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  Chapter 1


The old woman sat at the kitchen table with one leg folded over the other, dressed in a puffy white maid dress, an apron hanging from her neck. 
The Host? No. It couldn’t be. He had spent the last week staring death in the eyes. This woman didn’t scare him. Is she going to kill me, or finally set me free from this underground prison? Either option would be a release—one more cowardly than the other, but who really cared at this point? The dull throb behind his eyes from endless drinking was old company by now. 
“We must follow the South Meridian line, Harvey.”
“What are you going to do? Take me to Aubrey?” he asked.
“You will see. There is hope on the other side of that door.”
They had been lied to, abandoned, and left to die. Each day the walls seemed to grow tighter and tighter, and now he suddenly didn’t want to leave? Was he stupid? This woman could be bullshitting him, but beyond the vault door lay the world that The Host never wanted them to see, the world that Marty refused to acknowledge. 
“I’ll do anything,” he said. 
He missed the way Aubrey nervously tapped her right foot. The way she brushed her hair behind her ear when she was overthinking. He had promised nothing bad would happen to her or their child. A man stuck to his word—no matter the cost. 
“There will be danger,” the woman said.
“What kind?”
“This I do not know.”
“Of course you don’t.”
“I will bring you to salvation,” she said, digging into her apron and lifting a golden key in the air. 
“You’re being serious?” he asked. 
“Why would I lie?”
Because after seven weeks of struggle, seven weeks of darkness, you suddenly come out of nowhere to save the day.
But he didn’t need convincing. This place smelled worse than a landfill, and the flickering light in the hallway drove him crazy. If he stayed down here, he would smash every liquor bottle in this place, and there would be nothing left to drown his sorrows.
The metal vault door lost its power over him. The others were still sleeping, but he couldn’t leave them behind—not after the hell they had been through. 
He glanced at the life support machines in the corner of the kitchen. The one with the cracked screen was his. He remembered when he first woke up, the machine standing next to his bed. Nobody around it. Hulking. The tubes and wires were fixed to his nose, his hands, and his stomach. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 
That was where it all really began.

    
  The vitals displayed on the life support screen looked normal—minus his heart rate: 175 beats per minute. The machine beeped at regular intervals. Must be a hospital. The air seemed dry. Antiseptic. 
A chill draft pushed down from the fan overhead. He put his feet on the cold wooden surface and rolled the life support machine across cherry wood flooring, the screen’s glow cutting through the darkness. This wasn’t a hospital. The room seemed like a master suite in some millionaire’s lakeside cabin. On the far wall, a large wooden wardrobe contained one set of clothing: a white shirt and pants. 
Had he suffered a head injury? Someone must have been taking care of him, but why didn’t this person take him straight to the hospital? Was he in the middle of nowhere? He tried to grasp for familiarity, tried to remember the past. 
Nothing.
And the silence.
Enough to drive a man mad.
The answers aren’t going to come by sitting in bed. He put the white set of clothes on and crept down the long hallway, rolling the life support machine along. Its wheels creaked and groaned, as if begging him to stop. To turn around. To go back to those nice cotton sheets and pull the covers over his head. But he kept going, his stomach queasy, his entire body slick with sweat. The bones in his legs cracked with each step. How long had he been asleep?
A long red carpet covered the wooden floor. Yes. He was in someone’s house. A basement. Canvas paintings of men on old ships hung on the tan stucco walls. He didn’t have a clue who these pioneers were. Five closed doors lined the hallway, three on the right and two on the left. He twisted the knob. Locked. 
“Anybody there?” he asked.
No response.
The light at the end of the hallway revealed an open room that might have been a kitchen. He crept on. What the hell had happened to him that would make him forget everything? He didn’t see any scars on his body or any signs of foul play.
“Hello, is anybody—”
He never heard the door open, but he felt the impact. Below the ribs. Something strong. The life support machine toppled over, and the tubes painlessly ripped from his skin as if they were a Band-Aid.
“Who the fuck are you? Huh?” a man with wild eyes screamed. “Think you can fuck with me?”
“What? No!” he screamed at the stranger, who had thick ringlets of black hair that fell to his shoulders. The guy’s muscular arms pinned him to the ground.
Punches slipped by his face. Most missed. Some landed. Hard blows. His head snapped back against the wooden floor. The world spun. His vision grew fuzzy. This man was here to kill.
“Stop! Stop!” a woman’s voice echoed from down the hallway.
Warm blood trickled down his nose, and the left side of his face swelled. He prayed for this man to leave him alone, but he knew better. Adrenaline surged through his veins.
“GET OFF OF ME!” he screamed out of desperation.
He thought he was dreaming when the crazy man unclenched his fist, rose to his feet, and took three steps away. It didn’t make sense. Why would the guy give up his dominant position? His eyelids grew heavy and his legs almost gave out on him. He shouldn’t have been this tired. 
All three of them stared at each other as if they were trying to verify exactly what happened. The crazy man’s eyes had gone blank as if someone had hit the factory reset on him.
“Where the hell am I?” the crazy man spoke up, his voice cracking. 
The woman at the end of the hallway went pale, but she didn’t say anything. Is she thinking the same thing as me? He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. The fatigue made him put his hand on the wall to stabilize himself. The adrenaline dump from nearly dying. That’s why he couldn’t hold himself up. 
When the woman compulsively tucked her brown hair behind her right ear, he flicked glances at her to catch her doing it again.
“There’s an explanation for this,” she said. “There has to be.” 
The crazy man stared at both of them and frantically asked, “How much are you getting paid for this inside job?”
“Huh?” the woman asked.
“Who told you to act like you’re a victim?” the man screamed.
“I don’t know either one of you,” the woman pleaded.
As the warm blood trickled down his nose, one word surfaced in his mind.
“Harvey,” he said to himself.
“What did you say?” the crazy man asked.
“Harvey Covington,” he said, wondering how the hell he remembered. “That’s my name.”






  
  Chapter 2


“Oh, stop with the act already,” the crazy man said. 
Harvey wasn’t acting. His name had come out of nowhere.
“What’s this?” the woman’s voice came from down the hallway.
The crazy man spun on his heels and walked toward the girl. Harvey picked up the life support machine and followed. It was a high-end kitchen. No surprises there. Stainless steel appliances sparkled under the dome light, and cherry cabinets surrounded a granite island. He took a breath. A pleasant aroma of cherries gave him hazy visions of a room with two long couches and an armchair. Was it something from his past? 
He looked at the kitchen table. If there are three of us, then why are there five chairs?
The crazy man strode to a wall to his left. A large vault door covered most of the wall, like one you would see at a bank. Is this some sort of bunker?
“Which one of you has the key?” the man said, holding his hand out as if he expected someone to slap it in his palm. “Cough it up.”
The beautiful woman with brown hair anxiously tapped her foot on the ground. When she lifted a folded letter off the table, he gulped.
“What does it say?” the crazy man asked.
Her voice trembled. “For better or worse, this is the life you have chosen. Please enjoy the amenities I have provided. I promise you are doing better than most. Sincerely, The Host.”
Harvey placed his hand on the kitchen table to stabilize himself. The owner, or The Host, or whatever the fuck he or she wanted to be called, had taken a baseball bat to their heads and then brought them down here. That was what happened. The sicko must have given them a drug that wiped their memory. Some sort of amnesia pills. He was sure of it. 
“Oh, hell no,” the crazy guy said, shaking his head and walking toward the vault door on the far side of the kitchen. “I didn’t choose this.” He put all his strength into trying to rotate the wheel handle, but it didn’t move. “Locked. Great.”
“Wait a second,” the woman said, her eyes staring at the ground as if something clicked in her brain.
“What?” Harvey asked.
“My name—it’s Aubrey Bates.”
“I don’t buy it,” the crazy man said instantly. He cracked his knuckles. “Pretend time is over.”
“Is that necessary?” Aubrey asked, looking at the man’s aggressive posture.
“You tell me,” the crazy man said, skeptically glaring at Harvey and Aubrey.
The beat of Harvey’s heart didn’t feel like his—it was as if he had been placed in another human’s body. You’ve lost your mind.
“Are you okay?” Aubrey asked.
“Yeah, I mean, no. I don’t know,” he said. His face went hot. 
“Well, you’re not the only one who feels off,” Aubrey said.
Harvey gave her a long, hard stare. Aubrey never broke eye contact. What was she trying to say? He surveyed the room and said, “We should search this place.”
“Not so fast,” the crazy man said. “Until you both show me that you aren’t some twisted lunatics, you can stay on the other side of the room!”
Harvey’s muscles tightened. But then the crazy man’s stare dropped to the floor, the same look of revelation that Aubrey had.
“What is it?” Aubrey asked the crazy man.
“Romeo,” the crazy man said.
“Huh?”
“Romeo Delgado. My name,” he said, lowering his fists as if remembering his name cleared the others of any wrongdoing.
Harvey’s muscles relaxed, but why did he feel as if he had just come down with the flu? 
“Look, I’m sorry,” Romeo said. “There’s—there’s got to be another way out of here. I’m not a pet.”
“Let’s just check things out and take it slow before we do anything rash,” Aubrey said.
“That’s a good idea. We search this place first before we think about escaping,” Harvey said. This place creeped him out, but something worse could be on the other side of the vault door. 
He pushed his life support machine into the corner and checked the stainless steel fridge. Water bottles, soda cans, snacks—all neatly organized in rows. The real food sat in the bottom freezer: beef, pork, lamb, and veal—all vacuum-sealed. What kind of murderer gave his victims food? Harvey almost fainted. What if The Host was a cannibal? 
“Yeah, that’s great until the food and water run out and we starve to death,” Romeo said while staring at the fridge.
“It’s a start,” Aubrey said.
“Come on. Let’s go check out the rest of the place,” Harvey said, advancing down the hallway. 
Romeo crept down the corridor and peered around the corner to check for enemies.
“Romeo, stop,” he said.
When Romeo ignored him and kept going, Harvey put his head down in shame. Did he really think that his voice could control people? He glanced at Aubrey, who gave him suspicious glances.
“What?” he asked.
Aubrey touched his shoulder and stopped him. “Earlier, when Romeo stopped trying—”
“It was nothing,” he said, pressing forward. 
The hallway opened into a room with very high ceilings. A bowling alley presented itself, spotlights shining down on two freshly oiled lanes. The bowling balls on the rack shined as if they had never been used before. He rolled a ball down the lane and it smashed into the pins. The pinsetter machine grabbed them and set them back up. Why would a vault door be locking us in a place like this? 
Romeo looked sick to his stomach. “The bastard is trying to lull us to sleep. He’s probably waiting on that other side of the door, as we speak.”
“Which is why we need to have a plan when he comes,” Harvey said, spinning around to examine the room. Whiskey bottles sat on a bar shelf on the back wall. A strong craving hit him, a longing to rip one of those bottles off the shelf and give it a couple gulps. The neatly organized fridge. The brand-new bowling alley. I don’t like this one bit. 
“Where’s Aubrey?” he asked.
She popped out of the door on the right side of the room. Her eyes must’ve seen murder. “There’s a movie theater and a library.”
“What?” Harvey asked.
“C’mon. I’ll show you.”
The home movie theater had large brown bean bags evenly dispersed throughout the room. A popcorn stand sat in the right corner.
“Don’t eat that,” Romeo said. “Or do. I don’t care.” 
Harvey scooped himself a handful and chewed it. Salty. Buttery. Crunchy. Warm. “Tastes like it was made ten minutes ago.”
“Let’s go back to the kitchen,” Romeo said. 
“Hold on,” Harvey said, continuing to examine the place. He lifted the large bean bags to see if there was anything underneath them. Nothing but the soft white carpet. 
“Look here,” Aubrey said, staring at a silver computer with an apple design on the back. She opened it up and the screen flashed on.
Harvey approached her. “What do you see?”
Aubrey showed him the screen: a circular, white ball sat next to a black leather book. A golden W was inscribed on the cover. The two objects had no correlation, yet they spoke to him in a way he couldn’t explain: they had value. Yes. But what kind of value?
“Look at the profile name,” he said, pointing at it. 
Aubrey leaned in. “The Host.” 
“Strange, isn’t it?” he said.
“Let’s take a look inside,” she said.
But as Aubrey pressed the login button, a door creaked open. Feet thumped against wood. His chest tightened. Different pangs went off in his body. He located those pangs: his kidney, his pancreas, and then his heart. 
“Did you guys hear that?” Harvey asked.
Romeo put his pointer finger to his lips. Then he crept to the popcorn stand and grabbed the spatula as a weapon. Harvey looked around for a weapon of his own. The bean bag chairs wouldn’t do much besides tempting the intruder with a nap.
“The bottles at the bar shelf,” he whispered to Aubrey. They could smash them and use the sharp edges if needed. 
Aubrey nodded.
Whoever is in this basement better not care about bowling. If we don’t reach those bottles, we’re screwed. 
Although Romeo had the only functional weapon, Harvey led the way. Speed was their greatest asset. He passed the threshold and ran to the bar shelf. Nobody was in the bowling alley. He handed Aubrey a bottle and then glided to the hallway. His pulse ran way too fast for simply walking, and his heart palpitated every few seconds. Adrenaline was one thing. This wasn’t that. What had The Host done to him in his sleep?
He looked around the corner of the hallway. Two open doors. He approached one of them. Put his back to the wall. Peered in. Nothing. Next door. Nothing. A chair in the kitchen slid across the ground. He looked back at Aubrey and Romeo. Neither one of them wanted to step up. It’s now or never. When he surveyed the kitchen, there were still five chairs.
But two of them were occupied. 






  
  Chapter 3


Harvey set the two whiskey bottles on the kitchen table, not as weapons, but as support if anyone needed it. Romeo still held the spatula but was completely unaware of it. 
“Here’s how this is going to go. Until you figure out your real names, we’re going to call you Glasses. And you, Scarlet. Any issues with that?” Romeo asked. 
The two new additions to their crew didn’t have a problem with it: they were too stunned. They had found their white sets of clothing in their wardrobes when they first woke up. Harvey remembered what that felt like, which was why he broke the news to them with grace. The two new members took the information and did their best to hold it together—a positive sign for the future. They didn’t need more aggressive people like Romeo. 
“Are we sure nobody else is down here with us?” Scarlet asked, rolling her shoulder. 
Aubrey said, “Scarlet, we had Harvey double-check everything, remember?”
Harvey had used a knife from the kitchen drawer this time as he scanned the basement. It didn’t do much to calm his nerves, but after sweeping every room, including the library and the weight room, he didn’t find anybody.
Scarlet brushed her ginger hair to the side and gave an uncomfortable glance at the vault door.
“It’s locked,” Romeo said. 
Aubrey glared at Romeo. Her features softened when she stared at Scarlet and Glasses. “Do you guys need any food or water?” 
“I’m fine for now,” Scarlet said. 
Glasses said, “Water is not necessary at the moment.”
Glasses had large glasses perched on the bridge of his skinny nose. At first glance, Harvey had thought he was malnourished, but that was his normal body frame. 
Romeo strode around the room as if he owned it. “Now, we know we’re being held captive by a lunatic. We need to bring the punch to him.” 
“It could be a girl,” Scarlet said in a soft voice. “Or maybe even a group of people.” 
“It’s a guy. I can tell by the way he wrote the letter,” Romeo said. “And it doesn’t matter. Guy, girl, group, tall, small, wide—whatever is holding us back is a monster.” 
“We don’t know that,” Harvey corrected. He agreed with part of Romeo’s statement: The Host was a guy; a girl didn’t fit right in his mind. Perhaps that was his ego talking, but it was the truth. “We don’t know if The Host is on our side or not, or if he’s telling the truth or not.”
Romeo examined the vault door and said, “If water is wet, then The Host is a killer.” 
“Evidence suggests the contrary,” Glasses said. His right eye blinked, which made the right side of his face wince. It was the third time in the last five minutes.
“Fuck the evidence. It’s all fake. C’mon, guys. Wake up. This guy's a sicko, but he’s a smart sicko. People like this can manufacture lies that put us right in their hands.” 
“For what though?” Harvey asked. “What benefit does The Host gain by lying about all of this? If the person's goal is to kill us, like you mentioned, then they could’ve done that in our sleep.” 
“You have to place yourself inside the mind of a psycho. This person is clearly calculated if he pulled off getting all of us down here. This must have taken years of preparation,” Romeo said.
“Okay, so let’s do that then. Let’s place ourselves in the mind of The Host. He gathers us up, he places us in a luxury basement with food and water, and then does what … kills us?” Harvey asked.
“Bingo,” Romeo said. “And then he cleans the place up, grabs the next bunch of innocent people, and does it again.” 
“He didn’t just knock us out,” Aubrey said. “No. We would have fuzzy memories if that was the case.” 
“We don’t have any injuries either,” Harvey added. “No cuts or scrapes or bruises. It’s as if we chose to come down here.”
“Don’t be absurd," Romeo said. “You insult the intelligence of everyone in the room by suggesting that we were somehow complicit in this.” 
“He could’ve acted friendly to us,” Scarlet suggested. “Maybe he knew our vulnerabilities and took advantage of us.” 
“If some creep came up to me, I’d knock his nose off his face and bounce,” Romeo said. 
Harvey would have evaded a creep, not by using physicality, but by using his brain. To willingly follow someone he didn’t know? Not him. Then again, he didn’t really know himself that well. 
Glasses grabbed the letter off the table, read it, and then raised it. “The human mind so often resorts to the negative, to the bad, to the worst scenario. Allow me to present the other side: The linguistics of The Host allude to a world that has decayed to a level of potential harm. We have been isolated from such destruction. We have to ask ourselves why someone would protect us in this instance.” 
“You think we’re in a nuclear bunker?” Romeo asked.
“I think we should accept The Host’s gifts with grace,” Glasses said. 
“No memories,” Aubrey said to herself. She couldn’t let it go. 
Romeo waggled his finger. “I’ve been thinking about that. For someone like this, someone who is able to orchestrate all of this, it must’ve been some sort of drug. Hell—a chip could’ve been inserted into our brains for all we know.” 
Harvey almost laughed at the idea of a chip being placed in his brain, but then he frowned—it was one of the best explanations at the moment. How messed up was that?
“There’s clearly a reason why we are down here,” Aubrey said. 
“And unless someone knows the reason, it doesn’t matter. The world out there has gone to shit. Great. But here’s the deal. We will never find out what’s going on if we stay here. So no matter what you think, whether we trust The Host or not, whether we’re being held here as hostages or to preserve human life, it doesn’t matter. We need to escape, and we need to escape right now.” 
“We should vote,” Harvey said. 
“Vote for what?” Romeo shouted, throwing his arms in the air. 
“To remain stationary or to risk an exit,” Glasses said. 
“No—not to stay or to go,” Harvey corrected. “The choices are simple: we search for clues. We use our brains. We come to a good decision. All of us. Or we take the first exit we can and roll the dice.” 
Romeo rubbed the bridge of his nose and shook his head. 
Harvey continued: “And that’s how things should be for as long as we stay here. Nobody makes a decision unless it’s brought to this table. Agreed?”
Nobody had a problem with that except for Romeo, who folded his arms like the child he was.
“Fine,” Romeo finally said. 
Harvey said, “All right then—all in favor of—” 
The kitchen lights began to flicker rapidly, but nobody noticed. Blood rushed to his head and steady pressure built around his eyes. 
“Harvey, what’s wrong?” Aubrey asked, but her voice came from somewhere far away.
An endless expanse of darkness swallowed him, the room being sucked away as if it were liquid. He wanted to shout for help, but everyone was gone. Had his feet not been soaked in an inch of water, he would’ve thought he was in space. I’m really losing it now. A concentrated draft of wind came from behind, so he turned around. A white door with a golden knob stood alone. No surrounding wall. What the hell?
He approached the door, his feet splashing through the cold water, and twisted the knob. Locked. He moved to the side and tried to walk around it. His forehead smacked into something solid—an invisible barrier of sorts. This can’t be real. A dream. It must be. When he reached out to touch it, the invisible barrier rippled like the calm surface of an ocean and turned into a golden shimmering aura. He stepped back in awe. 
The urge to break open the door surged through him. He raised his hand without thinking, pointed his palm at the knob, and waited for something to happen. His nerves were touched with an excitement close to electricity. In the vast darkness, everything seemed stationary. The knob twisted by itself. When the door opened, nobody was there. He examined his hand. Same palm. Same fingers. How did a normal hand do that? But then his hand was gone, and so was everything else—a slow dissipation, one plane of reality dissolving, and a new one taking its place. 
“Harvey, are you okay?” Aubrey asked while trying to pour water down his throat. 
He spit it all over the table and rubbed his mouth. He wanted to curl into a ball, but the concerned faces pulled him back. Behind his mask, he felt like a boy who was scared of the dark, but he could contemplate what happened later, when nobody was depending on him. 
“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. “Now what’s the vote? Are we going to search this place for clues, or are we going to try to escape? Those in favor of searching, raise their hand.” 
Although everyone was concerned for him, they voted anyway. To no surprise, everyone raised their hand except for Romeo, who headed for the hallway. “It’s like you all want to be murdered.”
Once Romeo exited, Harvey said, “We better start looking.”
As everyone funneled out of the kitchen, he took some time to get his bearings. What the hell happened when I passed out?






  
  Chapter 4


Dreams were one thing, but this was different. Harvey exited the weight room. No clues. 
Glasses stood on one of the lanes in the bowling alley, inspecting the pin deck. They had spent all day searching. 
“Find anything?” Harvey shouted. 
Glasses shot upward, banged his head on the pinsetter, slipped, and started doing the running man before finally falling on his butt. Harvey ran to him and nearly slipped. 
“My bad, are you good?” he asked, extending a hand. 
Glasses took it, nearly falling again. “The back of my head hurts, but I think so.” 
“It’s time to eat,” Harvey said, wrapping his arm around Glasses. 
As they walked to the kitchen, Harvey reflected on his encounter with Romeo a couple of hours ago.
“What are you doing?” Harvey had asked. 
“What does it look like I’m doing?” Romeo responded, his focus remaining on the wall. “I’m looking for clues.” 
“Are you sure?” Harvey asked. Romeo's hands were patting the wall, inch by inch, as if he were looking for a secret door.
Romeo gave him a deadly stare. “Yes, I’m sure. Now leave me alone.”
Romeo was the kind of man who needed to be the most dangerous person in the room. Down here, that was a problem. 
Scarlet had expressed interest in cooking a dinnertime meal earlier today, and she followed through. By the time he and Glasses entered the kitchen, hot steam rose from the pan, and a smoky aroma hit him. The place could have used a fan for ventilation, but that was his only complaint.  
They all took their seats at the kitchen table, Harvey at one end of the table, Romeo at the other. Each chair had silverware, napkins, and a glass by it. Scarlet went around and set the plates down on the placemats. 
“Thank you for making this meal, Scarlet,” Aubrey said. 
“My name’s not Scarlet,” she said, continuing to pass out the dishes.  She took a seat in her chair. “It’s Samantha. Samantha Taylor.” 
“Well, how about that—I was closer than you’d think. Can I still call you Scarlet anyway?” Romeo asked. 
“Why are you such an ass?” Aubrey asked.
Romeo ignored her. 
Samantha spoke firmly. “You’ll call me by my name like the rest of the people here.” 
Romeo kept his sarcastic tone when he said, “Well, how about you, Glasses? Got a name yet? Don’t tell me it’s Garry, or I might have to tell The Host about it. I’m sure he’d laugh.” 
Glasses did the blink that contorted the right side of his face. “It’s Marty. Marty Pierpoint.” 
“That’s outstanding,” Romeo said, his voice sounding as inauthentic as his grin. “So, how did our day go searching for clues?” 
Harvey looked at Aubrey. The computer was their biggest lead so far. When she shook her head, his shoulders slumped. 
“Didn’t think so,” Romeo said. His fake smile faded and his voice fell into its normal cynical tone. “Killers usually don’t provide the luxury of telling you how they are going to kill you.” 
Harvey coughed. “I think we should consider rationing.” 
“You mean prolonging our death?” Romeo asked. 
“I mean rationing,” Harvey responded. 
“And then what?” Romeo asked. “When the food runs out, then what?”
Marty shifted in his chair and blinked. “I believe that the chances and certainty of our survival would be higher staying here than trying to escape.” 
Romeo shifted toward Marty. “And how would you know that, pipsqueak?” 
“They don’t put people in prisons for no reason,” Marty mumbled.
Romeo stood over Marty, grabbed his collar, and pushed him against the wall. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
Harvey didn’t stop Romeo. It wasn’t what Marty said but how he said it. It didn’t seem like a blanket statement. It seemed like a fact. Like he knew something. 
“Romeo, what the hell are you doing?” Aubrey asked. 
“Shut up, bitch,” Romeo said. “This nerd knows something.” 
Harvey’s hand curled, and his fist started to shake. “Don’t call her that!” 
A mixture of objections came from Aubrey, Samantha, and Marty, but Romeo ignored them all. 
“Who’s going to stop me?” Romeo asked, focusing on Harvey. When Harvey didn’t respond, Romeo said, “Thought so. Now, Marty—back to you.” 
“You can’t treat people like that!” Aubrey shouted. 
Romeo continued to focus on Marty. “You have one more chance to cough up what you're hiding.” 
It happened. The awareness. The blood pumping. The feeling of going away. His hand snapped to the knife and hovered above it. The knife rattled. A wave of fatigue struck him. Did I just do that? He looked around. Samantha and Marty were too distracted by the threat of Romeo to notice what happened, but Aubrey stared directly at him. 
Romeo stood up and said to Marty, “You’re working with The Host, aren’t you?” 
“I certainly am not,” Marty managed. 
Romeo cocked his arm back to punch Marty in the face, but then the lights in the basement flickered. Everything faded black. They sat in the darkness for three seconds before the lights snapped back on. 
“Is everyone okay?” Harvey asked. 
“Oh my gosh!” Samantha yelled, pointing at the ground. 
Harvey saw Romeo convulsing on the ground. “Shit!” he yelled, getting out of his chair. It took maximum effort to move his limbs as the exhaustion compounded. 
Everyone jumped to Romeo’s aid, but there was nothing they could do. The whites of Romeo’s eyes showed as he continued to shake. Aubrey gave an accusatory glance at Harvey. I’m innocent, he told himself. Nobody could make knives move by pointing their hand at it. But then he thought of his vision, the one where he saw the door, and the way it had … he nearly fainted. 
As Romeo thrashed on the ground, Harvey fought to keep his tired eyes open. The flu-like symptoms always came at the worst times. 
“We have to do something!” Samantha yelled.
Romeo stopped shaking, and his eyes returned to normal. Sweat glistened off his forehead, and his breathing was frantic. “The boat. The boat. The boat.” 
Aubrey tucked her hair behind her right ear. “What?” 
“We were on a boat,” Romeo said frantically. 
“A boat?” Aubrey asked. 
“Yes. Yes.” 
“All of us?” Aubrey asked. 
Romeo nodded and gulped.
Marty propped himself up and said, “His mind is in a delusional state.” 
Aubrey ignored Marty and turned to Romeo to ask, “Do you remember anything else?”
Harvey noticed that Marty went stiff.
“No … take me to my room, please,” Romeo said, his dominating demeanor vanishing.
They all glanced at each other. Although Aubrey and Samantha didn’t look like they wanted to help Romeo, they lifted him to his feet and escorted him to his room. Quiet satisfaction filled Harvey as he watched Romeo leave, but something didn’t sit right in his stomach. Praying for another human’s downfall was a loser’s game, and he was participating in it without question. What is this basement doing to me? 
“Are you okay?” he asked Marty, whose entire body was shaking. 
“Yes.” 
Harvey studied Marty closely. “Marty, you said that they don’t put people in prison for—” 
“All I did was repeat something that was discussed earlier.” 
“Is there something that you’re not—” 
“A nap is needed to restore my energy levels,” Marty said, exiting the kitchen. 
Harvey stayed in his spot and watched Marty go. Nervous people always looked guilty even if they weren’t, but he’d have to keep a close eye on the guy from now on. 
His mind returned to the moment the knife rattled on the table. The lights had flickered, which meant an environmental factor shook the knife. Thunder. An earthquake. Something. The vision surfaced. He had made that door move with his hand, but surely that didn’t mean he could do it in real life. Then again, if his vision meant nothing, that meant whatever Romeo saw during his seizure meant nothing. 
His muscles were sore and his mind raced. Was this the flu bug that he experienced earlier? Or something else? The two whiskey bottles on the table stared at him. Maybe just a couple of sips would take the edge off. He reached across the table and grabbed both bottles, but then he shook his head. Maybe some other time. He got up from the table. I should put these back on the bar shelf and leave them.
He entered the hallway and stopped. Two shadows. Romeo and Marty’s voices. He hopped back into the kitchen and pressed his ear to the corner of the wall. What were they talking about?
“Look, dude. I know it doesn’t mean much now, but I’m sorry, okay? I don’t know what came over me back there. I’m not someone who hurts other people. It’s just that, this place makes me—” 
“I understand,” Marty said, and then he heard the door shutting. 
Is Romeo apologizing? Okay, just act like you didn't hear. He took a big breath before stepping into the corridor. 
Romeo turned to him, his hard stare gone. “Harvey, we knew each other before this.” 
“It wasn’t real,” he said, because if it was, then that meant …. 
Romeo said, “No, I know it sounds crazy, but this wasn’t a dream. It was a memory. I know it was.” 
“We don’t have our memories,” he said. The yellow aura from the vision crossed his mind. 
“Harvey, please just hear—” 
“You need to get some rest.” 
“Harvey, but—” 
“Romeo, you almost hurt Marty. Get some rest and reflect on that,” he said. 
Romeo looked like he had more to say, but he nodded his head and retired to his room. 
As Harvey proceeded down the hallway, the two bottles of whiskey in his hand seemed more appealing. Perhaps he would take just a couple of sips before putting them back on the shelf. Something to give him a little buzz. That’s all. Just a little buzz. Nothing that would make him stupid or not able to handle himself if something popped off. 
When he entered the bowling alley and turned to the bar shelf, he stopped on a dime. Tilted his head. 
“Aubrey, I didn’t take you for a drinker,” he said. 
“I’m not,” Aubrey said, taking a large gulp from a liquor bottle. Her lips puckered as the alcohol entered her system. “But sometimes the situation permits it.” 
“There are better ways to escape,” he said, placing both bottles on the bar counter to hold himself up. Ever since that knife rattled, everything had been moving in slow motion. 
“Like?” 
“Watching a movie.” 
“Are you asking me on a date, Harvey Covington?” 
Aubrey was coping, but he didn’t laugh. “Where is Samantha?” 
Aubrey set the bottle down on the countertop and tucked her brown hair behind her ear, an uneasy look in her eyes. “She went back to her room.” 
They stared at each other for a couple of seconds. Suspicion sat in her eyes, but there was something else too. No. It couldn’t be. A girl like Aubrey wouldn’t like a guy like him. 
“Aubrey, I don’t know what happened back there,” he said. 
She glanced toward the bowling lanes, deep in thought. “I knew something was different about you right when we woke up.” 
“What?” he asked, his heart beating fast.
“The first time it happened for me was when I saw the letter,” Aubrey said, her voice distant. 
He looked around the bowling alley. Then he walked to her and whispered, “What are you talking about?” 
“At first I wasn’t sure about you,” Aubrey said. “When you yelled at Romeo and he obeyed you like a dog, I felt like maybe something wasn’t what it seemed. But tonight confirmed it.” 
He thought back to when the knife rattled. The only person who saw it happen was Aubrey. “Look, the lights flickered. It must have been a minor earthquake or something. Maybe that’s why we're down here. There could be a bunch of natural disasters out there.” 
Aubrey took a sip, her eyes blank. “When I saw the letter, I remember feeling something strange. I reached for it and … it came to me. Drifted through the air as if the wind blew it into my hand. But there was no wind, Harvey.” 
He grabbed the bottle from her hand and said, “Maybe we should talk about—” 
“This,” she said. “We should talk about this.”
“I didn’t do anything to Romeo,” he said. “You have to believe me.” 
“I do—but we can’t deny what we are.”
He checked the bowling alley again. All clear. Dammit, I don’t want to do this. He leaned close to her so his face was no more than an inch away from hers and said, “When I passed out, I saw something. I—I made a door move with my hand.” 
Aubrey didn’t flinch. “Do you think this is why we’re down here?” 
Harvey shook his head, but he couldn’t deny the facts. He knew all along that he was different. Just didn’t want to admit it.
“I don’t know,” he said. “When Romeo stopped beating me up, I thought my voice—” 
“Controlled him?” Aubrey asked. 
“Yes,” he whispered. 
“I thought so too,” she said.
“But it doesn’t work anymore. Or maybe it never worked in the first place.” 
“What about the others?” she asked. 
“If they’re like us, they don’t seem keen on talking about it,” he said.
“Maybe they saw something they weren’t supposed to.”
“Like?” he asked.
“Us. Doing something we weren't supposed to do. Have you ever wondered if The Host is protecting the world by keeping us locked away?” she asked. 
“Are you saying that we hurt someone?” 
“I’m not saying anything.”
“No, we’re not bad people,” he said. “I refuse to believe that.”
Aubrey didn’t seem so certain. She tapped her fingers on the table in a fanning motion, starting with the pinky, working her way to the index finger, and then back to the pinky. It soothed him. 
“The letter—it made me feel as if a war was going on or something. Or that people were in danger,” he said. 
“Possibly,” she said. 
“If we are different, couldn’t we use it for good? Couldn’t we fix what’s going on out there?” 
“If that were the case, then maybe,” Aubrey said. “But what if The Host doesn’t want things to be fixed?”
“I believe him,” Harvey said. 
“The Host?” she asked. 
“Yes,” he said, repositioning the bottle so the label faced away from her. “Whatever’s going on out there can’t be good.” 
“Yeah,” she said. “We can’t tell the others—about this. About us.” 
“I know,” he said, thinking of Romeo. 
Aubrey stepped closer to him, no more than an inch, a movement she might not have been aware of. 
“Do you want to go watch a movie now?” she asked.
“Yes.” 
When she spun around with the bottle in her hand, Harvey watched her walk and nearly started drooling. There were healthier ways to escape than drinking, and he had his eyes on one right now. He set the bottle down on the counter, walked to the library, but spun around. A few sips never hurt nobody. He took the bottle and caught up to Aubrey. 
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