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A week had passed since Kellie started her devious, yet ingenious project in the stomach of the unsuspecting Kristene. After planting the parasites, there hadn't been much activity. Her host had been exhibiting signs of pain here and there. She was great at hiding it, but she couldn't fool her. Every once in a while, she would notice her grimacing in silent discomfort. Either that or absentmindedly rubbing stomach to soothe the random bouts of movements inside her. Besides the minor occurrences, things went back to normal. The infected brunette never really spoke of the incident in the cafeteria, passing it off as severe food poisoning.

Kellie wished the senior colleagues would have been there to witness the undignified display. They did get word of it that day, but to Kellie, it wasn't enough for her overall plan. She had three weeks left, and she wanted to plant a seed of doubt in their minds about her capability. At the least, she expected her to call out the following day, yet unfortunately, she showed up—big dumb smile and all. For all that it mattered...let her grin. She had already fallen for her version of a classic bait and switch scheme.

The project she was stealing was going to be worth shit by the time the peer review came. This part demonstrated the trickiest part of her evolving strategy. She had to completely dress it up as something of note while making sure she couldn't decipher it as hogwash. It became difficult because of working in the same work area. Every move had to be calculated. It became a juggling act of time management, distraction, and subtle manipulation. As the week progressed, it became easier as her mind got used to the annoying routine. She gave her more of the regular lab duties to complete, trying to keep her as far away as possible.

At the same time, she would make sure to include her in the process, so she wouldn't garner any suspicion. She also put fewer papers in the safe. Although she was writing up malarky, she wanted to wean her off the habit. Over the previous weekend, she installed a camera in the lab. It was set to record the moment something entered its field of vision. It could see most of the lab. The only blind spots were the desk in the back right-hand corner. She would have put more up, but her paranoia told her that could end up working against her.

She would review the footage nightly, able to download the video data from a cloud service that came with buying it. She learned that Kristene would raid the safe literally every day. If she was her, she would actually do the same thing. She put something in there as a daily routine, and it would be smart to keep checking it in this manner. The reports were incredibly detailed and as a proficient researcher, Kellie would update them with every little change. If Kristene wanted to copy the work, she had to make sure she didn't miss anything. If she ever tried to question it, she could tell her it was due to the project winding down.

Kellie could depend on her inexperience and know that she trusted anything told to her. The main missing piece was Kristene's exact motivation. She looked her up on social media and found nothing worth looking into. In actual fact, she didn't show much activity when it came to an online presence. She had a hardly used Facebook and even less so, Instagram. Kellie tried to pry more information out of her through small talk but found she was adept at not talking about herself. She would change the subject, usually about the current work task.

This afternoon, Kellie was determined to give it another go, and what was growing beneath Kristene's lab coat gave her an opening. When she reviewed the clips from the middle of the week, she noticed her changing into a bigger-sized coat in a play to conceal the belly she was growing. It was two surprises wrapped into one. Firstly, it showed more of her deceitful nature and contributed to the notion that she was smarter than she was letting on. Second, and more exceptionally, her real project was moving faster than estimated.

Even accounting for the fact that she put more parasites in her than needed, the rate of growth amazed her. She'd been breeding the parasites for many generations and their growth got faster with each successive generation. She ensured it by placing the children in various unadaptable environments to strengthen the ability. She was wary about putting them in a volatile area such as the human stomach, but she had to give them their litmus test right away. The results looked promising but she needed more data. It was the secondary objective of her current plan.

They're both observing bacteria in petri dishes, another bullshit chore she added to the fake project. She couldn't stop eyeing her midriff and saw her lightly rubbing it again. Kellie found her "in".

"Hey. Are you okay?" she asked, deciding to just go for it directly via the false commiseration route.

This caught Kristene off guard, and in turn, caused the parasites in her gut to stir further. She grabbed her stomach and only responded painfully with, "Yeah...it's okay. I guess I got an acute case of food poisoning..."

Kellie put a lid on her dish and moved closer to her. "Come on, Kristene. You can't fool an expert. That should have passed already." she stated, giving her a straight look.

Kristene looked her in the eyes, feeling challenged. She knew she had to make her next move carefully, effectively trapping her and forcing her to bring it out. She sighed sadly. "Okay...you got me. To tell you the truth, I have no clue what's happening to me. My stomach has been killing me lately. All it does is hurt...and grow."

Kellie pretended to follow along, including raising her eyebrows in shock when said the last word. "'Grow'?" she inquired, hoping she would take the bait.

Her wish was granted when Kristene looked to assure the lab door was locked, and then turned back to her. Kristene slowly undid the button securing the coat's strap and opened it. This time, Kellie didn't have to pretend, her distress genuine from the size of her belly. It looked as though she was five months pregnant. She took a step forward and inspected it further, assessing its round shape and compact appearance. "...I don't know what to say."

Kristene looked down at it herself and replied with, "That makes two of us. The worst part of it all is that I can't do a damn thing about it."

Kellie could see her face become subdued. "What do you mean? You should be at a hospital right now! That's just...not right." she spoke, actually half-surprised.

"What I mean is...I've only been here for a month and a half, and our health benefits don't kick in until six months after. And whatever the hell this is...it will cost a pretty penny that I don't have. I ran through my savings just to get a place in the city, and you know how expensive that is...or you don't." Kristene explained.

The last remark stung, but she would let that go...because an opportunity was knocking loudly. Kellie moved her hand to touch her shoulder, but it made Kristene flinch flamboyantly.

"Dooon't touch it, please!" she anxiously pleaded, pulling her coat just over her distended middle, and backing up a step.

Kellie looked at her strangely, hand still held out.

"Sorry. I'm being unprofessional. I thought you were going to touch my belly. It's highly sensitive too. My stupid reflex doesn't make it any better. You know what...just forget it. Forget everything I just told you. There's nothing you can do about it, anyway..." Kristene added, carefully trying to fasten her coat.

Kellie continued the original gesture she was trying to do and placed her hand on her arm. This made her stop what she was doing, the coat coming apart in between them. "Look, I get it. You probably think I'm some silver spoon child, and I don't blame you for thinking that way. However, that doesn't mean I'm not a human being. Let me help you." she offered, feeling like she deserved an Oscar for the performance.

She could sense the massive apprehension coming from Kristene, the silence telling all. Her eyes looked away, pondering. She broke and softly uttered, "...Okay."

——————————————————————————————————————————————————-
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Kellie rolled the ultrasound machine down the hallway, thankful the building used to be a hospital before The Center took it over a year ago. They'd found it in the basement, gathering dust. It was discovered when she had to help conduct inventory. She was surprised it worked. Its older model was probably forgotten when the 3D and 4D models eventually replaced them. She reached the lab, swiped her badge, and waited the two seconds it took for it to unlock. She opened the door and saw Kristene eyeing the diagnostic device.

"You're in luck. It works! Let's sanitize that table." Kellie ordered, pointing to the one nearest the camera.

She would definitely be watching this with popcorn later. She and Kristene removed the items from the table. Kristene wiped the table down while she fired up the machine. She had been an intern at a hospital before, and the training came back to her instantly. When she finished programming it, she looked at nervous-looking Kristene. She should dial down her enthusiasm and pump up the sympathy. She might give herself away.

"I know it's scary, but we aren't going to find out what's wrong if we don't act fast. Hop on the table, honey. You're going to be fine." Kellie reassured.

Kristene didn't say anything and took her coat off. She climbed the small step stool, turned around, and slowly sat down on the table. With the same snail pace, she swung her legs onto the table and laid down on her back. Kellie rolled the instrument next to the table and opened the cabinet below, finding an old tube of ECG gel. She got back up and stared at her awkwardly.

"Please lift your shirt up. I don't want to hurt you." Kellie plainly instructed.

Kristene let out an "Oh!" before cautiously putting her fingers under
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