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Chapter 1 — The Magic of Milk and Grandma’s Strategic Arrival 

[image: ]


The bassinet stood dead center in the nursery like an unexploded mortar shell on a clean rug. Jacob adjusted the collar of his utility shirt, his thumb running along the edge of his mechanical wristwatch. The strap was damp with sweat. Three weeks of shore leave had done nothing to soften the rough calluses across his palms, and holding an eight-pound infant felt like trying to balance an open vial of nitroglycerin on the tip of an entrenching tool.

Dorothy stared up from her swaddle. Her tiny knuckles twitched beneath the pale flannel blanket, skin warm and slick with baby oil. She did not blink. Her golden-brown eyes fixed straight onto Jacob’s sternum with an unblinking, analytical intensity that would have earned a nod from a platoon commander.

Jacob bent his knees, easing his center of gravity down until his chin lined up with the wicker rim. "Breathing cadence is twelve per minute," he muttered under his breath, clicking his tongue once. "Diaper tape alignment is four millimeters off to the left. Standby for perimeter adjustment."

Dorothy’s left eyelid dropped in a slow, deliberate wink.

Zip.

Across the room, the heavy brass zipper on the nylon tactical gear bag tore open with a sharp shriek. A folded cotton diaper and an unopened plastic tub of zinc barrier cream lifted into the air, cut a clean arc across the ceiling fan’s downdraft, and slapped flat against Jacob’s chest. The container hit hard enough to leave a red square on his gray undershirt.

Jacob caught the diaper before it bounced onto the rug, his jaw working silently. "Nancy," he called out, keeping his neck perfectly rigid. "The recruit is manipulating external ordnance without verbal authorization. She bypassed manual delivery entirely."

Nancy leaned her shoulder against the pine doorframe, mug of lukewarm chicory tea cupped between both hands. Faint violet embers danced along the stray strands of hair framing her neck, drifting off her skin like static electricity on dry wool. She took a slow swallow, her shoulders sagging in exhaustion. "She’s three weeks old, Jacob. She wanted a clean bottom, and your supply line was moving at zero miles an hour."

"The supply line requires sanitary protocol," Jacob said, peeling back the swaddle blanket.

The immediate odor hit the back of his throat like industrial solvent mixed with swamp water. Jacob’s nostrils flared. His stomach gave a tight, defensive knot, muscles along his ribs locking into an iron grid. He had cleared diesel bilges on naval cutters and spent forty-eight hours submerged in stagnant tidal marshes, but nothing in the service manual had prepared his mucous membranes for infant yellow mustard seed discharge.

"Nancy," he said through his teeth, eyes watering behind his lower lashes. "The biochemical density of this emission is off the charts. It’s eating through the inner cotton liner. Hand me the moist wipes. Two packets. Unsealed."

"You have two hands, Master Chief," Nancy whispered, leaning her forehead against the cool wood of the jamb. Her eyelids fluttered, dark violet shadows bruising the delicate skin below her brows. "I haven't slept three consecutive hours since Tuesday. If you ask me to calibrate a wipe, I’m going to set that clipboard on fire."

The nutrition schedule had already degenerated into logistical sabotage. Nancy’s celestial physiology refused to process terrestrial lactose, leaving her own glands completely dormant and dry. The encrypted classified post she placed on the local coastal bulletin board had yielded four wet-nurse candidates, none of whom survived Jacob’s initial background checks. The third candidate had brought a portable stereo; the fourth had worn perfume so pungent Jacob had flagged her as a respiratory biohazard.

By 0200 hours on Friday morning, the nursery had collapsed into full siege conditions. Dorothy shrieked at the ceiling, her small face purple with rage, her heels kicking violently against the mattress. When Jacob lifted her to pace the floorboards, she arched her back, spitting a thick stream of lukewarm commercial formula across his freshly pressed collar. The sour liquid soaked into his shoulder seam, burning cold against his collarbone.

Jacob gripped the hallway landline with white knuckles, his thumb smearing baby powder across the plastic buttons. He dialed an unlisted number from memory, his teeth clicking together as Dorothy launched into another high-frequency wail.

"Mother," Jacob said into the receiver, his voice rough and stripped down to raw gravel. "The target has neutralized my sleep cycle. She rejects the bottle. The formula is causing severe gas bloat. Requesting emergency logistics."

A quiet rustle of paper came through the receiver, followed by the clink of a glass stirring rod. Helen did not raise her voice. "Check her abdominal distension, Jacob. Did you burp her across your forearm or did you hold her like a sack of damp sand?"

"Forearm position," Jacob answered, sweating into his shirt. "She kicked out of the hold."

"Stay where you are," Helen said, and hung up.

Forty minutes later, the low rumble of a four-cylinder station wagon cut through the coastal fog outside. The front door clicked open without a knock, and Helen marched into the hallway carrying a heavy wicker basket and an insulated glass thermos. She wore her dark wool car coat, her silver-rimmed bifocals misted with rain.

She bypassed Jacob entirely, heading straight for the nursery where Dorothy lay screaming on her back.

"Look at you two," Helen said, peeling off her damp wool gloves and tossing them onto the dresser. "A decorated naval instructor and an interdimensional princess, held hostage by nine pounds of gristle and wind."

"Mom, her digestive tract is rejecting the dairy proteins," Jacob said, stepping forward with his hands open. "I calculated the caloric intake—"

"Quiet," Helen commanded, scooping Dorothy up into the crook of her elbow with one smooth, effortless sweep.

The infant’s wailing hitched, cut off by the sudden shift in pressure against her belly. Helen sat down in the low oak rocker, unbuttoning her coat. From the insulated thermos, she poured a measure of warm, clear liquid into a small glass dropper—steamed barley water infused with wild fennel seed and dried roasted ginger root.

She slipped the dropper into the corner of Dorothy’s mouth. The baby sucked greedily, her tiny throat working, the sour smell of curdled formula cutting through the sharp herbal steam of the ginger. Within ninety seconds, a loud, cavernous burp tore from the infant’s chest, vibrating Helen’s wool lapel.

Dorothy’s tiny hand reached out, curling around Helen’s dry, knobby index finger. Her eyes fluttered closed, a milky bubble settling on her lower lip as her breathing evened into a quiet, heavy rhythm.

Helen looked up at Jacob, her amber gaze sharp behind her lenses. "Throw that plastic formula out, Jacob. And Nancy, close that tablet. Babies don't digest spreadsheets, and they don't care about internet blogs. Take a shower, both of you. I’m running this watch until dawn."

Jacob’s shoulders dropped two inches, the heavy knot in his neck loosening with a long, ragged exhale. For the first time in ninety-six hours, the nursery fell dead silent.
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Chapter 2 — The Battle of the Screen and the Toddler’s Revenge
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By ten months, Dorothy had abandoned horizontal life and conquered the living room floor with relentless, low-profile speed. She scrambled on all fours like a sand crab, her bare toes slapping the cedar planks as she hunted her primary obsession: the forty-two-inch black glass television mounted over the brick fireplace.

Nancy sat curled on the sofa, feet tucked beneath a fleece throw, clutching the remote control. On the screen, a high-budget foreign historical drama blared with sweeping orchestral strings and tearful confessions. Dorothy sat directly beneath the television stand, her head craned straight up, chubby palms slapping rhythmically against the wooden console every time the lead actor drew a sword.

Jacob entered from the kitchen carrying a dry dust rag and a cold mug of water. He stopped three feet behind the sofa, his brow furrowing into deep, weathered grooves.

"Nancy, shut it down," Jacob ordered, voice clipped and flat. "The blue light flicker rate is over-stimulating her optic nerves. She’s staring into sixty hertz of digital radiation. We need to build spatial awareness with raw timber blocks."

"Jacob, she’s watching the colors," Nancy sighed, not taking her eyes off the screen. "I need forty minutes of human dialogue that doesn't involve diaper rashes or municipal water filters. Let her sit."

"Negative," Jacob said. "The data is conclusive. Excessive visual stimulation at this developmental stage compromises emotional regulation. I am securing the visual perimeter."

He did not hide the remote control. A veteran instructor did not rely on civilian halfway measures. Jacob marched into the basement workshop and spent three hours measuring, sawing, and sanding a slab of three-quarter-inch marine-grade plywood. He routed the edges smooth, painted the face in flat olive-drab, and stenciled two words across the front in white lettering: TACTICAL VISION BLOCKER.

Returning to the living room with a cordless impact driver and four heavy-duty steel latches, Jacob mounted the timber shield directly over the television frame, driving four-inch lag screws straight into the brick mortar. The screen vanished behind solid, unyielding wood.

He dusted his hands on his trousers, stepping back to inspect the barrier. "Containment complete. Clean neural environment established."

Nancy glared at the olive-drab board, her jaw dropped in disbelief. "You screwed a storm shutter over our television."

"I hardened the visual boundary," Jacob corrected, setting his drill on the mantelpiece. "Dorothy, turn around. We have unvarnished cedar blocks on the training mat."

Dorothy crawled over to the fireplace, grabbed the lower edge of the brick hearth, and pulled herself to her feet. She stared up at the massive wooden slab, her nose wrinkling until the bridge turned white. She looked back over her shoulder at Jacob, her dark eyes flashing with a bright, mischievous amber spark.

Wink.

The four lag screws did not pull from the wall. The marine-grade plywood did not splinter. Instead, the wood grain softened, peeling apart like wet tissue paper, and erupted into a fluttering cloud of seventy-five bright orange monarch butterflies. The insects swarmed through the living room, brushing against Jacob’s ears and hair before escaping through the open kitchen window into the crisp coastal air.

The television screen sat completely bare, happily broadcasting a high-energy breakfast cereal commercial with a singing cartoon rabbit. Dorothy clapped her sticky hands together, babbling in triumphant glee.

"That was thirty dollars worth of treated timber," Jacob muttered, brushing a stray butterfly wing from his collar.

The real escalation arrived forty-eight hours later at the municipal health annex in town. It was Dorothy’s scheduled appointment for her standard infant immunizations. Jacob dressed for the trip in his heaviest canvas utility coat, leather work gloves tucked into his belt, and a pair of industrial ear protection around his neck.

"Hold her tight, Mr. Miller," Dr. Finch whispered, dabbing Dorothy’s left thigh with an alcohol wipe. "Just a quick sting."

The instant the beveled needle pierced the skin, Dorothy did not scream like a normal infant.

A blinding, violet electrostatic shockwave detonated outward from her thigh. The fluorescent tubes overhead hummed violently and shattered in their fixtures, raining harmless plastic diffusers onto the linoleum floor. Dr. Finch’s wire-rimmed spectacles cracked across the left lens with a sharp tick, and the digital weight scale on the counter reset itself to display an error code: OVERLOAD — 9,999 LBS.

Dorothy turned her head in Jacob’s grip, locking her tear-streaked eyes onto his face with cold, absolute fury. She did not cry. She simply remembered.

The counter-offensive began the second they walked through the front door of the Silverene house.

Jacob stepped into the entryway, unlaced his heavy eight-inch leather combat boots, and moved toward his favorite recliner in the corner of the study to decompress. He lowered his hips to sit.

Flump.

A soggy, bulging, used cloth diaper materialized out of thin air, landing flat on the leather cushion a microsecond before Jacob’s trousers made contact. Jacob jerked backward, his heels catching the rug, his massive frame tumbling awkwardly into the bookshelf.

Upstairs, Nancy let out a shriek from the bedroom. Jacob sprinted up the oak stairs, taking them two at a time, to find Nancy clutching her digital tablet with both hands. The screen was completely hijacked, flashing a strobe of neon medical syringes accompanied by Dorothy’s ear-splitting recorded wails played through the internal speakers at maximum volume.

Dorothy sat in the center of the nursery rug, gnawing happily on a rubber teething ring, watching the pandemonium with absolute, placid satisfaction.

She walked straight to Nancy, reached out, and pressed the manual hard-reset button on the side of the tablet, killing the screaming audio instantly.

She turned to Jacob, pointing the rolling pin at his chest. "Jacob, take those ridiculous clown-faced boots off before you track wet mud through the nursery. Stop trying to run this house like a nuclear submarine."

"Mom, she’s teleporting bodily waste onto my primary chair," Jacob said, his chest heaving under his flannel shirt.

Helen knelt beside Dorothy on the rug. She did not use spells, and she did not pull out a manual. She reached into her apron pocket, pulled out a thick, warm crust of toasted sourdough bread spread with mashed sweet potato, and offered it to the baby.

Dorothy dropped her teething ring, grabbed the crust with both hands, and buried her mouth into the warm bread. The purple static in the air evaporated. The phantom smell of sulfur disappeared, replaced by the warm, yeast-rich aroma of Helen’s kitchen.

Helen looked up at her son, her amber eyes softening with quiet authority. "She doesn't hate the medicine, Jacob. She hated that her daddy let someone hurt her leg. You want peace in this house? Sit on the floor, let her finish her bread, and apologize for the needle."

Jacob looked at his daughter, the stubborn set of his shoulders finally breaking down. He sank heavily onto the shock-absorbing mat, crossing his long legs, and extended a rough, calloused hand. Dorothy chewed her bread, looked at his fingers, and leaned her sticky cheek against his knuckle. The perimeter was messy, compromised, and chaotic, but the ceasefire was signed.
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