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The fertility clinic smelled of antiseptic and crushed hope. Ben shifted uncomfortably in the chair, his fingers laced together as he watched Giada stare at the ultrasound monitor, her expression unreadable. The doctor’s voice droned in the background, sterile and rehearsed.
“I’m sorry,” the doctor finally said, the words heavy with finality. “We’ve exhausted every option.”
Ben felt the air leave the room. Giada’s grip tightened around his hand, her nails digging into his skin. She hadn’t cried in months—not when the last IVF attempt failed, not when they’d been told their chances were less than one percent—but now, he saw it. A flicker of something behind her eyes. Not grief. Not sadness.
Determination.
That should have scared him.
She turned to him, her lips parting as if to speak, but instead, she simply nodded, as if making some unspoken decision.
“We’ll find another way,” she said.

Two months later, Ben stood in a dimly lit lab, the hum of machinery filling the sterile space. He wasn’t sure how Giada had found this place, nor how she had convinced the scientists to let them in. But here they were, standing in front of a pod—smooth, metallic, and pulsing with an eerie blue light. Inside was the impossible.
The child they could never have.
The lead scientist, Dr. Bridget Sharma, spoke in clipped, efficient tones. “Avaleigh’s neural framework is based on cognitive mapping extracted from real children—”
“Real?” Ben interrupted, his voice sharper than he intended. “What does that mean?”
Dr. Sharma hesitated. “We incorporate pre-existing psychological blueprints to simulate authentic human behavior. It makes the AI child more… natural.”
Ben turned to Giada, his unease growing. “You didn’t tell me about this.”
She smiled, stepping closer to the pod. “Does it matter?”

The first time Ben held Avaleigh, she was too perfect.
Her small fingers curled around his thumb, her grip just firm enough to mimic a newborn’s reflex. Her skin was warm, impossibly lifelike. But her eyes—a shade of blue too sharp, too knowing—locked onto his with unsettling clarity.
Giada cooed at her, brushing Avaleigh’s soft curls back. “Our daughter,” she whispered.
Ben wanted to believe it.
But something in him knew better.
Ben never questioned the pregnancy.
Maybe that was his first mistake.
He had seen the symptoms—the nausea in the mornings, the cravings for mango slices at midnight, the way Giada cradled her stomach as if she could already feel the life inside her. He had listened to the soft hum of the fetal heartbeat at the doctor’s office, had kissed her forehead when she sighed in relief after each appointment.
It was real. It had to be real.
Because if it wasn’t, then what had the last nine months been?

The nursery smelled of fresh paint and new beginnings.
Ben ran his fingers along the edge of the white crib, still unassembled. The room wasn’t quite finished—they were supposed to build it together—but Giada had been different these past few weeks. Distant. Restless.
“Are you okay?” he had asked her the night before.
Giada had smiled, soft and tired. “Just nervous.”
He understood. This was everything they had dreamed of. Everything they had fought for.
He just wished he didn’t feel so… uneasy.

At 3:42 AM, Giada shook him awake.
“It’s happening,” she whispered, her breath warm against his ear.
Ben shot upright, heart hammering. “Now? Are you sure?”
She nodded, gripping his wrist with trembling fingers.
The hospital bag was already packed—Giada was always prepared, always meticulous—but something about the moment felt… off. He pushed the thought away. This was it. This was real.
But as he helped Giada into the car, his gut twisted with something he couldn’t name.
If he had known the truth—if he had known what she had already done, what she had planned for him—he might have turned the car around.
He might have never stepped foot in that hospital at all.
The sterile white walls of the hospital room seemed to amplify the silence—a silence punctuated only by the rhythmic ticking of the clock on the wall. Ben sat on the edge of the chair, his fingers laced together, watching Giada’s chest rise and fall in slow, steady breaths. She looked exhausted, her auburn hair damp against the pillow, her skin pale but glowing in a way that only new mothers could.
He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. They had done it.
His daughter had been born.
Giada stirred, her lashes fluttering as she turned toward him with a drowsy smile. “She’s beautiful,” she murmured.
Ben’s throat tightened. He still hadn’t seen her yet.
The nurse had taken the baby moments after delivery, citing standard procedures, telling him it wouldn’t take long. But it had been two hours, and his nerves were starting to fray.
“I’ll go check,” he said, pressing a kiss to Giada’s forehead before stepping out into the dimly lit corridor.
The hallway was too quiet for a maternity ward. No cries of newborns, no hurried footsteps of nurses—just the low hum of fluorescent lights.
Ben rubbed a hand over his face, exhaustion creeping in. He had waited for this moment for years. The failed treatments, the endless disappointments, the nights he held Giada as she sobbed into his chest—they had led to this. A miracle.
So why did it feel like something was wrong?

He found the nurse at the station, typing into a monitor, her expression unreadable.
“Mr. Whitmore,” she greeted him, her voice even. “Everything is fine, I promise. We just needed to run a few extra tests.”
“Tests?” The word lodged in his throat.
The nurse hesitated for a fraction of a second. “Routine screenings. Nothing to worry about.”
Ben forced himself to nod, but his unease only grew. Why hadn’t they mentioned extra tests before? Why had they taken her away so quickly?
He exhaled sharply. He was overthinking. He had to be.

Twenty minutes later, they finally brought her in.
Avaleigh.
Ben barely heard the nurse’s gentle instructions as she placed the bundle into his arms. He could only stare.
She was too perfect.
Her tiny fingers curled instinctively around his thumb, her grip strong despite how delicate she looked. A soft tuft of dark curls framed her porcelain skin. But it was her eyes that struck him the most—too blue, too sharp, too knowing.
A strange feeling stirred in his gut.
He pushed it away.
This was his daughter. His miracle.
He just didn’t know the truth yet.
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Ben adjusted his hold on Avaleigh, marveling at how fragile and weightless she felt in his arms. He traced his thumb across the impossibly soft skin of her tiny hand, and she flexed her fingers in response, as if testing him.
His chest tightened. He hadn’t expected the emotions to hit him so hard. The love, the awe—but also, something else. Something he couldn’t quite name.
“You okay?” Giada’s voice was soft, hoarse from exhaustion.
Ben tore his gaze away from Avaleigh and looked at his wife. She was watching him too closely, her green eyes flickering with an intensity that sent an odd chill through him.
“I’m perfect,” he said, forcing a smile.
Giada’s lips curled, just slightly. “She already knows you,” she murmured. “Look how she watches you.”
Ben glanced back down at Avaleigh. She was watching him. Her unnervingly blue eyes locked onto his with a focus no newborn should have.
“She’s so alert,” he said, shifting uneasily. “That’s… unusual, isn’t it?”
Giada chuckled softly. “She’s special.”
Ben smiled, but his stomach knotted.

The first night home should have been peaceful.
Instead, Ben lay awake, staring at the ceiling as Avaleigh’s too-perfect breathing filled the baby monitor.
He had read the books. He knew newborns cried through the night, struggled to settle in unfamiliar surroundings—but Avaleigh?
She didn’t cry.
Not once.
She slept through the entire night without a single sound.
At first, Ben was grateful. But by morning, his gratitude turned to unease.
“She’s just an easy baby,” Giada said when he mentioned it. “We’re lucky.”
Ben nodded, but his instincts whispered otherwise.
No newborn was this perfect.

Days passed, then weeks.
Ben tried to shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right.
Avaleigh was hitting milestones too fast—her first smiles came early, her gaze was always steady, and when she locked eyes with him, it was like she understood more than she should.
She rarely fussed. Never seemed overwhelmed, overstimulated, or even startled by loud noises.
“She’s just advanced,” Giada insisted, brushing off his concerns.
Ben wanted to believe her.
But the unease wouldn’t leave him.

One evening, he walked into the nursery and froze.
Giada was standing over Avaleigh’s crib, whispering to her. The words were soft, almost reverent, but something in her tone made his skin prickle.
Ben stepped closer. “What are you saying?”
Giada jolted, spinning toward him. For a split second, there was something else in her expression—shock, maybe even guilt—but it vanished as quickly as it appeared.
“Just talking to her,” she said lightly. “Babies learn from our voices, remember?”
Ben frowned but let it go.
He should have pressed her.
Because if he had, maybe he would have seen the truth sooner.
Maybe he would have known that Avaleigh was never really born at all.
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The first time Ben truly felt it, the sensation crawled up his spine like ice water.
Avaleigh was only a few weeks old, but she was already different.
He had been watching her sleep—something he did more often than he liked to admit. Not because he was one of those anxious, overprotective fathers, but because… well, he was waiting for her to be normal.
For her to cry like other babies.
For her to make mistakes.
For her to be less… aware.
She lay in the crib, her tiny body wrapped snugly in the blanket Giada had picked out long before the pregnancy. The room was bathed in the soft glow of the nightlight, casting shadows along the walls. Her breathing remained steady. Too steady.
Then, as if sensing his thoughts, her eyes snapped open.
Ben flinched.
Newborns didn’t do that. They didn’t wake up so abruptly, so silently. But Avaleigh… she just stared at him. Unblinking. Unwavering.
Something in her gaze made his stomach turn.
He let out a breath. “You scared me, little one,” he murmured, forcing a chuckle. He reached down, brushing his fingers gently over her soft cheek.
Her tiny lips parted slightly. And then—she smiled.
Ben recoiled.
No.
No, no, no.
He had read every book, every article. Newborns didn’t smile like that. Not this young. And certainly not in response to something.
But Avaleigh’s expression was unmistakable. This wasn’t some involuntary reflex, some meaningless muscle movement.
She was smiling at him.
Watching.
Studying.
Giada had said she was special. That she was advanced.
But this? This wasn’t normal.
Ben swallowed hard, forcing himself to stay rational. Maybe it was just a fluke. A coincidence.
Maybe.
And yet, as he stepped back, her eyes followed him, never once breaking contact.

He woke the next morning with a headache, the uneasy feeling from the night before still clinging to him.
Giada was already in the nursery when he walked in, sitting in the rocking chair with Avaleigh in her arms. She was humming, her fingers tracing slow, rhythmic patterns across their daughter’s back.
Ben leaned against the doorframe, watching them. “She smiled at me last night,” he said carefully.
Giada didn’t look up. “She smiles at me all the time.”
His brow furrowed. “She’s not supposed to yet. Not like that.”
Now she lifted her head, her gaze locking onto his with that same unreadable intensity she had the night of Avaleigh’s birth.
“Ben,” she said softly, “she’s perfect. We should be grateful.”
Something about the way she said it—like a command, not reassurance—made his skin prickle.
Grateful.
Ben nodded slowly, but inside, the unease was growing, twisting itself into something darker.
Avaleigh wasn’t normal.
And he was beginning to think Giada knew exactly why.
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Ben stood frozen in the nursery doorway, studying his wife instead of his daughter.
Giada’s fingers moved in slow, rhythmic circles over Avaleigh’s back, her expression serene, almost hypnotic. The room smelled faintly of lavender from the diffuser she always kept running—calming, calculated, controlled.
“She’s perfect,” Giada said again, rocking slightly. “You see it too, don’t you?”
Ben wanted to say yes.
Wanted to believe it.
But something in the air felt too still. Too rehearsed.
His daughter hadn’t cried all night, hadn’t stirred when he adjusted her blanket, and now lay against Giada with a stillness that unnerved him. Not the limp, boneless relaxation of a newborn at peace, but something else.
Something too aware.
“She smiled at me,” he said finally, the words tasting foreign in his mouth.
Giada’s lips curved slightly, not in surprise, but in expectation.
“She’s already bonding with you,” she murmured. “She knows who you are.”
Ben hesitated. “It was more than that. It was… different.”
This time, Giada did look at him. Her green eyes, bright even in the morning haze, locked onto his with sharp intensity.
“Different how?” she asked softly.
Ben wasn’t sure how to explain it. Because the truth was, he didn’t know what he had seen.
He exhaled through his nose, rubbing the back of his neck. “Forget it. It’s not a big deal.”
For a moment, Giada just watched him. Then, as if satisfied with his answer, she turned back to Avaleigh, pressing a kiss to the baby’s forehead.
“You should hold her,” she said, voice light again. “She’s so peaceful with you.”
Ben stepped forward automatically, but the moment he reached out, Avaleigh shifted in Giada’s arms. The movement was so subtle, so purposeful, that he almost thought he imagined it.
Almost.
“She’s comfortable,” Giada murmured, stroking her tiny back. “Let her rest a little longer.”
Ben’s hands hovered in the air for half a second before he pulled them back.
Maybe he was just reading into things.
Maybe he was just tired.

That evening, Ben sat in the dim glow of his home office, nursing a glass of bourbon he barely tasted.
His laptop sat open in front of him, the search bar blinking expectantly.
When do newborns smile?
He hovered over the keys, shaking his head. Stupid. He knew the answer already.
Still, he found himself typing it out anyway.
The results filled the screen instantly. Reflex smiles, involuntary movements, usually in sleep. Social smiles develop between six and twelve weeks.
Not at two weeks.
Not… like that.
Ben leaned back, dragging a hand down his face.
He glanced toward the hallway, toward the closed door of the nursery.
Avaleigh had been fed, changed, swaddled in the blanket Giada insisted was her favorite. And yet—he knew she was awake.
Even now, sitting alone in his office, the feeling wouldn’t leave him.
He could feel her watching.
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Ben took another sip of bourbon, letting it burn down his throat. He wanted to feel it. Wanted the warmth to settle in his chest, to quiet the tightness coiling there, but it didn’t.
It never did lately.
The glow of his laptop screen cast sharp shadows across his office, making everything look colder, emptier. His hands were tight around the glass, his fingers pressing into the smooth surface, as if holding onto it would steady him.
It didn’t.
Because no matter how much he tried to push the thought away, to convince himself that he was just exhausted, just adjusting to fatherhood, it kept creeping back.
Something wasn’t right.
And it had started with that goddamn smile.

He had never been the kind of man to believe in gut feelings. He was logical. Rational. A man who trusted evidence, proof—things that made sense.
But nothing about this felt right.
Avaleigh was two weeks old. She should be crying at all hours of the night, flailing her tiny limbs, struggling to make sense of the overwhelming world around her.
Instead, she was… too easy. Too quiet.
Ben should have been grateful. He should have felt lucky.
Instead, it felt like dread.
Like waiting for something to go wrong.
Because it would. He could feel it in his bones, in the way his body anticipated disaster before his mind caught up.
It always did.

He shut the laptop with a sharp snap and leaned forward, pressing his palms against his face.
Get a grip, Ben.
Maybe he was losing it. Maybe the years of disappointment, of waiting, of aching for this moment, had warped his perception of it. Maybe he just wasn’t used to things going right.
Because Avaleigh was here. She was real. Giada had carried her, birthed her. He had been there. He had seen it.
Hadn’t he?
His stomach twisted.
Why the hell was he even questioning that?
He let out a rough exhale and pushed back from the desk, grabbing his glass as he moved toward the door. Maybe he just needed to see her. Maybe if he looked at her, really looked at her, the unease would fade.
Maybe he just needed to remind himself that he wasn’t insane.

The nursery was dark except for the faint glow of the moon spilling in through the curtains. The humidifier hummed softly in the corner, releasing a steady stream of lavender-scented mist.
Giada was asleep in their bedroom. He had heard the way her breathing had finally evened out an hour ago, felt the shift of the bed as she rolled onto her side, exhausted from another long day.
Ben stepped forward carefully, his socks muffling his steps against the hardwood floor. The crib stood in the center of the room, small and white, the mobile above it swaying slightly from the air vent’s quiet current.
He placed the empty bourbon glass on the dresser before leaning over the crib’s railing.
Avaleigh was on her back, wrapped snugly in the soft blanket Giada had picked out months ago.
Peaceful. Too peaceful.
Ben’s chest rose and fell in slow, measured breaths. He didn’t know why he was hesitating. Why his body was suddenly tense, every muscle coiled as if he were standing on the edge of something.
His fingers flexed against the crib railing.
Then—her eyes opened.
Ben inhaled sharply.
She didn’t blink.
Didn’t startle, didn’t squint from the shift in lighting like babies usually did. She just… looked at him.
And there it was again. That feeling.
Like she knew something he didn’t.
Like she was waiting.
His throat dried, the unease from earlier slamming back into him so fast it made his skin crawl.
Avaleigh’s lips parted slightly. She wasn’t supposed to smile yet.
But she did.
A slow, deliberate smile.
One that wasn’t reflexive.
One that was meant for him.
Ben stumbled back from the crib so fast he nearly knocked over the dresser. The bourbon glass wobbled but didn’t fall, the single sound breaking through the thick, oppressive quiet.
His pulse thundered in his ears.
She was still watching.
Still smiling.
Still too aware.
Ben’s breath came fast now, sharp and uneven, his hands gripping the edge of the dresser just to stay upright.
His newborn daughter was smiling at him in the dark.
And he had never felt so fucking terrified.

