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      Adulting sucked. Well, being able to drink didn’t usually suck. Having a place of your own where no one tells you how to decorate or where the spoons go was awesome.

      Paying bills? Definitely didn’t fall on the good side. Neither did going to court for a traffic camera violation that I obviously did not do because on that very date, near that very time, I was at U-Haul picking up supplies to help my younger sister, Audrey, get out of a bullshit situation with a questionable thug. I had the receipts for boxes to prove it. Not that I couldn’t afford to pay forty bucks, it was the principle of the thing. I didn’t do the crime, despite the car looking like mine, and even more bizarrely, the court sent a grainy photo displaying a plate that matched mine. But it wasn’t my car.

      My car had a dented bumper, courtesy of the aforementioned little sister who backed it into her boyfriend’s truck. The very same day and time that the false photo was taken. Unfortunately, because we fled a crime of hit and run, we hadn’t reported the accident, which would prove I was somewhere else with my car. Which meant I couldn’t mention that part of my alibi.

      So, adulting sucked.

      As I stood in line to get through the security gates, I checked the time on my cell phone. The court website warned to arrive at least twenty minutes before the session, but wouldn’t tell me what time I’d be called. Which was a horrible way to run a business. I needed to get back to work to avoid getting dinged for taking another day off. Not only that, but my boss, Jamie, wanted to go over the presentation notes for tomorrow’s pitch.

      With me.

      Like, I needed to hold his hand or something? I sent the damn PowerPoint five days ago. He waited until seven-thirty last night to email me a vague message that sounded oddly threatening, warning me that if we didn’t go through my proposal together today, on my scheduled day off for this fucking court date, I’d be written up.

      I fired back an email at eight, which was three hours after my scheduled shift ended.

      It took twenty minutes to rewrite it five times so my “tone” wouldn’t be “insubordinate” and five more minutes to re-read old emails and cite the specific date and time I requested today off. Which he approved exactly three hours later. I had that receipt, too.

      But just like he ignored workplace scheduled hours, he ignored his own responsibility of approving my day off. He fired an email right back, claiming he didn’t approve it.

      No sooner than I checked the work website, I saw the request status as “unapproved.” Which was bullshit. I had the email that approved it. I knew that my court date absence had been approved. My eyes did not lie.

      But there it was, in the system as unapproved. I bet that asshole went in as he read my newest emails and unapproved it. Unfortunately, there was no way to confirm that.

      Unless… did I have any friends in IT? Maybe the back-end database kept a record of changes.

      I made myself a note on my phone to follow up on that.

      “Ma’am? You’re next.”

      Shit! I hadn’t realized the line moved. The guy behind me grumbled about cell phones in court. “She shouldn’t have that thing in here. They made me leave mine in the car.”

      I glared back at the asshole talking. “I checked, it’s perfectly fine to bring a cell phone in, you just need to power it off before you enter the courtroom.” God, I swear, some people were stuck in the Stone Age.

      The little gray bin didn’t hold my work backpack, purse, and coat, so I needed two. But that man behind me grabbed the only empty bin left and then made a show of taking his belt off to place it inside.

      A fucking belt.

      I stepped to the side to wait for another bin.

      Meanwhile, a younger man, probably my age, walked right past us all. He carried nothing, set his cell phone on the conveyor belt beside his wallet, and walked right through the gate.

      Damn. I should take notes. That was impressive. He breezed through like he owned the place.

      More impressive, because when he turned around to get wand-checked, he had gauges in his ears, and obvious tattoos peeking out of his shirt sleeves and crawling down his hands. He was a pro—in more ways than one. This obviously wasn’t his first courtroom rodeo, despite the sharply pressed suit that he wore. It fit like it was custom-tailored, and his slicked-back hair was somewhere between dirty blond and surfer blond.

      He caught me staring.

      I quickly glanced down.

      Yay! A whole stack of empty bins slid in front of me. I dumped my coat and purse in and stepped back to wait to be motioned through.

      Which didn’t happen. The man who jumped my place in line set off the gate.

      Instead of motioning for him to stop and get wanded, they waved him past.

      “That’s not fair.” The people manning the security barely blinked at my protest. I raised my voice. “Excuse me, but he set off the gate.”

      “Ma’am, please walk through.”

      But they stopped someone who didn’t set off the alarm and sent someone on their way who did. How was that in any way, shape, or form secure? Or fair? Or not an utter display of the disparities of a system rigged toward…

      Yes, the words “rich, white, patriarchy” flashed through my head. I looked at the female bailiff. “He set off the gate.”

      She shook her head and motioned me through.

      I stomped through the flimsy metal stanchions and technology they’d erected. In defiance, I stopped directly in the arch and was about to flip the whole lot of them off when it beeped.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      Defeated by society, I walked over to the woman who’d not shown me any ounce of solidarity and got scanned. Then patted down. Then my bags were sorted through because the laptop set it off.

      “You can’t use your electronics in the courtroom.”

      “Duh.” I’d only just announced that earlier to the asshole who not only took my place in line, but set off the gate and now stood a good chance to be some sort of risk to all of us in this building. “That’s what I told the asshole who took my place in line.”

      “Excuse me?” She looked up. Something in her tone set off the other guards.

      Damn it. I tried to explain.

      “Ma’am, I’ll have to ask you to calm down.”

      I hadn’t raised my voice. Yet.

      “Calm down?”

      The guards magically multiplied from the three that had slowed the entire system down to seven… wait, eight, because a county sheriff stepped forward. But somehow, everything stopped. Because of me?

      “Is there a problem here?” The fat-ass cop was not asking. He had that tone that said, “Is there a problem here I can shoot? Please let me shoot. I haven’t killed someone in ages, pretty please?”

      “Yes, there is a problem. The man before me triggered the alarms, and your team here waved him through. But you’re treating me like some sort of criminal. How do we know he doesn’t have a bomb?”

      Wrong word to use.

      Every single guard, cop, and person in a suit stiffened up.

      Someone behind me whispered, “Did she say bomb?”

      Fuck.

      “I have court⁠—”

      “Step over here.”

      No! “I have a court appointment.” I checked my watch. “In five minutes.”

      “Are you a lawyer, ma’am?”

      “No.” Did I look like a lawyer? I mean, I wore my “interview” outfit, the one that pegged me as fairly normal, but the faded pink under color wasn’t. I kept the top dyed almost black, and the underside was as white as my stylist could strip it. When I went clubbing, I ramped up the fun with temporary colors. Sometimes they didn’t completely wash out before the work week.

      “Then, please step over here.”

      Another guard walked up, with the tattooed man in his grip. “Is this the man who went through the gate?”

      “No.”

      “Watch your tone,” the sheriff loudly reprimanded me.

      Whispered gossip and outright lies flew through the line of people breezing through the security gates. It was about me, about the spectacle they were witnessing, and more than once, someone said the word “bomb” in hushed worry.

      “The man who set it off was about sixty, five-eight, size XL, and he wore a gray Jos. A. Bank suit.” Thank you, my Men’s Wearhouse stint, for teaching me how to size up customers and spot common designers from a mile away.

      “You just described a third of the people here.”

      Finally, some female solidarity. “It’s a little late, sister.”

      She shot me a look that said, “Shut up.”

      “Are you sure he’s not the one?” The guy holding an innocent—relatively speaking—man asked again.

      “Positive. Now let him go.”

      Tattoo-man shook his head. I could read his expression. It was sending me the same vibes as the female guard. Shut up, get your head down, fall in line.

      I didn’t want to! I wanted to scream. The system was rigged, and this sucky-ass morning was proof of it. I was here in this stupid, crowded lobby, detained for the simple crime of speaking up. And my counterpart, still in the vice-like clutches of the government, was a victim of oppression. I wanted to burn the place down.

      “Where’s the bomb?” The police SWAT unit had shown up.

      As if this day could get any worse?

      “Up your ass.”

      I didn’t say it. I had enough self-control not to. But my GOD, I wanted to. I plastered on a smile I didn’t feel and tried to make my tone as smarmily sweet and non-condescending as I possibly could muster. “I’m sorry, officer, I think this is just a simple misunderstanding. You see⁠—”

      “She claims this man has a bomb.” Cut off again. Mother fucker!

      “I did not say that!” Who did this jerk think he was?

      The SWAT officer noticed the man in question. “Hey, Sketch, ‘staying out of trouble?”

      The tattooed man answered, “Trying to.”

      “What you in for today?”

      “Child custody hearing.”

      The SWAT officer grimaced. “Oh, yeah, sorry to hear about that, man.”

      Sketch—was that a real name? He acknowledged the cop’s sympathy with a resigned nod.

      “Hagerstown wasn’t visiting lately, were they?”

      Sketch shook his head. “Boots is laid up for a few weeks. Broke something landing a bad endo.”

      “It wasn’t his head, was it?”

      Sketch snorted. “He broke that a long time ago.”

      I cleared my throat. “I hate to interrupt this male bonding moment, but am I free to go?”

      Three of the guards immediately piped up with varying degrees of “no.”

      Most vocal was the sheriff, who reprimanded me about my tone. He’s the one who suggested, “Bag her devices.”

      “What does that mean?” No one would answer me. One of the extras who’d arrived to clear the backlog at the gates took over while another one disappeared and returned with two garish neon green trimmed bags with suspiciously ominous fastenings.

      Sketch stifled a laugh and turned it into a cough.

      Meanwhile, the SWAT officers clustered around, and a dog sniffed all my clothing, bags, and the electronics now in the stupid cases, which had locks on them.

      “You may keep these with you, but you must return here to get the locks removed.”

      Begrudgingly, I gritted out, “Fine.” No one seemed in any kind of hurry, and I was constantly checking my watch, prompting them to ask me to remove it and put it in with my cell phone.

      With that last vestige of technology stripped from me, I wouldn’t know if I was late or not.

      I rushed to the elevator.

      Surprisingly, people were bypassing it. But I didn’t have time. The courtroom was on the top floor of the building. I wanted to get there intact. But carrying all the various cases, and my bags and coat, up multiple flights of stairs, with no idea whether the doors would open at the top? No fucking way.

      Sketch jumped in the car just as the doors were finally sliding shut. He glanced down at the neon green suitcase on the floor.

      “The bag of shame.”

      “Shut up.”

      He pressed his lips together and pushed the same illuminated floor number that I’d selected.

      The car lurched into motion.

      Finally, something going my way.
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      She was cute, but not my type. I’d sworn off of any chick who had colored hair. That had been my downfall the last time. I fell for a pretty party girl with big tits and purple hair. Within a year, she got pregnant, and I put a ring on it.

      Mistake number something or other.

      What wasn’t a mistake was my son. He was seven now, and smart. Also super talented and inquisitive. Perfect.

      And not living with me. I waited for the floor lights to tick upward so I could finally get custody of him. My ex was threatening to move out of state. Her latest conquest lived in Delaware.

      Fucking Delaware.

      Nothing against the state. It was just too damn far away for me to visit my son. And, if I did, it was in enemy territory. I couldn’t ride my motorcycle there. If I did, I’d be sure to run into the Demons, who claimed the entire eastern coastline from South Carolina to Maine.

      Sure, we had some Destroyer chapters in New York and Maine, but that was only because of a careful truce between the clubs. Me buzzing into the heart of their territory every other weekend would be a problem with someone eventually, which meant I couldn’t do it.

      And my ex definitely wasn’t planning on bringing him here every other weekend.

      I’d let my lawyer know about the delay at the security gates. We’d expected that, and she prompted me on what to bring and what not to. How to dress, and what to cover up.

      But she hadn’t factored in the ditz in the elevator with me.

      The visible top layer of her hair was dyed raven black. But under it and peeking out from the layered cut was a horrible, faded pink.

      Never trust a girl with pink hair. Ever.

      They were guaranteed to be weird. I tried ignoring her glances.

      “I’m sorry for the misunderstanding at the gate.”

      “Yeah.”

      There was silence. The elevator shuddered as it ground past the third floor.

      “I really am sorry.”

      Was the car moving slower than normal? I tried to remember my last visit here. We should be at the top by now.

      A shudder ran through the cab.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      But it was something. Between floors three and four, the cab caught, and everything stopped.

      “No. Please… no,” Raven-hair whispered.

      About twenty seconds ticked in silence.

      Then she shocked the hell out of me.

      “Mother fucking, son of a bitch, god damned, dickwad shit!!”

      “No cunt?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “While you’re letting it out, you might as well go for broke.” I reached over and pressed the emergency call button.

      “I don’t say that word.”

      “With the morning you’ve had already, I bet you’re rethinking that decision.” I pressed it again. A crackly voice finally filtered through the speaker.

      “Hello. Are you experiencing an emergency?”

      “Yes! We’re fucking trapped here.”

      I followed up much more calmly. “The left bank of the courthouse’s main elevator is stuck between floors three and four. Could you notify the technicians? And, please notify the courtrooms that there are two people inside who have hearings today? Maybe get them bumped to the back of the roll call?”

      “Is anyone inside the car experiencing a medical emergency?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Thank you. Notifying the building engineers now.”

      “And the court? Please?” Raven-hair put in.

      “Names?”

      I said my name first. “David McMullen.”

      The girl quickly followed, spelling them out after. “Isobel Jean Adelard...” When she finished, she whispered to me, “No one ever gets my name right.”

      The voice from the speaker announced. “I will see what I can do.” Then clicked off.

      Fuck that. “I’m texting my lawyer.” I tapped away on my phone.

      “They didn’t confiscate yours.”

      That they didn’t. Because I wasn’t stupid around cops anymore. I finished my message.

      Isobel watched me.

      “What?”

      She licked her lips. I got snared on the light color glistening in her tongue’s wake. “Would your lawyer also put in a word for me?”

      I tapped another message. “How do you spell your name again?” I finished it as she rattled off the letters.

      My phone dinged with a short reply. “Done.”

      Cool. Now all we had to do was wait this out.

      I’d seen pornos that started like this. I tried not to think about that, because if I drifted down that mental playground path, I might forget my vow of not messing with party chicks. And this woman was one of those.

      There was a little tattoo peeking out at me from her long sleeves. It was one of those delicately lined pieces that barely took up two square inches of space. They usually had some special meaning despite the simplicity of the pattern.

      I was so busy trying not to pay attention to her and all the little intricacies of her outfit, like the little skulls around her shoelace eyelets, or the matte black studs on her backpack that pushed it from normal to “edgy,” and her choice of black lace at her cuffs, near that delicate tattoo, that I missed the fact she was beginning to freak out.

      “Are you hyperventilating?”

      That’s the last thing I needed. A chick who couldn’t maintain. I had enough shit falling down my neck right now.

      “No.” Under her breath, she muttered, “In for four.” Then she inhaled through her nose. I paid more attention.

      She held it for a moment, then breathed out through her mouth.

      “Are you freaking out?”

      She held up one finger, telling me to wait, then repeated the breathing twice more.

      Finally, she spoke. “It’s called box breathing. My sister does it for her panic attacks.”

      I hated to point out the obvious, but she had already confessed. “You’re freaking out.”

      “I am not. I used a breathing method so I wouldn’t, and I’m not.”

      She lied. Even though she wasn’t as obvious about it, she did the breathing thing again, twice.

      “We’ll be moving soon.”

      “I hope so.”

      “What you in for?” I asked.

      “I’m sorry? In for?”

      “The court date, what’s it about?”

      She frowned and tipped her head so her hair fell across her face, obscuring the expression. “Traffic.”

      “That’s it?”

      She huffed. “A camera photographed a car that looked like mine crossing a red light line. I didn’t run the red light, it’s not even my car.”

      “They all say that.”

      Her glare spoke her obvious rebuttal.

      “They get a photo?”

      “Yes. I said that.”

      Right, she did. “And a plate?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “Sweetheart, the best you can hope for is a reduction of fines. You should have just paid it.”

      “I wasn’t there.”

      “So? Did your boyfriend have your car?”

      Her eyes widened. I don’t know what flashed through them, but it wasn’t completely directed at me. Finally, she admitted, “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Girlfriend?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “A relative?”

      “Yes, in fact, I was helping my sister move the last of her things out of her asshole boyfriend’s house. With my car, which was nowhere near that intersection the entire day.”

      Huh. That was… a twist. “You got proof?”

      “I have receipts from the gas station near her house, across town from the violation, that are time-stamped fifteen minutes before the photo time stamp. Online maps estimate the travel time between the two points at 20 minutes for that time of day. I have another receipt for coffee, five minutes from the offense time, near her boyfriend’s house, still at least fifteen minutes from the site. So, yes. Proof.”

      A slither of doubt shivered up my spine. “Have you checked your rear license plate lately?”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Or your front one.”  Why in the hell was I asking her this? It was practically a confession. Even though my car boosting days were at least eight years in the past, I still knew all the tricks. Not only that, but the statute of limitations hadn’t quite expired from my last offense.

      She was thinking too hard. “Are you asking if my plates might be stolen?”

      “Not exactly.” I needed to shut this conversation down—fast. “When I’m feeling stressed, I listen to music. Do you?”

      “I do. What kind of music?”

      I rattled off at least five bands I was currently stuck on or were staples in my collection. It happened that way for me. I’d hear something, then I’d have to listen to the entire discography for a few days to get it out of my system. If I wasn’t turned completely sour on them by that point, they went into my collection.

      “We overlap. I like at least three of those bands. But you changed the subject, why?”

      The car’s motor whirred, and we were moving again. “We’re saved.”

      “You owe me an answer.”

      “How about over lunch?” Hot damn, that was smooth. Usually, I wasn’t as quick to offer. Shit. If I had to be honest, I hadn’t offered to take a woman out in at least four years. Not since the fucking divorce started. My ex changed me, and not in a good way. But maybe it was time to start trying again. Isobel was pretty, straightforward, had similar tastes, and didn’t seem like a total flake. She knew things like how to handle stress. And considering her morning, that had to be tough. I liked her. And most of all, she’d done something a woman hadn’t done for a while. Intrigued me.

      Attraction and sex were one thing. They faded out almost before the fucking ended. Sometimes during. But intrigue? Hell, that could keep me going for months.

      Not that I was seeking long-term. I only wanted my son back. That would be hard enough. Starting a new relationship was stupid right now. Getting custody of Noah was the most important thing.

      “I’ll think about it.” She fired at me over her shoulder as soon as the doors opened.

      Her ass was just the right combination of curves to draw the eye.

      Fuck. The last thing I needed right now was to lose focus. But Isobel was one hell of a distraction.

      My lawyer stood in the hallway waiting for me. I greeted her.

      “Your ex didn’t show up.”

      “What?” Did that mean I won?

      “She didn’t show up.”

      That sounded exactly like her. But I always thought she’d fight for this. It was discouraging to find out she cared so little about our son that she’d not even try. Even if it was only to spite me. But my lawyer was not happy. Maybe it was all the money she was going to lose out on if there wasn’t a fight. But something in her face made me want to clarify the situation. “So, I won, right?”

      “No.”

      I braced. “Why?”

      “Because you were running late, they postponed it to tomorrow. And with the postponement, it was reassigned to another judge who could pick up the case. Unfortunately, it’s the one I warned you about. We’re going to have a special session in that judge’s chambers at ten. Here’s the information. Can you make it?”

      Come hell or high water, I would. “Yeah. Here, right?”

      “This floor, down the hall. I’ll meet you at the end over there at nine thirty. Don’t be late this time.”

      I opened my mouth to remind her that the elevator got stuck, but she walked away, obviously too busy to fucking give me the time of day despite all the trouble I went through to get here and the money I shelled out.

      I wanted to hit something. Or cry. Or something.

      Instead, I found a spot in a corner and parked my ass on the carpet. Instinctively, I curled up and wrapped my arms around my knees and put my head down to shut out the entire world. I bottled myself up, keeping a lid on the frustration and anger seething inside. Otherwise, I’d go on a rampage.

      Then I’d never see Noah again. I reminded myself of that. Over and over, don’t fuck up. Don’t kill something. Don’t give up.

      “David?”

      I glanced up. Isobel squatted in front of me. “Hey.”

      She sat down, curling her legs to one side like a princess. Her hand wrapped around one of mine. “Bad news?”

      I couldn’t breathe. Somehow, I managed to squeeze out, “Postponed.”

      Her fingers tightened around mine. “Take a minute to inhale and exhale. Start with me. Inhale for four seconds, one… two…  three… four. Now hold it for one… two. Exhale slow through your mouth. Three… four… five…  six… seven. Inhale.” She kept counting with me and helping me breathe. Slowly, I unwound from my ball of misery.

      “I wasn’t having a panic attack.”

      “No, you weren’t, but you were having a rough time.” Her warm brown eyes locked onto mine. The sincerity in them made me want to confess the sins embedded into my soul, curl up in her honesty, and get lost forever.

      “You’re beautiful.” I hadn’t meant to say it; it just came out.

      Isobel smiled. The corners of her eyes crinkled, turning her face into a work of art. “Thank you.”

      Before I could blurt out something else just as sappy, I said, “Did you think about getting lunch?”

      “I really should get back to work. How about a rain check?”

      “I can do that. I’ll walk you to your car.” I didn’t ask. Her hand was still in mine, and I didn’t want to let go of it. But I had to as we got her devices unlocked and returned those stupid neon bags of shame. Getting out of the building was a lot easier than getting in. On the steps, I stopped to make sure she was behind me.

      Movement to the right caught my eye. I knew the punk leaning against the pillar. Victor was a two-bit dealer we’d had trouble with recently. He used more product than he moved and owed the intermediary a shit ton of scratch. Moreover, rumor had it his ol’ lady split the scene. That meant he had no income coming in. He’d be out on the streets soon enough. We told his contact to cut him off.

      But here he was, hanging around the courthouse. It made me wonder if he was narcing on someone. I made a mental note to talk to Bear about it.

      He caught me staring and took off like a gazelle. That’s right, asshole, run.

      Isobel caught up to me. It was a good thing she lagged behind. Otherwise, that dickweed might have spotted us together.

      I was having second thoughts about this. I didn’t want her being targeted by the numerous criminals we were pissing off lately. Over the last five years, we’d scaled back our presence and cut off some of the more volatile businesses. Then our president moved up in the ranks, painting a bigger target on our backs, and we scaled back more, keeping only the contacts we had a solid track record with, and letting the others flap in the breeze. It created a vacuum in the area.

      A gang from Harrisburg stretched west and picked up the slack. And they were growing in number while we weren’t.

      Sure, the Destroyers had more money and a national network, but without boots on the streets or a heavy outflow of payouts, we were all walking targets. Not only us, but anyone associated with us.

      “Thanks for waiting. I had to check my email and let my boss know I was done. He’s pissed.”

      “Pissed? You had court. He doesn’t own you.”

      She grimaced at me. “He thinks he does.”

      Give me a name, I’ll— That was shit I did in the past. I couldn’t offer to take a hit out on her boss. Doing something that dumb would put the club in more hot water. And we had enough to deal with. “There are labor laws for a reason.”

      “I’ll remember that.” She dipped her head, and I studied the profile of her nose. It was delicately curved, coming to a halt almost too abruptly, but as a whole, it worked with her high cheekbones and plump lips. They weren’t artificially enhanced either.

      “What are you staring at?”

      Busted. “You.” I felt like a fucking high-schooler. Except I was a lot more experienced than most at that point, so maybe middle school. “I’m walking you to the car and then getting your number, right?”
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