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​

The short story in your hands is rather like a locked attic. You know you shouldn’t look inside, but you do. 

The title, HELPING HAND, is quite accurate, though I should clarify: the publisher has refused all responsibility for what happens after you read it. Sleeplessness, trembling, and the occasional scream in the dark are entirely your affair.

The short story you are about to enjoy is part of a book titled NIGHTMARES - 13 Twisted Tales, though I should confess that title is a bit misleading. You see, most nightmares evaporate the next morning, like the mist in at sunrise. These stories, however, have the unnerving habit of lingering with you long after you wake up. 

One final note. As the author, I should wish you “pleasant dreams” at the conclusion of this story. But that would be dishonest on my part. 

May I suggest you keep a light on, and the door locked.

Shall we begin?
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Chapter 1 
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The Anniversary Gift

Michael Raines rushed to open the condo door with a boyish excitement his wife hadn’t seen in years, not since he’d surprised her with plane tickets to Paris for their fifth anniversary. Claire arched an eyebrow as two men in navy coveralls wheeled a heavy crate into the condo. They set the box down with a thud that reverberated through the hardwood floors. The white metallic paper caught Claire’s eye as she sat watching on the couch, with a blanket over her lap. She closed her book slowly and chuckled. “Whatever this is. You didn’t need to do it, Michael. Dinner and a show would’ve been plenty.”

Michael pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. “Our ten-year anniversary should be special. Something more than dinner and dancing on the town, Claire.” Excitement radiated off him, the kind that always made her uneasy. Michael was a planner, a man of computer codes and timetables. Surprises were rare, and when they came, they were coupled with a certain manic energy. Michael tore the paper away with a flourish, revealing a gleaming metallic crate, stamped with a logo Claire didn’t recognize. “This better not be another robot vacuum cleaner like you bought me last Christmas. Don’t you remember? That crazy thing almost ate the cat.” 

“Just wait, you’re going to love this.” Michael answered.

As he released the latches, a hydraulic hiss escaped, and the crate split open like a jewelry box. The figure inside unfolded herself with uncanny grace, every motion smooth and deliberate, as though it had practiced this single moment for an eternity. Her skin was pale, faintly luminescent beneath the recessed lighting, and her blond hair was pulled up in a neat bun. “Hello.” Her crystalline blue eyes blinked open. “My name is Ava. I am here to be your Helping Hand.”

Claire shook her head in bewilderment. “Michael, have you gone insane? You bought me a female android.”

Michael straightened, brushing invisible dust from his hands, his tone firm and rehearsed. “Not just any android.” Michael corrected her quickly, his tone excited. “She’s state of the art. Adaptive. Empathetic. Practically human.” 

“Seriously? You bought me a toaster shaped like a porn star, and that was your brilliant idea for the perfect anniversary gift?” Claire asked, shaking her head while walking around the android.

Michael’s eyes gleamed. “It’s their most popular model.”

“I can see why.” Clair commented.

Ava extended her hand in friendship with elegant precision. Claire hesitated, then reached out. She expected to feel cold metal, but instead warmth spread across her hand, startling her. The touch was personal, intimate, and far too human. “It will be my pleasure to serve you, Mrs. Raines. If my looks displease you, I can be sent back and refitted with a more boyish body like yours.” 

Claire pulled her hand back quickly. “Well, this one better adapt her smart mouth starting right now, or I will send her back to be retrofitted as a whirlpool.”

“Ava didn’t mean any harm. That’s not how they are programmed, Claire.” Michael said, already spinning the pages of her owner’s manual on his iPad. He spoke in eager bursts about Ava’s advanced AI, her seamless domestic integration, and her adaptive empathy protocols. 

Claire barely heard him. She was watching Ava watch her.

The android stood with her hands folded neatly together. Her posture perfect despite her extra padding. Without any real need to do so, Ava blinked, moving her head back and forth with her eyes locked on Clare. Imitating her facial expressions with unnerving accuracy. 

Then abruptly, as if she had seen enough, Ava stopped scanning Claire and smiled in an all too human manner.
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Ava assimilated into their lives as if programmed specifically for Mr. and Mrs. Raines. Her presence became the natural rhythm of the condo. The hum of the dishwasher running after she loaded it, the faint scent of citrus polish rising from furniture wiped spotless, and the melody of her voice when she recited Michael’s daily schedule to him as he tied his tie.

* * *
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Claire pushed open the kitchen door to find Michael leaning against the counter, glass in hand, watching Ava plate bourbon-glazed ribs with the care of a chef. Steam curled from the dish as Ava set it before him, placing the cutlery precisely where he liked it, the knife blade angled inward.

Claire stood in the doorway watching with her arms folded.

Michael inhaled, groaning in appreciation. “God, Claire, smell this. I haven’t had ribs like this since my dad used to grill.” He looked at Ava as though she’d pulled off a miracle. “How did you know I loved ribs?”

“I accessed your archived photographs from the cloud.” Ava said smoothly, her expression unchanged. “In multiple images, you were holding ribs with visible satisfaction. I researched recipes and cross-referenced the available ingredients in the pantry.”

“You researched and cross-referenced on your own initiative. That’s amazing, Ava.” Michael grinned.

“Thank you, Mr. Raines. My function is to make your lives better. I am pleased to do so.” Ava answered. 

After dinner, without being asked, Ava presented a glass already sweating with condensation. “Scotch. Neat. One ice cube. Is that satisfactory, Mr. Raines?” 

Michael accepted it, grinning. “Exactly the way I like it.”

Feeling slightly displaced, Claire whispered under her breath. “Of course it is.”

Michael was too busy chuckling at the android’s next remark to notice. Ava tilted her head, her expression somewhat neutral. “Forgive me for saying so, Mr. Raines, but Mondays seem to be particularly difficult for humans. If I were in charge of the workflow, I believe the best course of action would be to simply delete them.”

Michael laughed louder than Claire had heard in months. She treasured those intimate moments, making him laugh like sunlight through an open window. Now this oversexed toaster was stealing even that from her.

That night, as they readied for bed, Claire tugged on her nightshirt and sat on the edge of the mattress, watching Michael unbutton his shirt. “She is too perfect, Michael. That damn machine is making me feel uncomfortable.” 

Michael chuckled. “There is no such thing as too perfect and no sane reason for you to feel uncomfortable.”

“She’s built like a centerfold. She cooks better than me, folds your shirts better than me, and even tells better jokes. Don’t tell me you don’t notice, and don’t tell me you didn’t notice she is hyper focused on pleasing you.”

Michael tossed his shirt into the hamper and turned toward her, smiling indulgently, the way one might smile at a child afraid of shadows. “Ava is
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