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Where in the fuck was I?

One minute I was leaning against the back wall of the clubhouse smoking a cigarette, and then I woke up on a concrete floor with my head pounding.

The only light streamed through a window high up on the wall, and the rest of the room was shadowed in darkness.

I had no sense of time.

How long had I been here?

An hour? Six hours? Maybe even days?

I managed to sit up and crawled over to the sliver of light. My eyes tried to adjust to the darkness, but I couldn’t make out much of where I was. I held my hand out and walked until I touched the cool cement of the wall.

“Basement?” I whispered. The floor was concrete, and so were the walls. There weren’t many places like that.

But what basement and why was I here?

All I wanted to do was smoke a cigarette and then meet up with Zig and Frost to go over inventory for the shop. Even though I didn’t know what the hell time of day it was, I was pretty sure I had missed inventory.

But that also meant the Knights had to be looking for me.

I had been known to disappear from time to time, but at least one of the guys knew where I was. Normally that was Zig, so I was hopeful he had sounded the alarm that I was missing, and they were looking for me.

I patted my pockets, hopeful my phone was in one of them, but they were empty except for a receipt for gas and cigarettes. A lot of good that was going to do me.

“About time you woke up.”

The voice echoed around me, and I spun around, trying to figure out where it was coming from. The room was still dark.

“Who are you?” I demanded loudly.

“You know me,” the voice called.

I knew him? The voice wasn’t familiar, but it wasn’t like it was a distinctive voice. “Where am I?”

“Where you belong.”

I slowly turned around, praying I would be struck with night vision. “What the fuck is going on?” I shouted. “What the fuck do you want?”

A loud cackle bounced off the walls. “I’m giving you what you always deserved. You thought you had the last word, but you don’t.”

“WHO ARE YOU?!” My words echoed, but he didn’t answer. “AHHH!” I spun around toward the small sliver of light and took three steps toward it. My foot collided with something on the floor, and I fell to my knees. I reached out to feel what had tripped me and scrambled back when I felt warm flesh.

I wasn’t alone.

*
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My heart pounded frantically in my chest, and I willed it to slow.

The man had been passed out for hours, and I had been starting to worry that he wouldn’t wake up. I had checked his pulse a few times through the night when I couldn’t hear his breathing, but other than that, I had kept my distance from him.

I didn’t know who he was or why he was there.

He was obviously someone who had pissed off Malcom, but I didn’t know any more than that.

His fingers curled around my wrist, and they pressed against my pulse.

“Who are you?” he whispered.

A whimper left my lips, and I tried to yank my arm away from him.

He tightened his hold and moved closer.

I folded my legs under me and pressed them into the hard concrete floor.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he promised. “I can’t see you.”

My eyes had assimilated to the darkness more than his. I could see the outline of his face and that he was kneeling in front of me. He kept a hold of my arm and blindly reached toward my face with his other hand. I shifted to the side and dodged his hand. 

His hand smashed into the concrete wall. “Fuck,” he grunted. “I can’t see shit,” he grumbled. “I thought you were right in front of me.”

I had been.

His hand moved up my arm, and he grabbed my shoulder. “Are you okay?” 

I was alive. I nodded my head but remembered he couldn’t see me. The word yes was on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t get it out.

Most times, I couldn’t get any words to come out of my mouth. “Ye-ye-ye,” I stuttered. I squeezed my eyes shut and prayed for the floor to swallow me whole.

Every doctor my mother had taken me to had diagnosed me with Select Mutism. They all said I could speak, but I chose not to. So, every time we would leave the doctor, my mom would be mad because I chose not to speak.

I had spoken the first few years of my life, but I stuttered every fourth or fifth word. At least, that was what my mom had told me. Did anyone really remember when they were two or three?

She had said there were days I wouldn’t stutter, but then somedays I couldn’t get a word out without tripping over my own tongue.

When I was five, I remembered, though.

On the first day of preschool, I had bopped into class thinking this was going to be the best day ever, only to have Heather Chonk and Devin Smith ruin it all.

Kids could be mean, and those two were exactly that.

Heather had ridiculed me ruthlessly on the playground and had even managed to get all of the other kids to call me Re-re-repeat Tess.

From that day on, I didn’t speak out loud.

I couldn’t. My voice had been taken from me whenever I was around people—even my own family.

The thought of being ridiculed and made fun of was too much for me to handle. 

This wasn’t my choice. Anxiety robbed me of my words. I was too afraid to speak because I didn’t know what would be said back to me.

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t get the words out.

I knew what I wanted to say, but the fear of saying the words was too much.

I had learned sign language and got used to being treated like a mute. I had made it through school and managed to find a remote job I could do from home that didn’t require any talking. As long as my work was done on time, I barely ever talked to my boss.

My mom had died three years ago, and up until that day, she tried to get me to talk more freely.

“Shh,” the man in front of me cooed. “You’re safe with me.”

This man had no idea who I was, and he was trying to comfort me. Who did something like that?

“You got any clue who did this to us?” A flat laugh rumbled from his chest. “A name to go with the voice coming from the ceiling?”

For the past twenty-eight years of my life, I had managed to make it through without speaking much. I could motion, write, or sign my way out of anything.

Not now.

Not when this guy couldn’t see past his own nose.

I needed to speak to help us both get out of here alive.

My body tensed, and I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

“Sugar,” the man called. “I need you to talk to me. I swear I’m not going to hurt you.”

I knew he wasn’t going to hurt me. The psycho upstairs was another story, though. I closed my eyes and willed the words to come out of my mouth. They had to. “I-I-I am fi-n-n-ne.”

“What’s your name?” he asked. He didn’t hesitate or make a snide comment.

“Tess,” I managed to say clearly.

“I’m Zag, sugar. You happen to know who the voice in the ceiling is?”

What kind of name was Zag? “He is m-m-my step-b-b-brother.”

“Your stepbrother is keeping you locked up in a dark basement?”

Normally, no. 

Hell, I hadn’t even seen Malcom for the past eight years. My mother had divorced his dad when I was twenty, and I hadn’t seen him since. “S-s-s-so it would s-s-seem.” The urge to clamp my lips closed was overwhelming. I didn’t want to talk anymore.

I didn’t understand why Malcom had kidnapped me from outside the gas station and brought me here. He hadn’t spoken a single word to me other than to tell me what to do.

Zag shifted next to me and sat on his butt. “How long have you been here?”

“The sun has set eleven t-t-times.”

Zag grunted. “Fucking shit, babe. Have you been here for twelve days? Isn’t there someone looking for you?”

I wish there were, but there weren’t. Mom was gone, and my dad had died years ago.

Kit would be missing me, but only because his food bowl would be running empty. It wasn’t like my cat would be able to alert the police I was missing.

I shook my head no and leaned back into the wall.

“Sugar?” he called. He blindly reached out and placed his hand on my knee.

He couldn’t see me shake my head. Duh, Tess. “N-n-no.” I moved back from him and scooted further down the wall.

“No friends, family, or boyfriend? Or girlfriend?”

How nice of him to be inclusive, but I didn’t have any of those. “No.”

“Well, I can’t say the same, thankfully. Hopefully, King and the club are moving heaven and hell to find me.” Zag sighed heavily. 

That was nice for him. I wouldn’t know what it would feel like to have a family and friends who would do anything to find you.

Zag shifted next to me and got on his knees. “There has to be a way out of here,” he muttered. “He can’t be watching us all of the time. He’s a fucking coward for not even coming down here. Who kidnaps someone and doesn’t even show their face,” he mused.

He moved slowly around the basement until he was back next to me. “You don’t talk much, do you, babe?”

I grunted softly. That was a yes.

“Well, you’re gonna find out I talk a lot. Zig always tells me I always need to fill the silence. I just think I have something to say, so I’m going to say it.” He flopped back next to me and sighed heavily. “My fucking head hurts.”

He could talk all he wanted, and there wasn’t anything I could do to help him with his headache. “I-I-I’m sorry.”

He chuckled low. “Nothing to apologize for, babe. You’re right in the shit with me. I need to figure out how to get out of here, but right now, I can barely keep my eyes open.”

“C-c-con-c-c­–”

“Concussion,” he softly interrupted. “I think you are right.”

Most times, when someone cut me off to say the word I was struggling with, it would either embarrass or infuriate me. I was too dumb to talk, which made me mad at myself.

I didn’t have that feeling when Zag helped me. Most times, I can hear the distain and disgust in people’s voices when they correct me.

Not with Zag.

But that might have just been a fluke. He was exhausted and suffering from a head injury.

“I think I’m going to take a nap, Tess.”

That was probably the last thing he should do, but it wasn’t like I could keep him awake.

“O-o-okay,” I stammered. I couldn’t even say one word without stuttering like an idiot. I wished that my mom had been right in that instant, and I was faking my stutter.

I wasn’t.

There had been a few select times in my life that I would have done anything to have just one conversation without stuttering.

Just one time, but it never happened.

“We’re gonna be okay, Tess,” he whispered to me in the dark basement. “I’ll make sure of it,” he promised.

He didn’t know that.

Three days ago, I had come to terms with the fact that I was going to die in this basement. Then Zag was tossed in here with me.

That had only changed the fact that I wasn’t going to die completely alone.

Now it would be with a stranger who talked constantly and was concussed.

Plot twist, but my story was going to end the same way.

Dead.

*
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Zag
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I was definitely up a creek without a paddle.

Fucked.

I opened my eyes, and it was pitch dark. The sliver of light that had been streaming through the window was gone, and I blinked rapidly. My mind told me my eyes were open, but I couldn’t see even an inch in front of me.

The pillow under my head shifted slightly, and I realized my head rested on Tess’s thigh. Her arm was draped across my stomach, and I could tell she was asleep by her even breathing.

I had to figure out how to get the hell out of here. I wasn’t meant to die in a dingy basement at the hands of some psycho. That wasn’t going to be Tess’s fate either.

I sat up and ran my fingers through my hair. Tess’s arm dropped from my stomach, and she shifted next to me.

“Sorry to wake you,” I mumbled.

Tess let out a sleepy groan.

“We need to figure out how we will get out of here,” I pondered aloud. I glanced in the direction of the window; at least, I thought that was where the window was.

Being in pitch darkness was disorienting. 

Tess bumped me with either her hand or leg. I couldn’t tell which. “S-s-sorry,” she stammered.

I was slowly putting the pieces together about where I was and about Tess.

She stuttered, but I didn’t know if it was just because of the scary situation we were in or if that was how she usually spoke. 

“You okay?” I asked. 

She grunted.

How was I going to ask her about her stutter without sounding like an asshole? Granted, I didn’t care if I came off as an asshole most of the time, but something about Tess made me want her to think I was a good guy for as long as possible. 
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