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Front Matter

To all the babies who refuse to sleep, who cry at the most inconvenient times, and who leave behind a rather... potent aroma. May your messes be fewer, your naps be longer, and your teeth, if they ever decide to sprout, be less inclined towards mayhem. This book is a tribute to the universal chaos that parenthood brings, amplified to eleven and covered in a fine mist of... well, let’s just call it ‘organic matter.’

And to the kidnappers of the world, the ones whose plans are so convoluted they’d make a Rubik’s Cube look like a toddler’s stacking rings: you inspire us. Your dedication to utter incompetence, your bickering over the trivial while the truly important flies out the window (literally, in some cases), and your unwavering belief that you’re the brains of the operation, even when covered in questionable goo, is a beacon of hope for... well, for everyone who enjoys a good laugh at misfortune. May your disguises always be ill-fitting, your getaway vehicles always have a flat tire, and your ability to coordinate anything more complex than a sneeze remain spectacularly absent.
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Finally, to those unsung heroes who work in clandestine facilities, dealing with... 

special cases. We see you. We appreciate the sheer, unadulterated terror you must feel every single day, the endless patrols of sterile corridors, and the constant, gnawing fear that the unthinkable might just decide to have a growth spurt. May your hazmat suits remain intact, your disinfectant supplies plentiful, and may you never, ever have to change a diaper that’s more than just a diaper. You are the brave, the bold, and frankly, the utterly insane, and we salute your unwavering commitment to... containment. This is for you, the guardians of the utterly grotesque.
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Chapter 1: The Unholy Nursery
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The air in the facility hummed with a low, persistent thrum, a mechanical heartbeat that pulsed through the polished linoleum floors and up the sterile white walls. It was the sound of machines meticulously maintaining a delicate, horrifying balance. Gleaming chrome accents on every surface reflected the cold, efficient lighting, casting long, distorted shadows that danced with the movements of the patrolling guards. These weren't the usual security personnel; they were clad in full hazmat suits, their bulky forms swaddled in plastic, their faces obscured by opaque visors that hid any hint of human expression. Each step they took was deliberate, measured, their heavy boots echoing in the unnervingly quiet corridors. They moved with a kind of fearful precision, like custodians in a tomb, acutely aware of the fragile, unholy treasure they were tasked with guarding.

This was not a hospital, not in any recognizable sense. There were no cheerful paintings on the walls, no comforting beeping of monitors charting the path to recovery. Instead, the scent of antiseptic, sharp and cloying, permeated everything, a constant reminder of the unnatural processes at play. It was a fortress, built not to heal, but to contain. A monument to scientific hubris, designed to lock away something that should never have existed. And at the heart of this sterile labyrinth, cradled within layers of advanced containment protocols, was the reason for all the elaborate security: Baby Boo. The world's first, and blessedly only, infant zombie.
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The facility itself was a testament to the extreme measures deemed necessary. Every entrance was a security checkpoint, every hallway a potential chokepoint. Even the ventilation systems were rumored to be equipped with biohazard filters capable of trapping the most virulent of contagions. The walls were thicker than any ordinary building, reinforced with layers of steel and specialized composites. Cameras were ubiquitous, their cold, unblinking eyes surveying every inch of the sterile landscape, capturing the meticulous, almost ritualistic patrols of the suited guards. The atmosphere was one of perpetual dread, a palpable tension that seemed to cling to the very air, as if the facility itself held its breath, always on the verge of some catastrophic failure.
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The very existence of Baby Boo was a secret so profound, so dangerous, that its creators had gone to extraordinary lengths to ensure its containment. This was a place where the line between groundbreaking research and unspeakable horror had not just been crossed, but obliterated. The scientists who worked here, cloaked in their own hazmat suits, moved with a hurried, almost desperate efficiency, their faces etched with a mixture of pride and abject terror. They had achieved the impossible, brought forth a life that defied the natural order, and now they lived in constant fear of their own creation.
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Baby Boo, oblivious to the intricate security measures surrounding him, was the epicenter of this fear. He existed in a state of perpetual, unsettling stillness, a tiny, grotesque parody of infancy. His crib, a state-of-the-art containment unit designed with more consideration for preventing escape than for comfort, was situated within a specially constructed chamber. This chamber was a marvel of engineering, a reinforced glass cylinder surrounded by an array of sophisticated monitoring equipment. Sensors tracked his temperature, his movement (or lack thereof), and even the subtlest changes in his biology. The air within the chamber was carefully regulated, scrubbed clean of any potential pathogens, though the true contagion, Baby Boo himself, was safely contained within.
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The guards, their faces impassive behind their visors, performed their rounds with a silent, unwavering vigilance. They checked the seals on the chamber, verified the status of the power grids, and conducted perimeter sweeps with an almost religious fervor. Their fear was a tangible thing, a subtle tremor in their hands as they operated the heavy security doors, a heightened awareness of the slightest sound that broke the sterile silence. They had been briefed, of course, on the nature of their charge, but the clinical descriptions could never truly prepare them for the visceral horror of knowing that within that seemingly inert infant lay a force that could unravel the world.
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The facility’s architects had designed it with a singular purpose: to keep Baby Boo locked away, a dark secret buried deep within the earth, or at least, as deep as corporate funding and ethically bankrupt brilliance could manage. The corridors twisted and turned, a labyrinth designed to disorient and delay any unauthorized intrusion. Emergency lockdown protocols were not a matter of procedure but a way of life here. Any breach, no matter how minor, would trigger immediate lockdowns, sealing off entire sections of the facility, trapping both the intruders and the researchers within their own sterile prison. The very layout was a testament to the perceived threat, a physical manifestation of the fear that gripped those who knew the truth.
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The constant hum of machinery was a symphony of control. Redundant power systems ensured that the lights never flickered, the climate control never faltered, and the containment field around Baby Boo's chamber remained eternally active. Backup generators, designed to withstand a direct nuclear strike, stood ready. Even the water supply was filtered and purified to an almost unimaginable degree. Every system was designed to maintain the status quo, to prevent any deviation, to keep the impossible contained. The irony was stark: a place built to defy death was entirely consumed by the fear of it.
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The scientists, the architects of this grim reality, moved through the facility with a different kind of tension. They were the ones who understood the nuances of Baby Boo's condition, the terrifying potential that lay dormant within his small, decaying frame. They spoke in hushed tones, their voices barely audible over the omnipresent hum, their conversations filled with technical jargon and nervous speculation. They were the keepers of the flame, or perhaps, the keepers of the hellfire, and the weight of that responsibility was etched onto their weary faces. They knew that the world outside these walls remained blissfully unaware of the Pandora's Box they had so carefully sealed.
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The security measures were not just for external threats. Internal breaches were just as concerning. Scientists with access codes could move through certain areas, but access to Baby Boo's chamber was restricted to a select few, a council of the highest-ranking researchers and the facility’s director. Each entry required multi-factor authentication, biometric scans, and physical keycards, a bureaucratic nightmare designed to ensure that no single person could act alone. Even then, pairs of individuals, always, had to enter the chamber together, a final safeguard against rogue actions or accidental releases. It was a system built on the bedrock of extreme paranoia, where even the most brilliant minds were considered a potential risk.
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The very design of the facility was intended to create a sense of oppressive isolation. There were no windows to the outside world, no glimpses of the sun or sky. The constant, artificial light created a timeless environment, where days and nights blurred into an endless cycle of sterile vigilance. This was designed to keep the staff focused, to prevent any connection with the normalcy they were so desperately trying to protect, and perhaps, to keep them from realizing just how deep they had buried their monstrous secret.
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The security personnel, clad in their formidable hazmat suits, were the silent sentinels of this artificial world. They were trained to be emotionless, to be extensions of the facility’s will. But even the most disciplined of them couldn't entirely suppress the primal unease that accompanied their duties. They would catch themselves staring at the reinforced glass of Baby Boo’s chamber, trying to discern any movement in the dim, sterile light, their imaginations conjuring horrors far beyond the clinical descriptions they had been given. They were the first line of defense, the unseeing eyes that guarded the unthinkable, their lives dictated by the ceaseless hum of machinery and the ever-present scent of antiseptic.
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The precariousness of Baby Boo's existence was amplified by the very nature of his condition. He was not merely a patient; he was a biological anomaly, a walking, or rather, a waddling, paradox. His creators understood that any disruption to the delicate balance they maintained could have catastrophic consequences. A power surge, a malfunction in the environmental controls, or even a subtle shift in his undead physiology could spell disaster. Thus, the constant hum of machinery was not just background noise; it was the sound of a thousand safety nets, a complex web of technology designed to keep the unthinkable from spilling out into the world.
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This high-security containment was more than just a physical structure; it was a psychological prison for everyone within its walls. The guards lived in a state of heightened alert, their senses perpetually on edge. The scientists bore the burden of their creation, their brilliance overshadowed by the ever-present dread of what they had unleashed. And within the sterile confines of his chamber, Baby Boo, the tiny, unwitting harbinger of doom, existed in a state of suspended, unholy animation, the most dangerous secret the world had ever known, locked away and yet, always, precariously close to escaping. The very air of the facility seemed to vibrate with this contained terror, a palpable tension that foreshadowed the inevitable unraveling of this meticulously constructed fortress of fear.

The sterile luminescence of the lab was a stark contrast to the maelstrom of ambition and desperation that brewed within its walls. Dr. Aris Thorne, a name that would later be whispered with a mixture of awe and revulsion, was a woman possessed. Her mind, a labyrinth of cutting-edge genetic theory and audacious conjecture, was focused on a singular, all-consuming goal: to conquer death itself. But this was no abstract, academic pursuit. This was a race against time, against the creeping shadows of her own mortality, a personal battle waged in the flickering fluorescents of her private laboratory.

The air hung thick with the acrid tang of chemicals and the ozone bite of activated machinery. Wires snaked across the floor like metallic vines, connecting humming centrifuges, bubbling vats of viscous fluids, and banks of monitors that displayed a dizzying array of data. It was a controlled chaos, a testament to Thorne’s genius and her utter disregard for conventional boundaries. Sleep was a forgotten luxury, meals were hurried, functional affairs consumed over blinking readouts. Her world had shrunk to the confines of this high-tech sanctuary, and the universe outside held little interest beyond its potential resources and its inevitable decay.
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Her focus, however, was not solely on the abstract concept of immortality. It was, in a tragically twisted sense, on her son. Little Elias, a child of tender years, was the unwitting vessel for her grandest, most terrifying experiment. He was not sick, not in the traditional sense. But Thorne perceived a vulnerability in his young life, a fragility that she was determined to eradicate. Her ambition was not merely to extend life, but to perfect it, to immunize it against the ravages of time and disease. And Elias, her beloved Elias, was to be the proof of her success.
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The process was a brutal ballet of science and sheer will. Late into the night, long after the city lights had winked out, Thorne would work, her face illuminated by the cool, indifferent glow of her screens. She would meticulously extract genetic material, painstakingly isolate and reconfigure sequences, her fingers moving with a surgeon’s precision and a desperate fervor. The hum of the incubators was a constant lullaby, the gentle whirring of the genetic sequencers a rhythmic counterpoint to her pounding heart. Each day brought a subtle shift, a new data point, a step closer to the impossible.
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There were moments of doubt, of course. The sheer audacity of her endeavor sometimes pressed down on her, a suffocating weight. The ethical considerations, which she had long ago relegated to the realm of pedestrian concerns, would occasionally flicker at the edges of her consciousness. But the thrill of discovery, the intoxicating promise of rewriting the very fabric of life, always pushed these reservations aside. She was on the cusp of something monumental, something that would redefine humanity’s place in the universe. And Elias, her precious Elias, would be the first to bask in its glory.
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The initial stages were subtle. Elias would experience minor changes, fleeting moments of unusual resilience. A scraped knee would heal with astonishing speed. A common cold would vanish within hours. Thorne meticulously documented each anomaly, her excitement mounting with every data point. She saw these as confirmations, as victories in her war against biological imperfection. She was shaping her son into a paragon, a living testament to her unparalleled genius.
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But the line between perfection and perversion is a thin, often invisible one. As Thorne delved deeper, her methods became more aggressive, her interventions more profound. The experiments were no longer about bolstering Elias’s natural defenses; they were about fundamentally altering his biological framework. She was not just pushing the boundaries of science; she was tearing them down, brick by audacious brick.
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The lab, once a place of sterile precision, began to reflect the growing desperation in its creator. Unused petri dishes piled up, discarded reagents formed a toxic mosaic on the countertops, and the scent of ozone began to mingle with a faint, unsettling odor that Thorne couldn't quite identify. The constant hum of machinery was punctuated by the occasional, sharp crackle of an overloaded circuit, a fleeting reminder of the immense power she was wielding.
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One night, a particularly ambitious modification was underway. Thorne was attempting to integrate a synthesized protein sequence designed to accelerate cellular regeneration at an unprecedented rate. The process was volatile, the risks immense. The monitors flickered erratically, the steady beep of vital signs spiking and dipping like a frantic seismograph. Thorne, her brow furrowed in concentration, adjusted the energy flow, her breath held tight in her chest.
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Suddenly, a blinding flash erupted from the primary containment unit, followed by a violent jolt that sent instruments skittering across the floor. Alarms blared, a cacophony of digital shrieks that seemed to mirror Thorne’s own rising panic. The air filled with a strange, sickly sweet aroma, reminiscent of overripe fruit and something far more... primal. Thorne stumbled back, her eyes wide with a dawning horror.
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The containment unit, once a symbol of her control, now pulsed with an unnatural, internal light. Within its reinforced glass, the form of her son, Elias, was contorting. It wasn’t the graceful transformation she had envisioned, the evolution into a superior being. This was a grotesque, agonizing warping of flesh and bone. His small limbs spasmed, his body convulsing as if struck by an unseen force. A low, guttural sound, unlike anything a child should produce, emanated from his tiny frame.
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Thorne watched, paralyzed by a mixture of terror and a perverse sense of scientific fascination. She had pushed too hard, too fast. She had dared to tamper with the fundamental building blocks of life, and the universe, it seemed, was responding with a horrifying mockery of her ambition. The once-promising experiment had spiraled into an unmitigated disaster.
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The sickly sweet odor intensified, cloying and suffocating. The light within the containment unit dimmed, replaced by an unsettling, guttural rasp. Thorne, her heart hammering against her ribs, finally broke free from her stupor. She had to act, had to contain this... this 

thing that her son had become. But the very knowledge that fueled her ambition now fueled her terror. She had created something beyond her understanding, a creature born of desperation and scientific hubris, a monstrous paradox that had once been her beloved Elias.

The realization settled upon her like a shroud. She had not created a perfect being; she had unleashed a blight. And as she stared at the unsettlingly still form within the shattered containment unit, a profound and chilling truth began to dawn: this was not the end of her work, but the horrifying genesis of something far more sinister. The world outside, blissfully unaware, was about to learn the terrible cost of playing God. The echoes of her late-night experiments, the scent of burning ambition and chemical decay, would soon permeate beyond the walls of her hidden laboratory, a harbinger of the unholy nursery that was about to be born from her broken dreams. The tragedy of Elias, the child who became Baby Boo, was etched not just in the sterile confines of the facility, but in the very fabric of Thorne’s fractured legacy.

The air in the disused warehouse hung thick with the aroma of stale cigarettes, cheap beer, and the faint, almost imperceptible, metallic tang of desperation. This was the unofficial headquarters of Eddie, Norby, and Veeko – a trio whose collective criminal genius was about as potent as a damp matchstick. They were the architects of their own impending downfall, a gang whose ambition far outstripped their actual competence.

Eddie, a man whose thinning hair seemed to be in a perpetual state of aerodynamic surrender, fancied himself the brains of the operation. He paced the grimy concrete floor, a crumpled blueprint of their grand plan – a hastily scribbled diagram on a pizza box lid – clutched in his hand. "Alright, fellas," he announced, his voice echoing slightly in the cavernous space, "Phase one: acquisition. We snag the geneticist's kid. Phase two: ransom. Easy peasy." He punctuated this with a self-satisfied nod, narrowly avoiding tripping over a discarded oil drum.
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Norby, a hulking brute with surprisingly delicate hands that were currently attempting to reassemble a broken rubber chicken, grunted in agreement. He was the muscle, a title he wore with a mixture of pride and mild bewilderment. His strength was undeniable, capable of bending iron bars and, on one memorable occasion, accidentally crushing a prize-winning pumpkin at the county fair. Yet, beneath the intimidating exterior, Norby possessed a heart as soft as a well-loved teddy bear, a fact that often led to him being the reluctant mediator between Eddie's grand pronouncements and Veeko's volatile unpredictability.
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Veeko, the wildcard, was currently attempting to juggle three rotting apples. He was a whirlwind of manic energy, his eyes darting around with an unnerving intensity, his lanky frame a testament to a diet consisting primarily of caffeine and nervous energy. "Kidnapping? Sounds... complicated," Veeko mused, fumbling an apple that splattered against the wall with a sickening squelch. "Can't we just, like, borrow him? You know, like a... a playdate with a hefty late fee?"
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Eddie sighed, running a hand over his slicked-back hair. "No, Veeko, it's not a borrowing situation. It's a kidnapping. And the fee is going to be astronomical. We're talking ransom, big bucks. Enough to set us up for life." He gestured grandly with the pizza box lid. "The geneticist, Dr. Aris Thorne, she's loaded. And her kid, Elias, he's our golden ticket."
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"But... what if he cries?" Norby asked, his brow furrowed with genuine concern. He’d once been tasked with looking after his sister’s notoriously fussy chihuahua, and the experience had left him with a deep-seated aversion to anything that might whimper.
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"He won't cry," Eddie said dismissively, though a flicker of uncertainty crossed his face. "We'll be... professional. We've got the disguises, right?"
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He gestured towards a pile of ill-fitting lab coats and cheap, oversized safety goggles. "CDC researchers, top notch. Nobody will suspect a thing."
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Veeko peered at the coats. "These look more like... laundry day rejects. And are we sure about the CDC thing? What if they ask us about, like, zombie viruses and stuff?"
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Eddie scoffed. "Zombie viruses? What are you, watching too many late-night movies, Veeko? This is a simple extraction. We get in, we get the kid, we get the money. No zombies involved. Though," he added, a glint in his eye, "the doc 

is a geneticist. Maybe she’s working on something... cool."

"Cool like what?" Norby asked, finally giving up on the rubber chicken and wiping his hands on his already stained jeans.
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"You know," Eddie said vaguely, "super-soldiers. Or maybe... that thing from the movies. The... the reanimated dead?"
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Veeko’s eyes lit up. "Zombies! I knew it! So, we're kidnapping a kid from a zombie scientist? This is gonna be epic!" He started doing a clumsy little jig, narrowly missing Norby’s head with a flailing arm.
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"No, Veeko, not a zombie scientist," Eddie said, pinching the bridge of his nose. "A geneticist. And Elias isn't... whatever you're imagining. He's just a kid. A rich kid. And we're going to get a lot of money for him." He tried to inject a note of authority into his voice, but it came out sounding more like a strained plea.
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Their ‘disguises’ were, as Veeko had so aptly put it, less than convincing. The lab coats were a faded, off-white, the kind that suggested they’d spent more time at the bottom of a laundry hamper than in a sterile laboratory. They were also several sizes too large, making Eddie look like a nervous child playing dress-up, Norby a mountain attempting to contain itself within a flimsy fabric, and Veeko... well, Veeko looked like a scarecrow that had lost a fight with a washing machine. The safety goggles perched precariously on their noses offered no illusion of scientific authority, only adding to their general air of bewildered incompetence.
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"Alright," Eddie declared, trying to regain control. "Veeko, you're on lookout. But don't just stand there looking suspicious. Look... professionally suspicious. Like you're actually guarding something important."
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"Got it," Veeko chirped, striking a pose that involved one leg bent at an unnatural angle and his arms crossed defensively over his chest. He looked less like a security guard and more like a pigeon contemplating its next meal.
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"Norby," Eddie continued, "you're with me. We go in, we grab the kid. Nice and quiet. No unnecessary... interactions."
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Norby nodded, flexing his considerable biceps. "Got it, boss. Quiet like a... a really quiet mouse."
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"And for the love of all that is holy, Veeko," Eddie added, a note of desperation creeping into his voice, "try not to set anything on fire. Or attract any... unexpected attention."
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Veeko gave a salute that nearly sent his goggles flying. "You got it, Eddie! Operation: Super-Rich Kidnapping Rescue Mission is a go!"
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Eddie and Norby exchanged a weary glance. This was going to be a long night. The plan, which had seemed so foolproof in Eddie's pizza-box-lid mind, was already starting to unravel. They were supposed to be sophisticated operatives, masters of stealth and deception. Instead, they looked like three escaped inmates who had raided a charity shop’s donation bin. The ransom money, once so vividly shimmering in Eddie’s imagination, was beginning to feel like a distant, unattainable mirage. The only certainty was that whatever happened next, it was unlikely to be quiet, or professional, or remotely successful. The unholy nursery was about to gain some... rather colorful, if deeply unqualified, new caretakers.
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They crept through the manicured gardens of Thorne’s estate, the silence of the night broken only by the distant chirping of crickets and Eddie’s increasingly frantic whispered instructions. The elaborate security system Thorne had installed, designed to deter far more sophisticated threats, was proving to be an unexpected obstacle. Eddie had spent weeks studying what he believed to be the blueprints, a collection of blurry photocopies he’d acquired from a shady contact named "Fingers" – a name that, in retrospect, should have been a red flag.
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"Okay, okay," Eddie whispered, fumbling with a small, blinking device that looked suspiciously like a TV remote. "The motion sensors are here, and the laser grid... somewhere." He waved the remote around wildly. "This thing is supposed to disable them. Fingers swore by it."
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Norby, his massive frame hunched low to the ground, peered at the remote. "Looks like the one my grandma uses for her VCR, Eddie. Are you sure it’s... up to code?"
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"It's cutting-edge, Norby!" Eddie hissed back, his voice tight with frustration. "It's experimental. Just... keep an eye out for flashing lights."
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Veeko, stationed near the perimeter fence, suddenly let out a yelp. "Uh, Eddie? There are a lot of flashing lights. Like, 

everywhere."

Eddie groaned. "Not those kinds of flashing lights, Veeko! I meant... like, security lights! Red and blue ones!"
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"Oh," Veeko replied sheepishly. "Right. No red and blue ones. Got it." He then proceeded to hum a jaunty tune, his voice cutting through the tense silence like a chainsaw through butter.
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Suddenly, a piercing siren wailed, erupting from the house like a banshee’s shriek. Red and blue lights, indeed, began to flash, illuminating the manicured lawns with a strobe-like intensity.
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"Abort! Abort!" Eddie yelped, dropping the remote and scrambling towards the fence. "Fingers! That double-crossing...!"
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Norby, however, wasn't aborting. He’d spotted an open window on the ground floor. "The kid, Eddie! We gotta get the kid!" he boomed, his concern for the child overriding any sense of self-preservation.
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"Norby, no! It's a trap!" Eddie screamed, but Norby was already halfway through the window, his large frame causing the frame to groan ominously.
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Inside, the house was a shrine to sterile, minimalist design, a stark contrast to the chaotic mess of their warehouse hideout. Strange, bubbling vials and complex machinery were visible in the dimly lit rooms, hinting at Thorne’s peculiar profession. Eddie, his heart hammering against his ribs, followed Norby, tripping over a particularly plush rug and landing unceremoniously on his face.
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"Elias!" Norby boomed, his voice echoing through the silent house. "Don't be scared, kid. We're... uh... taking you on a field trip!"
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From a dimly lit nursery, a small figure emerged. Elias, a pale child with wide, unnervingly calm eyes, stood there, clutching a worn teddy bear. He looked at Norby with an expression that was less fear and more a detached curiosity.
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"Field trip?" Elias asked, his voice soft and almost melodic. "Are we going to see the zombies?"
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Eddie, picking himself up and dusting off his lab coat, froze. "Zombies? What is he talking about?"
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Norby, his face a mask of confusion, patted Elias’s head gently. "No zombies, kid. Just a... a vacation. A very important vacation."
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Suddenly, a harsh, metallic clang echoed from the nursery’s doorway. A hulking figure, clad in what looked like a repurposed hazmat suit and wielding a rather menacing-looking net, stood silhouetted against the dim light. It was Veeko.
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"Surprise!" Veeko chirped, his voice muffled by his mask. "I got tired of lookout duty. Turns out, these goggles make it really hard to see anything that isn't directly in front of your face. So I decided to... 

join the extraction!" He swung the net wildly, narrowly missing Elias and instead snagging a large, potted fern, which he then proceeded to drag, pot and all, across the pristine floor.

Eddie threw his hands up in exasperation. "Veeko! What are you doing?!"
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"Securing the asset!" Veeko declared triumphantly, as if he’d just captured a fugitive T-Rex.

––––––––

[image: ]


Elias, meanwhile, watched the unfolding chaos with an unnerving placidity. He pointed a small finger towards a glowing tank in the corner of the nursery. Inside, a grotesque, unformed... 

thing... pulsed with an eerie, bioluminescent light. "Is that where the zombies come from?" he asked, his voice devoid of emotion.

The thing in the tank twitched. A low, guttural gurgle emanated from its depths. The sickly sweet, cloying odor that had permeated the initial stages of Thorne’s experiments seemed to intensify, filling the room with its putrid perfume.
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Eddie’s jaw dropped. Norby, for the first time in his life, looked genuinely terrified, his usual bravado replaced by a wide-eyed stare. Veeko, however, seemed unfazed. He tossed the net aside. "Whoa," he breathed, a grin spreading across his masked face. "Now 

that's what I call a cool science experiment!" He took a step closer to the tank, peering intently at the pulsating mass within.

This was not the simple ransom scheme Eddie had envisioned. This was something far stranger, far more disturbing. The bungling bandits had stumbled into a situation they were utterly unprepared for, a nursery of horrors that Thorne had meticulously cultivated in the shadows. Their attempts at a professional kidnapping had devolved into a slapstick nightmare, a prelude to the true terror that was about to be unleashed. The air, already thick with desperation, was now laced with the unsettling scent of something ancient and unspeakably wrong, a scent that promised to follow them long after they inevitably failed. The unholy nursery was not just a place; it was a festering entity, and these three imbeciles had just kicked down its door.

The sterile white walls of the laboratory seemed to hum with a barely perceptible energy, a testament to the advanced, and frankly, unsettling, work that transpired within. Eddie, Norby, and Veeko, now sporting their “CDC research team” attire, felt a tangible unease radiating from the very atmosphere. Their ill-fitting lab coats, a size too big and a shade too yellowed, did little to instill confidence, but they were the best Eddie could procure from his less-than-reputable contacts. The oversized safety goggles, perched precariously on their noses, only amplified their general air of bumbling incompetence. Still, they were inside. The elaborate security system, a labyrinth of lasers and pressure plates that had seemed so daunting from the outside, had been navigated with a surprising, albeit chaotic, series of near-disasters and sheer luck.

“Alright, remember the plan,” Eddie whispered, his voice cracking slightly. He clutched a clipboard filled with what he 

hoped were legitimate scientific-looking scribbles, mostly consisting of doodles of dollar signs and question marks. “We’re here to... uh... observe a unique specimen. For... advanced infant development studies. Very cutting-edge.” He glanced nervously at Norby, who was attempting to discreetly adjust his lab coat, which seemed determined to swallow him whole. Veeko, meanwhile, was peering intently at a complex piece of machinery, his head tilted at an angle that suggested he was trying to decipher an alien language.

“Specimen?” Veeko muttered, his voice muffled by the thick plastic of his goggles. “Is that like... a really interesting germ?”
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“No, Veeko,” Eddie sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It’s a baby. A... special baby. Dr. Thorne’s baby.” He gestured vaguely towards a large, reinforced glass enclosure at the far end of the room. Within it lay the object of their unsavory mission: Elias Thorne, or as they were beginning to think of him, “Baby Boo.”
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Baby Boo lay perfectly still within his crib, a stark white oasis in the otherwise dimly lit enclosure. The room itself was a testament to Thorne’s obsession with sterility. Every surface gleamed, every piece of equipment was meticulously organized, and the air was kept at a precise temperature, designed to mimic a perfectly controlled environment. Outside the enclosure, a sophisticated array of monitors and sensors tracked every minute detail of the infant’s existence. But Baby Boo himself... he was different. He was unnervingly still. His eyes, a pale, almost translucent blue, stared blankly ahead, unblinking, unfocused. There was no cooing, no crying, no twitching of tiny limbs. Just... stillness.
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“He’s... quiet,” Norby observed, his voice a low rumble of surprise. He’d been braced for wails, for frantic kicking, for the general cacophony he associated with infant distress. This... this was unnerving. “Like, 

really quiet.”

“That’s the ‘advanced development’ part, Norby,” Eddie said, trying to sound authoritative, though a shiver traced its way down his spine. “She’s probably engineered him for... optimal dormancy. Less... fuss.” He peered closer at the glass, his eyes scanning the infant’s tiny, unnaturally pale face. There was a faint, almost imperceptible gurgle that emanated from the baby, a sound so low it was more felt than heard, like a distant, dying hum. It was the sound of something fundamentally wrong, a symphony of biological decay playing out on a miniature scale.
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Veeko, however, seemed to be developing a morbid fascination. He tapped a finger against the thick glass, then quickly withdrew it as if expecting a shock. “He looks like a little porcelain doll,” he whispered, his voice laced with a mixture of awe and apprehension. “But like, one that’s been left out in the rain for too long. Kind of... deflated.”
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Eddie mentally cringed. “Focus, Veeko. We’re not here to critique the specimen’s aesthetic. We’re here to... acquire it. For Dr. Thorne, of course. She’s... requested our expertise in its transport. To a more... secure location.” He gestured towards a reinforced, padded carrier that lay nearby, looking more like an oversized coffin for a hamster than a baby transport device.
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The contrast between their crude, hastily assembled disguises and the sterile precision of Thorne’s laboratory was jarring. They were like clumsy clowns crashing a high-stakes surgical operation. Eddie felt a prickle of sweat on his forehead, not entirely due to the lab’s controlled climate. There was something about Baby Boo’s unblinking gaze that felt... accusatory. It was the look of a creature that knew more than it should, a silent judgment passed by a being barely capable of conscious thought.
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“So, we just... pick him up?” Norby asked, his brow furrowed. He eyed the baby with a mixture of pity and a deep-seated, primal fear. He’d seen scary things in his time – mostly involving angry bar patrons and poorly maintained machinery – but this small, inert human was giving him the heebie-jeebies.
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“Yes, Norby,” Eddie confirmed, forcing a confident smile. “We pick him up. Gently. Remember, he’s... fragile. And valuable. Very valuable.” The thought of the ransom money, the sole motivation behind this insane endeavor, flickered in his mind, a tiny beacon of hope in the encroaching sea of dread. He imagined Thorne’s frantic calls, her desperate pleas, the fat stacks of cash that would soon be theirs. It was the only thing keeping him from bolting for the nearest exit.
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Veeko, meanwhile, had noticed something else. “Hey, Eddie,” he said, pointing a shaky finger towards the baby’s bassinet. “Look. He’s got a little... uh... 

friend.”

Nestled beside Baby Boo, almost an afterthought, was a small, tattered teddy bear. Its button eyes were missing, its stuffing was starting to spill out of a gaping tear in its side, and it had the general air of having survived a prolonged war. Yet, in the stark luminescence of the lab, it seemed to possess an almost spectral quality.
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“It’s just a toy, Veeko,” Eddie said, trying to dismiss it. But even he couldn’t shake the feeling of disquiet. The bear seemed to absorb the dim light, its worn fur appearing unnaturally dark.
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Norby edged closer to the enclosure, his massive frame casting long shadows. He reached out a tentative hand, his fingers hovering just inches from the glass. “He’s not breathing, is he?” he whispered, his voice barely audible.
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Eddie checked one of his hastily scribbled charts. “Respiration... nominal. Very, very slow. But nominal.” He avoided Norby’s gaze. The truth was, they were all just guessing. None of them were scientists. Their understanding of genetics, of biology, of anything remotely related to Dr. Thorne’s work, was virtually non-existent. They were three amateurs playing a dangerous game with forces they couldn’t comprehend.
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“Okay,” Eddie said, clapping his hands together, the sound unnervingly loud in the hushed laboratory. “Time to make our move. Veeko, you stand guard at the door. Look professional. Norby, you’re with me. We’ll get the kid.”
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Veeko straightened up, attempting to adopt a pose of vigilance that mostly involved him looking like he was trying to catch a fly with his tongue. He fumbled with the strap of his goggles, which had slipped down his nose.
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With a deep breath, Eddie and Norby approached the enclosure. The reinforced glass felt cold and impersonal. Eddie fumbled with a keypad, his fingers slick with nervous sweat. He punched in a series of numbers he’d memorized from Thorne’s security protocols, numbers he’d half-expected to trigger a silent alarm. Instead, a soft hiss, and the heavy seal of the enclosure disengaged.
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The door swung inward, revealing the pristine interior. The air inside was even colder, and carried a faint, acrid smell, like ozone mixed with something vaguely metallic. Eddie stepped inside, followed closely by Norby. The floor felt strangely yielding beneath their feet, a cushioned surface designed for... what? For the baby’s delicate constitution?
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Norby reached out and gently scooped Baby Boo from his crib. The infant was surprisingly light, lighter than Eddie had anticipated. He was also utterly limp, a rag doll in Norby’s strong, calloused hands. His pale blue eyes remained fixed on some unseen point beyond the confines of the room, his expression one of absolute, unwavering blankness.
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As Norby carefully transferred the baby to the padded carrier, Eddie noticed something else about the tattered teddy bear. It had fallen from the crib and lay on the cushioned floor, its vacant button eyes seeming to stare directly at him. A faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the bear’s worn fur. He dismissed it as his imagination playing tricks on him, fueled by the eerie atmosphere and the sheer stress of the situation.
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“Got him,” Norby rumbled, his voice filled with a strange mixture of relief and dread. He gently closed the carrier, securing the latches. The faintest, almost inaudible whimper escaped the carrier, a sound so fragile it was easily lost in the ambient hum of the laboratory.
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“See?” Eddie said, forcing a triumphant grin. “Piece of cake. Dr. Thorne will be so grateful. And then... payday.” He clapped Norby on the shoulder, a gesture that nearly sent the much larger man stumbling.
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Back at the door, Veeko let out a frantic hiss. “Uh, guys? We got company.”
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Eddie’s blood ran cold. He exchanged a panicked look with Norby. Had they tripped a secondary alarm? Were security guards storming the facility?
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The heavy laboratory door swung open, revealing not armed guards, but Dr. Aris Thorne herself. She stood there, not in a lab coat, but in a practical, yet stylish, pantsuit, her expression one of weary resignation rather than alarm. Beside her stood a hulking figure clad in a full-body, dark grey protective suit, the kind that hinted at handling hazardous materials far more dangerous than an infant. This was not a suit for containing a baby; it was a suit for containing... something else.
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“I was wondering when you’d get impatient,” Dr. Thorne said, her voice calm and measured, devoid of any surprise. She glanced at the padded carrier Norby was holding. “Did you bring him?”
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Eddie’s carefully constructed facade of confidence crumbled. “Dr. Thorne! We... we were just... ensuring his safety. As per your instructions.” He gestured vaguely at the carrier.
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Dr. Thorne’s gaze shifted to the carrier. Her lips twitched, a hint of something that might have been amusement, or perhaps profound sadness, playing on her features. “My instructions were to wait for the proper containment unit,” she said, her eyes now fixed on the small, inert form within. “You’ve... acquired the package prematurely.”
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The figure in the protective suit stepped forward, his movements precise and economical. He held a large, metallic device that looked vaguely like a specialized net, or perhaps a very high-tech butterfly catcher. It hummed with a low, powerful energy.
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“This is my containment specialist,” Dr. Thorne explained, her voice flat. “He’s here to ensure... safe handling.”
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Veeko, who had been lurking by the door, let out a nervous cough. “Uh, doctor? We thought 

we were the experts here. You know, CDC. Top-notch researchers.”

Dr. Thorne gave Veeko a long, appraising look. Her eyes, sharp and intelligent, seemed to pierce through his flimsy disguise. “The CDC,” she said, a ghost of a smile touching her lips, “is not involved in my... research.” She turned her attention back to the carrier. “You’ve made a grave error, gentlemen. You see, Elias isn’t just an infant. He’s... something more. And he requires a very specific kind of care.”
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As if on cue, a series of low, guttural gurgles emanated from the carrier. It was the same unsettling sound they’d heard from Baby Boo’s enclosure, only now it was closer, more potent. The carrier itself seemed to vibrate slightly.
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Norby’s grip tightened on the carrier, his knuckles white. “He... he’s moving,” he stammered, his eyes wide with dawning horror.
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Dr. Thorne nodded slowly. “Indeed. He’s... waking up. And you, my misguided kidnappers, have just taken on a responsibility far greater, and far more terrifying, than you could ever comprehend. You wanted a payday,” she said, her voice dropping to a chilling whisper, “but you’ve stumbled into an unholy nursery. And the child you hold... is not the baby you think he is.” The hulking figure with the net took another step forward, his posture one of readiness, of anticipation. The true nature of their “acquisition” was beginning to dawn on them, a dark and terrifying realization that promised to overshadow any dreams of ransom. They had acquired a zombie infant, and their troubles had only just begun.

The pristine white of the laboratory was replaced by the dingy, cramped interior of Eddie’s getaway van. The padded carrier, meant to be a secure transport for their ill-gotten prize, now sat on the floor, emitting a low, insistent gurgle that was rapidly escalating in volume and disturbing pitch. Eddie gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white, as Norby, a mountain of unease in the passenger seat, eyed the carrier with the same apprehension he usually reserved for overloaded circuits or particularly aggressive plumbing. Veeko, crammed in the back amidst a jumble of hastily acquired baby supplies that looked more suited for a biohazard cleanup than a nursery, was already radiating panic.

“What 

is that noise?” Veeko squeaked, his voice strained. “It sounds like a demon gargling marbles.”

“It’s the baby, you idiot!” Eddie snapped, his own nerves fraying. “He’s... expressing himself.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Norby grunted, his massive shoulders hunched. “Expressing himself? Sounds more like he’s trying to eat his own spleen. And look at this thing!” He gestured with a thumb towards a particularly foul-looking stain seeping through the bottom of the carrier. “What in the name of all that’s unholy is 

that?”

Eddie risked a quick glance in the rearview mirror. The stain was indeed... impressive. A dark, viscous fluid, unlike anything a normal infant should produce, was spreading with alarming speed. It had a peculiar sheen to it, almost like motor oil, but with a faint, metallic tang that somehow made its way even into the van’s stale air. “It’s... uh... teething fluid,” Eddie improvised weakly. “Advanced teething fluid. For advanced babies.”
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“Advanced teething fluid that smells like a backed-up sewer mixed with a battery acid factory?” Veeko scoffed from the back, his voice muffled by a large, unidentifiable object he was wrestling with. “You are so full of it, Eddie. This is Elias, right? Dr. Thorne’s kid? He’s supposed to be some kind of genius baby.”
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“He 

is a genius baby!” Eddie insisted, though his voice lacked conviction. The unnerving stillness of Elias in the lab had been replaced by a low, constant hum of barely contained... something. It wasn’t the joyful cooing of a happy infant, nor the desperate wail of a child in distress. It was a sound that suggested a fundamental misalignment, a biological anomaly that was now making itself known with alarming gusto.

The gurgling intensified, punctuated by a series of wet, rasping coughs. The stain on the carrier grew, a dark, spreading stain of pure, unadulterated horror.
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“Okay, new plan,” Norby declared, his voice a low growl. “We need to... address the situation. Directly.”
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“Address it how?” Eddie demanded, his eyes darting between the road and the growing stain. “We don’t even know what we’re dealing with!”
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“We’re dealing with a diaper situation, Eddie!” Veeko yelped, finally emerging from the back, holding aloft a disturbingly large, thick, grey object that looked suspiciously like industrial-grade packing material. “And unless you want this van to become a biohazard zone, 

someone’s got to change him.”

A tense silence fell over the van, broken only by Elias’s increasingly disturbing vocalizations. The weight of their predicament settled upon them like a shroud. They had successfully “acquired” the infant, but the reality of their criminal enterprise had just collided head-on with the mundane, yet deeply unsettling, task of infant care.
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“Fine,” Eddie said, his voice tight. “Who’s the designated diaper changer?”
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Norby crossed his massive arms. “Not me. I’m the muscle. And the driver. And the... uh... lookout.”
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Veeko held up the grey monstrosity. “This is clearly an adult-sized diaper. What makes you think I’m changing a baby in this thing?”
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Eddie felt a prickle of sweat on his forehead. The sheer absurdity of the situation was almost enough to make him laugh, if it weren’t so terrifying. “I’m the brains,” he said, trying to sound authoritative. “And I’m driving. This is your... your baby-bonding time, fellas. Consider it part of your... compensation.”
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Veeko and Norby exchanged a look that spoke volumes. It was a look of pure, unadulterated loathing, mixed with a healthy dose of abject terror.
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“Compensation?” Norby rumbled, his voice dangerously low. “This ain’t compensation, Eddie. This is a death sentence. And who’s gonna feed him? You got any of that... ‘advanced teething fluid’ in a bottle?”
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Eddie’s mind raced. They hadn’t thought about feeding. Or burping. Or lullabies. Their entire plan had revolved around the acquisition, not the upkeep. “We’ll figure it out,” he said, trying to project an air of calm he was far from feeling. “We’ll improvise.”
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“Improvise?” Veeko scoffed. “You want to improvise feeding a baby that sounds like it’s trying to summon Cthulhu? What are we gonna feed him? Discount ectoplasm?”
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The carrier gave a particularly violent lurch, accompanied by a sound that could only be described as a strangled, wet shriek. The stain, now a veritable lake of dark, foul-smelling liquid, began to overflow.
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“Okay, okay!” Eddie relented, pulling the van over to the side of a deserted, overgrown road. The air outside was thick with the scent of damp earth and decaying leaves, a fittingly grim backdrop for their unfolding disaster. “We’ll... we’ll take turns. Norby, you’re up first. Get him changed. Veeko, you find something for him to drink. And try to keep him quiet. He’s making me nervous.”
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Norby eyed the carrier with the same expression a condemned man might reserve for the executioner. “This is a job for hazmat suits, Eddie, not... whatever this is.” He gestured vaguely at the pile of baby items Veeko had produced, which included a single, stained bib and a pacifier that looked like it had been chewed by a badger.
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Hesitantly, Norby unlatched the carrier. The stench that billowed out was potent, a noxious blend of ammonia, decay, and something unidentifiably... wrong. Elias, the “baby,” lay within, his small body unnaturally pale, his eyes wide open and unfocused, staring at the van’s ceiling with an unnerving intensity. The strange, dark fluid seemed to seep from every pore, glistening on his skin. His tiny lips were parted, revealing gums that were unnervingly dark. And the gurgling... it was a constant, rhythmic rasp, like air being forced through a clogged drain.
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With a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the world, Norby gingerly lifted the infant. Elias was surprisingly heavy, or perhaps it was just the sheer, unholy weight of the situation that made him feel so cumbersome. The diaper, if it could be called that, was a soaked, sagging mess. Norby, with a grimace that suggested he was about to perform open-heart surgery with a rusty spoon, began the arduous task.
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“You know,” Norby grunted, fumbling with the unfamiliar fastenings of the industrial-sized diaper, “for a genius baby, he’s a real messy one.”
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“He’s not a genius baby, Norby,” Veeko said, peering over his shoulder with a mixture of morbid curiosity and abject horror. “He’s a gremlin. A miniature, diaper-wearing gremlin.” He held up a bottle of what looked suspiciously like diluted energy drink. “Think this will work?”
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“Are you insane?” Eddie hissed, swatting the bottle away. “You’ll make him explode!”
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Norby, meanwhile, had managed to get the old diaper off. The sight that greeted them was... not for the faint of heart. Elias’s lower half was coated in a thick, blackish-green residue that pulsed with a faint, sickly luminescence. It clung to his skin like tar, and it smelled like a graveyard after a particularly heavy rain.
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