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  Chapter one

An unsettling notion drew Hailey from her slumber. As she drifted toward a more conscious state, a terrible sensation grew in her stomach. It was a feeling she had never experienced before, something that couldn’t be put into proper words. She didn’t even understand what was causing it. That didn’t matter though because she knew one thing; that feeling was trying to warn her of something. It took a good minute of lying in the darkness, fighting the urge to simply close her eyes, for her to gain enough consciousness to sit up. In the pitch black that enveloped her, she sat and listened, waiting in fear for something to reach the room. 
In the silence came dread, as her mind created the worst possible scenarios for why she had woken up. These thoughts filled her head in the unnaturally long minutes she sat in the dark. Finally, the sound of something foreign reached her ears. A disgusting squelching noise cut through the silence and confirmed a small part of her fear. At the very least, something was amiss in her house. That thought was enough for Hailey to remove her feet from the sanctum under the thick comforter and place them oh-so-gently onto the carpeted floor. With as much meticulous effort as possible, she pulled the rest of her body from the bed while trying to minimize all noise.
She continued to listen to the sickening sound coming from somewhere in the dark, as she tentatively approached the wide-open door of her bedroom. Her hand came to rest on the light switch with a single finger held ready to flip it. A quick debate raged inside her brain before Hailey ultimately decided against using any lights. Instead, she stood peering into the suffocating black of her hallway, hoping that her eyes would adjust. When larger shapes began to appear in her field of vision, she decided that it would be fine to move forward. A right foot carefully broke the invisible barrier that separated her bedroom from the rest of the house, which meant there was no turning back.
The left foot slowly moved to meet its partner, carrying the grown woman who was plagued with fear. Hailey shuffled ever-so-slowly with cautious movements while the sensation of carpet rubbing against the soles of her feet accompanied her. After traveling only a few feet, she came to a stop before a closed door on her left. Gently, her hand reached out to grip the doorknob before turning it with a painstaking amount of effort. As she pushed it open, the door gave off a light squeak, and she froze. She held her breath, listening for any sounds of movement. She was met by only the uncomfortable squelching noise, which hadn’t seemed affected by the creaking door.
She stood motionless for another minute or so before building the courage to push the door open just enough to peek inside. Her focus was immediately drawn to the small bed tucked in the left corner of the room. The nightlight plugged into the adjacent wall shone enough light throughout the room that she could easily make out the shape of her young son sleeping soundly. Hailey kept her focus trained on him until she confirmed the rising and falling of his chest. With the knowledge that her child was safe, she softly shut the door before turning her attention back to the unnatural sound coming from somewhere in the house.
The second Hailey took a step back into the shrouded hallway, fear gripped at her stomach, squeezing the organ ever so tightly in its grasp. Despite the overwhelming urge to retreat into the bedroom, her motherly instincts prevented such action. Whatever was making the unsettling noise, she had to make sure it wouldn’t do any harm to her or her child. Her tentative shuffling picked back up once more until she had exited several feet out of the corridor, and into the small living room, which put her just out of arm’s reach of the kitchen.
Once again, she listened intently, desperately trying to pinpoint where the squelching originated from. It took but a few moments for her to rule out the kitchen; however, the living room was a different story. Being unable to eliminate the area where she currently stood caused Hailey’s legs to shake from anxiety, but somehow, she managed to push herself forward. She quickly fell into a pattern of taking two steps before going completely motionless and checking how close she was to the squelching. After a few repetitions of this procedure, it became clear that the sound had to be coming from the compact basement. It was the last place she wanted to go in the middle of the night.
Each step became an internal battle, but eventually, she reached the stairs. Hailey tried to peer down the steps, though utter darkness prevented her vision from making it more than a few feet. In anticipation of the descent, she took in a long, uneven breath of air. With the oxygen held in her lungs, she took that first hesitant step down with her toes, feeling to make sure there was something solid waiting for them.
Hailey’s focus was placed so heavily on simply moving down the steps that she wasn’t paying attention to the squelching sound for several precious seconds. In that amount of time, the noise rapidly progressed toward her, becoming loud enough that she picked up on it once again. She froze in terror as the grotesque sound from the dark sped forward, her body failing to retreat or react. It was too late when she realized the squelching had stopped just off to her right.
Gripped by a sudden panic, she whipped her head toward the wall just a few feet from her face. The squelching stopped for a moment only to be replaced with an alien-like squeal. A second later something wet and sticky slapped onto the side of her face. Taken by surprise, Hailey took a step forward, only for her left foot to touch nothing but air. She hung there for a moment before momentum and gravity brought her falling downward. Her body couldn’t react quickly enough and she tumbled down the narrow stairwell, limbs slamming against the railing and sidewall as she went.
The fall ended with her landing in the basement, the thinly carpeted floor doing little to mitigate the damage of the concrete. She landed headfirst, sending an eruption of pain spreading through the back of her skull. Her body twitched and spasmed as she lay there in agony, completely forgetting about the foreign substance that had attached itself to her cheek. That is, until the strange and slimy thing began to crawl over her face. Hailey let out a terror-filled gasp as she tried to rip the unnatural material off, but her arms completely failed her.
Desperately, she tried to move any part of her body, but the pain was too great. She felt the slimy substance crawl to the edge of her mouth and time froze for a moment. There was a second or two where the gunk seemed like it would just stop, but then it slipped into her open mouth. From there she could feel it force its way upward inside her head. The agony of the creature forcing its way up through her sinuses mixed with the pain from the fall nearly caused Hailey’s mind to go blank. After minutes spent in agony, she felt the thing somehow break itself into her skull and crawl over her brain. That’s when she started to drift in and out of consciousness as a new sound barely reached her ears. The familiar noise of little footsteps moving slowly over carpet, kept her holding on.
“Mommy?” her precious son called out from the top of the steps.
Hailey tried to reply, but a weak gasp was the only sound that escaped her lips. Even as her son began to cautiously head down the steps, she couldn’t stay awake. With her eyes closing, she heard the worry in her son’s voice as he called out once more, “Mommy?”






  
  Chapter two
Five months since infection


The diner was packed, at least by its standards. Roughly two-thirds of the seats were taken, which led to an overwhelmed staff. Even though she had been waitressing for well over a decade, rushes still managed to get under Hailey’s skin. Maybe it was because the clientele was predominately made up of the grouchy elderly. Folks that took forever to decide what they wanted, along with being horrific tippers and generally less patient than younger customers. It didn’t take much to send an ancient hag into a yelling fit. Giving an old bat three pieces of bacon instead of four would have any of them screaming their lungs out. 
This was the unfortunate situation that Hailey faced after already putting in a full eight hours on the night shift. The latter half of her double was certainly turning into something that came straight out of hell. Yet, she pushed her way through all the indecisive and grouchy guests while somehow not losing her cool. All of that changed roughly an hour before noon, because that was when the whispers started up. A cacophony of quiet voices joined to create an amalgamation that she couldn’t understand and only worked to grow her already rising agitation.
Forcing the best smile possible given the situation, she continued to power through her shift. As the minutes ticked by, the whispers gradually grew louder inside her mind, drowning out the usual sounds of a shift. The customer’s orders all slurred together once they reached her ears while the noises of tickets being ready and dishes clacking together were completely overpowered. Hailey’s thoughts were in complete chaos well before the end of her shift. When the time finally came for her to clock out, there were no additional moments spent lingering inside the diner. She booked it out the door without even saying goodbye to her coworkers.
The whispers continued to assail her brain as she sped her car out of the parking lot and headed for the highway. It had been months now since her fall down the stairs. Dozens of weeks spent with injuries because she couldn’t afford a trip to the hospital. More importantly, it had been months since something crawled inside her mouth and wiggled its way into her brain. Hailey knew that whatever had gotten in that night was precisely what was causing the whispers. Unfortunately, she had no idea how to get it out of her head. However, she knew exactly what to do to calm the voices, how to keep them at bay … at least for a little bit.
The temporary cure for her problem waited at home, which left her all too eager to speed down the highway, weaving in and out of traffic. She made it in record time and dashed to the door of the homely duplex. A sudden screech came from the voices as Hailey tried to unlock the front door and almost fumbled the keys from her grasp
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