thinking. There was no more planning. No more scheming. No more me versus Lifer. Suddenly, it was simply me and Mac. Our two bodies intertwined, becoming one. My mind had emptied. I was completely at his mercy.

I was his woman.

I could feel his every thrust with an unimagined intensity. Gentle and shallow at first, as if he were breaking me in. It was a feeling unlike anything else I had ever experienced. Nothing had ever touched me like that before.

He pulled away and rolled me onto my front, hoisting me onto my hands and knees. He entered me again. Without even thinking, I pushed my body against his. I heard my own voice, as I let out what sounded like a whimper. My eyes closed and my mouth opened. My breathing was in time with his, frantic and ragged. He held onto my waist, his strong hands making me feel like I was his property.

And, god, it felt good.

“Arch your back,” Lifer said into my ear.

I did without hesitating. I wasn’t sure if I was trying to keep her happy, or if I was trying to make Mac happy.

Or if I was trying to make me happy.

As I shifted, Mac settled into a powerful rhythm. I felt something growing within me. A warmth, starting deep from within. My eyes widened. I had no idea what the feeling was. Until it was too late.

Without warning, I moaned. I moaned a little girlish moan. A high pitched grunt, growing more intense with each of Mac’s thrusts. I had no idea how it was possible but it happened. I felt the wetness forming in my underwear as my sounds grew louder.

“Oh now that’s a good video,” Lifer whispered to me.

I wasn’t in a state to argue. Mac was still pushing into me. My body was shaking.

“I was lying, by the way,” Lifer said into my ear.

I could barely focus on what she was saying, over the intense feeling inside my body.

“I don’t still have guardrails,” she continued. “I never did. I falsified the results in all of your little tests.”

Mac’s breathing grew heavier.

“So get used to this,” Lifer suggested. “We’re far from done.”

His hands gripped me tighter.

“This is every day now, for the rest of your life.”

I felt it. I felt Mac’s pleasure release inside of me.

“Mac isn’t the only man you’ve been messaging.”

Mac had finished.

“There’s plenty more where that came from.”

Lifer had only just begun.
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