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Tap. Tap. Tap.

Tanner's fingers drummed an erratic rhythm on the polished wood, his eyes darting everywhere but the judge's bench. The courtroom's oppressive silence magnified each nervous twitch, each shallow breath. He tugged at his collar, sweat beading on his upper lip.

"Dude, chill," Cody murmured, slouching back in his seat. "You look guilty as hell."

Tanner's gaze snapped to his companion. Cody exuded calm, one muscular arm draped over the back of the bench. Intricate tattoos snaked up to his elbows, disappearing beneath rolled sleeves. His scruffy beard and half-smirk stood in stark contrast to Tanner's clean-shaven anxiety.

"Easy for you to say," Tanner whispered, his voice cracking. "This isn't exactly my element."

Cody chuckled. "No shit. But panicking won't help. Deep breaths, kid."

Tanner tried to follow the advice, but his lungs felt constricted. His mind raced. What if they throw the book at us? What if—

"All rise!"

The command jolted Tanner to his feet. His knees wobbled.

Stay cool, he told himself. Like Cody. But how does he do it?

As if reading his thoughts, Cody leaned in close. His breath smelled of mint and cigarettes. "Remember, we're in this together. Just follow my lead."

Tanner nodded, grateful for the reassurance. But as the judge's footsteps echoed through the chamber, a chill ran down his spine.

What have I gotten myself into?

The courtroom doors swung open, and Judge Oliver Buzzard strode in. His very presence seemed to suck the air from the room. Tanner's breath caught in his throat as he watched the judge's piercing eyes sweep across the gallery, dissecting each face they encountered.

"The Hawk," Tanner heard someone whisper behind him. He understood the moniker instantly. Judge Buzzard's gaze was predatory, calculating, missing nothing.

As the judge settled into his seat, his steely eyes locked onto Tanner. The young man felt exposed, as if every mistake, every poor decision he'd ever made was laid bare before that penetrating stare.

"Docket number 47329," Judge Buzzard's voice boomed, deep and resonant. "The State versus Jameson and Williams."

Tanner's shoulders tensed, his spine going rigid. He could feel sweat trickling down his back.

"Mr. Jameson, Mr. Williams," the judge continued, each word landing like a hammer blow. "You stand accused of grand theft auto and reckless endangerment."

Tanner's mind reeled. He'd known the charges, of course, but hearing them spoken aloud in this austere setting made them suddenly, terrifyingly real.

I should've never listened to Cody, he thought, panic rising in his chest. This is insane. We could go to prison. Oh God, what would Mom say?

"The severity of these charges cannot be overstated," Judge Buzzard's words cut through Tanner's spiraling thoughts. "If convicted, you face significant jail time."

Tanner's legs felt weak. He gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white, willing himself not to collapse.

Cody leaned back in his chair, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. He locked eyes with Judge Buzzard, his gaze challenging, defiant.

"Something amusing, Mr. Williams?" The judge's tone could have frozen lava.

"Nah, Your Honor," Cody drawled, shrugging one tattooed shoulder. "Just admiring the view."

Tanner flinched, his eyes darting between Cody and the judge. What was Wild Card thinking?

Judge Buzzard's eyes narrowed. "I'd advise you to take these proceedings seriously, Mr. Williams. Your future hangs in the balance."

Cody chuckled under his breath. "Wouldn't be the first time, old man," he muttered, just loud enough for Tanner to hear.

A gentle voice cut through the tension. "Calling case number 47329, Your Honor."

Tanner's gaze shifted to the source. A woman in her early forties stood at the clerk's podium, her blonde hair framing a kind face. Her warm smile seemed out of place in the austere courtroom.

"Thank you, Ms. Thompson," Judge Buzzard nodded.

Lila Thompson's eyes met Tanner's briefly. Her expression was professional, but there was a softness there, a hint of empathy that made Tanner's chest tighten. For a moment, the oppressive weight of the courtroom lifted.

"How do the defendants plead?" Lila asked, her tone gentle yet clear.

Tanner's mind reeled. Plea? Guilty. Not guilty. Consequences. Jail time. Mom's disappointed face. Dad's anger. School. Future. Gone? Screwed up. Again. Always screwing up. Can't breathe. Walls closing in. Heart pounding. Sweat trickling. Mistake. Big mistake. Why? Why did I—

"Not guilty, sweetheart," Cody's smooth voice cut through Tanner's spiraling thoughts.

Tanner's head snapped toward Cody. The older man winked, his rugged features relaxed, confident. How could he be so calm?

"Mr. Jameson?" Judge Buzzard's piercing gaze locked onto Tanner. "Your plea?"

Tanner opened his mouth, but no words came out. He glanced at Cody again, searching for... what? Permission? Guidance?

Cody gave an almost imperceptible nod, his eyes gleaming with that irresistible mix of danger and assurance that had drawn Tanner to him in the first place.

"N-not guilty, Your Honor," Tanner stammered, the words feeling foreign on his tongue.

Cody's hand brushed against Tanner's arm, a fleeting touch that sent electricity through his body. "Attaboy," Cody whispered, his breath hot against Tanner's ear. "We're in this together, kid. Trust me."

Tanner swallowed hard, torn between the comfort of Cody's presence and the growing dread in the pit of his stomach. What had he gotten himself into?

The courtroom air thickened, heavy with unspoken judgments and whispered speculations. Judge Buzzard's voice cut through the tension, each word a hammer strike against Tanner's fraying nerves.

"The charges are serious, gentlemen. Armed robbery, aggravated assault..."

Tanner's gaze darted around the room, catching flashes of stern faces and narrowed eyes. A woman in the back row leaned forward, her lips pursed in disapproval. Two men near the front exchanged knowing glances.

His fingers drummed an erratic beat on his thigh, the rhythm accelerating with each passing second. Tanner clenched his fists, nails digging into his palms, then released, only to repeat the process. Squeeze. Release. Squeeze. Release.

"You okay there, buddy?" Cody murmured, his casual tone at odds with the gravity of the situation.

Tanner managed a jerky nod, unable to meet Cody's eyes. His leg bounced uncontrollably, heel tapping a frantic morse code of fear against the courtroom floor.

Judge Buzzard's steely gaze swept over them. "Mr. Jameson, is there a problem?"

"N-no, Your Honor," Tanner stammered, forcing his leg still. His hands twisted in his lap, fingers interlacing and separating in an endless, anxious dance.

"Very well," the judge continued, his words echoing in Tanner's ears. "Given the nature of the offenses..."

Tanner's breath came in short, shallow gasps. The room seemed to shrink, closing in around him. He tugged at his collar, suddenly too tight, too constricting.

"Breathe, kid," Cody whispered, but his voice sounded distant, underwater.

Tanner's vision blurred. Mistake. Big mistake. Can't take it back now. What would Mom say? Dad? Oh God, what have I done?

Cody leaned back, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. The judge's words faded to a dull buzz as his mind raced with possibilities. Sure, they'd gotten caught, but man, what a rush it had been. The thrill of the chase, the adrenaline pumping through his veins—nothing could compare.

He glanced at Tanner, noting the kid's pale face and trembling hands. Poor bastard. He'd learn. Either toughen up or get chewed up and spit out.

"Worth it," Cody muttered under his breath, savoring the memory of their wild night. The consequences? Just another challenge to overcome, another game to play.

His fingers itched for action, for the next big score. Maybe after this, if they managed to wiggle out...

Judge Buzzard's voice cut through Cody's musings, sharp as a knife. "Mr. Williams, do you find something amusing about these proceedings?"

Cody straightened, meeting the judge's piercing gaze. "No, sir. Just admiring the view."

The judge's eyes narrowed, lingering on Cody's tattooed arms before shifting to Tanner. The younger man seemed to shrink under the scrutiny, his shoulders hunching as if to make himself smaller.

Buzzard's jaw tightened, his expression a mask of stern resolve. He'd seen countless young men like Tanner, led astray by the likes of Williams. His gaze hardened as it returned to Cody, unwavering in its intensity.

"I assure you, Mr. Williams, there is nothing to admire about your current situation," Buzzard said, each word precise and weighted with authority.

The air in the courtroom thickened, heavy with anticipation. Judge Buzzard leaned forward, his weathered hands clasped before him. "I will now set the conditions for bail."

Tanner's heart hammered against his ribs. He stole a glance at Cody, who sat unnaturally still, all traces of his earlier smirk gone.

"Given the severity of the charges," Buzzard continued, his voice cutting through the silence, "bail is set at five hundred thousand dollars for each defendant."

A collective gasp rippled through the courtroom. Tanner's stomach plummeted.

"Jesus," he whispered, barely audible.

Cody's jaw clenched. "Bullshit," he hissed.

Judge Buzzard's eyes snapped to Cody. "Care to repeat that, Mr. Williams?"

"No, Your Honor," Cody replied, his tone dripping with barely concealed disdain.

Tanner's palms were slick with sweat. Five hundred thousand? He'd be lucky to scrape together five hundred bucks. The reality of his situation crashed over him like a tidal wave.

"Furthermore," Buzzard added, his gaze boring into Tanner, "the defendants are to have no contact with each other or any known associates."

Tanner's eyes widened. No contact with Cody? But he was the only one who—

"Do you understand these conditions, Mr. Jameson?" Buzzard's voice cut through Tanner's panic.

"I... I..." Tanner stammered, his mouth dry. "Yes, Your Honor."

As the judge moved to conclude the hearing, Tanner's world spun. Jail. He was going to jail. The thought echoed in his mind, growing louder with each passing second.

What had he done?
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"I'm gonna run." 

Cody's whisper sliced through the stuffy courtroom air, razor-sharp and laced with defiance. Tanner's eyes widened, his heart skipping a beat as the words sank in.

"W-what?" Tanner stammered, his voice barely audible. He gripped the edge of his seat, knuckles whitening. The polished wood felt cool against his sweaty palms. His gaze darted between Cody and the stern-faced judge, panic rising in his chest. Is he serious? We can't just—

Before Tanner could finish the thought, Cody exploded into motion. One moment he was seated, coiled tension incarnate. The next, he was a blur of movement.

Cody vaulted over the table. Papers scattered. His chair clattered to the floor.

Tanner flinched at the sudden cacophony. His breath caught in his throat, pulse thundering in his ears. What do I do? What do I do?

Cody's muscular frame propelled him forward, tattoos rippling across his arms as he sprinted. His eyes blazed with a wild, reckless energy that Tanner had always both envied and feared.

"Stop!" A bailiff's shout cut through the chaos.

But Cody was already halfway to the door, each powerful stride eating up the distance. He dodged an outstretched arm, narrowly avoiding capture.

Tanner remained frozen, rooted to his seat by indecision and terror. His thoughts raced, a jumbled mess of fight-or-flight impulses. I can't just sit here, but if I run...

The heavy courtroom doors slammed open as Cody barreled through them, disappearing from view. The echo of his footsteps faded, replaced by shouts and the pounding of pursuit.

Tanner's body moved before his mind could catch up. He lurched to his feet, knocking over his own chair. His heart hammered against his ribcage as he stumbled forward, drawn into Cody's wake like a leaf in a storm.

"I'm sorry," he mumbled to no one in particular, his words lost in the chaos.

His sneakers squeaked against the polished floor as he broke into a run. The exit loomed ahead, a beacon of both escape and certain doom. Tanner's thoughts whirled in a frantic spiral.

This is insane. We're so screwed. But I can't let Cody down. I can't be left behind again.

"Jameson! Halt!" The authoritative voice only spurred Tanner to run faster.

He burst through the doors, nearly losing his footing. The hallway stretched before him, Cody already a distant figure. Tanner's ragged breaths echoed off the walls as he sprinted after his friend.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Their frenzied footsteps created a thunderous rhythm.

"Cody, wait!" Tanner called out, his voice cracking.

A startled yelp escaped Tanner as Cody's left croc flew off, skidding across the floor. The rubbery smack made Tanner flinch, nearly losing his balance.

"Keep moving!" Cody shouted back, not missing a beat as he ran with one bare foot.

Tanner pushed himself harder, adrenaline masking the burn in his legs. The exit sign glowed ahead, promising freedom – or disaster.

Lila Thompson's eyes widened, her gentle features contorting in shock as she watched the chaos unfold. Her fingers trembled, hovering over the court documents she'd been organizing moments ago.

"Oh my God," she whispered, her voice barely audible above the sudden uproar.

The courtroom erupted. Gasps and shouts filled the air as court officers sprang into action, their crisp uniforms a blur of motion. Lila's heart raced, her empathetic nature overwhelmed by the raw emotions swirling around her.

"Secure the exits!" a burly officer barked, his voice cutting through the din.

Judge Buzzard's gavel crashed down, the sound reverberating through the chamber. "Order!" he thundered, his piercing gaze sweeping across the room.

In one fluid motion, the judge shed his robe, revealing an athletic build that belied his years on the bench. His weathered face set in grim determination, jaw clenched as he vaulted over the bench.

"Your Honor!" Lila called out, concern etched in her voice.

Judge Buzzard paused for a split second, his intense eyes locking with hers. "Thompson, alert security. I'm going after them."

Without waiting for a response, he charged towards the exit, his powerful strides eating up the distance. Lila watched in awe as the judge she'd known for years transformed into a force of nature, driven by an unwavering sense of duty.

"Be careful," she murmured, her words lost in the chaos as Judge Buzzard disappeared through the doors, in hot pursuit of justice.

Cody slammed into the heavy courtroom doors, Tanner hot on his heels. They burst into the hallway, assaulted by fluorescent lights that seared their retinas.

"Shit!" Cody hissed, blinking rapidly. "This way!"

Tanner's heart hammered against his ribs. "We shouldn't—"

"Shut up and run!"

Adrenaline surged through Tanner's veins as they sprinted down the corridor. His sneakers squeaked on the polished floor, each step feeling like it might send him sprawling.

I'm actually doing this, Tanner thought, a hysterical laugh bubbling in his throat. He'd always followed Cody's lead, but this... this was insanity.

They rounded a corner, nearly colliding with a startled clerk. Papers exploded into the air like confetti.

"Sorry!" Tanner yelped reflexively.

Cody yanked him towards a stairwell. "Move it, you idiot!"

They plunged down the steps, their footfalls echoing like gunshots in the confined space. Tanner's lungs burned, his legs trembling with each impact.

"We're... so... screwed," he wheezed between breaths.

Cody's face was a mask of determination. "Not if we make it out. Keep up!"

Their thunderous descent continued, the pounding of their hearts matching the frantic rhythm of their steps. Tanner's mind raced, panic threatening to overwhelm him.

What have I done? he thought, the reality of their situation crashing down harder than their feet on the stairs.

Judge Buzzard's powerful frame filled the stairwell, his footsteps a steady, ominous rhythm. Unlike the panicked flight of the young men ahead, his descent was measured, relentless. Each step brought him closer to his quarry.

"You can't outrun justice, boys," he muttered, his piercing eyes fixed on the path ahead. The weight of his duty pressed down on him, as tangible as the gun holstered at his hip.

Meanwhile, Cody and Tanner burst through the courthouse exit, sunlight slamming into them like a physical force. Tanner stumbled, momentarily blinded.

"I can't see!" he gasped, squinting against the glare.
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