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  To that little voice inside us that says we can’t be the best at something so we may as well quit. 
Screw You.
We’re doing it anyway.
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  1
Not today, Man-bun. Not today
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Rhea


“I’m sorry, Sir? I don’t think I heard you correctly. Did you say  suspended?” I can’t be suspended. I follow all the rules. Out of every officer in the precinct, I’m the only one who does every single thing completely by the book. “Are you sure you’re talking to the right person?”
“Unfortunately, yes, I am talking to the right person. I don’t agree with it, but I can’t do anything about it. You are being suspended for excessive use of force. Turn in your badge and gun. You’re suspended without pay for thirty days pending adjudication by the Police Commission.”
“I understand, Captain Ross, Sir,” I say numbly, removing my badge and gun and placing them on the Captain’s desk. My movements feel jerky and stilted, and my voice doesn’t sound quite like my own. “I take full responsibility for my actions, and I’m prepared to take whatever punishment the commission sees fit.”
“Listen, Rhea.” Captain Ross takes his glasses off and rubs the bridge of his nose with one hand. “This situation won’t resolve itself easily. There is a good chance that you won’t be allowed back on the force. Between you and me, the guy making the complaint, Frank Martin, is friends with the mayor. I’m already feeling pressure from higher up to just fire you and get it over with.”
Frank Martin? The abusive husband Kaden and I brought in? “I don’t understand, Sir.” Why would they want to fire me? I do my job, and I do it well. “We were responding to a domestic disturbance call. He was screaming so loudly at his wife that the neighbors were concerned enough to call us. He pushed her down the stairs right in front of me. I couldn’t just leave him there and risk him doing worse, could I?” What the hell did they expect me to do in a situation like that?
He heaves a heavy sigh. “No, you’re right. You couldn’t just allow it to continue. It’s just that this is now a whole thing, and unfortunately, it’s usually the person who isn’t friends with the mayor that gets shit on in these situations. I’m only telling you this so that you spend your time wisely during your suspension. You may need to consider a different line of work when this is all said and done. You’re a good cop, Rhea. You just got unlucky this time.”
“Oh.” All I’ve ever wanted to be was a cop. Every decision I made regarding education and extracurricular activities was made with that goal in mind. I don’t even know what I would do if I couldn’t be one anymore. Why the hell does it always have to come down to politics and popularity, even in police work? It seems like every day it becomes less about right and wrong and more about who knows who. I’d be lying if I said being a cop has lived up to my dreams of what it would be like. 
“I’ll do what I can for you. You’re the best cop I’ve got, and I’d hate to lose you.”
“Thanks, Captain. I guess… I guess I’d better get going then. I look forward to hearing from you when this is all cleared up.” 
I’m sure nothing will come of this. I did everything the right way. They can’t fire me because someone doesn’t like me. Can they?
“You too, kid. Take care.” He grunts and shuffles some papers around on his desk. “Send Cross in here, would ya?”
I’m barely two steps out of the captain’s office before my partner, Kaden Cross, jogs up.
“So, how did it go?” He asks.
I’ve been worried about this meeting since the captain’s secretary booked it with me. I’ve never been brought in front of the captain before. If it’s possible, Kaden has been even more concerned. I’m not one to step out of line, so the captain wanting to see me was big news around the precinct.
“Oh, not too bad,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Just off to start my thirty day, unpaid vacation now. Captain wants to see you, by the way.”
What am I even going to do with myself for thirty days? I foresee a lot of trail runs in my future. Maybe I should get a pet? Like a cat. Or a snake.
“You’re suspended? What the hell for?”
“Remember that domestic disturbance call we went on last week? When I arrested the older guy for pushing his wife down the stairs right in front of us?”
“Yeah, I remember. That guy was a dick. All ‘Do you know who I am?’ and ‘You’re going to regret this’. Such an asshole.”
“Well, that asshole is friends with the mayor. And he’s saying I used excessive force when I took him into custody. Now I’m suspended for thirty days, and the whole issue is awaiting adjudication by the police commission.”
“What? That’s bullshit. I was there. You barely even touched the guy. It was a textbook arrest. You were even gentle when you put the cuffs on. You’re the most by the book cop anyone in this precinct has ever seen. I don’t think you could break a rule if you tried.”
“You know that, and I know that, but apparently it doesn’t matter. It’s okay, though. I’m sure it will all work out. There’s no way they’ll fire me for something that didn’t happen. Right?”
“I guess.” Kaden doesn’t seem as confident as I feel. “What will you do if they do fire you, though? You’ve always wanted to be a cop.”
“That’s a damn good question. I guess I have something to think about while I’m on my unplanned vacation. That’ll give me something to do other than run, at least.”
“Well, worse comes to worst, I’m sure we can convince Xena to hire you at Bump & Grind. Maybe you could even get her to stop threatening people with that stupid foam sword she has behind the counter and save me some money.” He shakes his head.
Here at the precinct, we have a sword jar instead of a swear jar and Kaden is the only one who has to contribute. Every time we get a call about his sister threatening her customers with a sword, he has to put money in.
“You gotta admit, though, it is pretty funny seeing her swinging that thing around and then seeing the looks on her customers’ faces. And aside from you having to put five bucks in the sword jar every time it gets called in, it’s not really harmful. We all know it’s not a serious threat.”
“Whatever. I still think it’s unfair. It’s not my fault my sister loses her mind any time someone calls her ‘Warrior Princess’. If anyone should have to pay five bucks when she pulls out that sword, it should be our parents. They’re the ones who named her after the character Lucy Lawless played, not me.” He crosses his arms and frowns. “And besides, she really should be arrested one of these days. She’s becoming a menace.”
Kaden follows me into the locker room, where I empty my locker into my bag. No sense changing here. I’ll just take off my uniform shirt and wear the tank I have underneath when I go. No one could think I look like a cop while I’m wearing a tank top with Wonder Woman on the front.
“She’s only bothering you, Kaden. Everyone else thinks it’s hilarious. You probably just need to drop it. It’s a lost cause.”
“Gah!” He says, while shaking his fist to the sky melodramatically. “I know. It’s just so damn irritating. I need to figure out a way to get back at her. That might make me feel better. At least for a little while, anyway.”
“Alright, you keep me posted on that.” I give him a little wave with my keys. “I’m going to head out. You should probably go see the captain now. He may need to assign you a new partner. Or maybe he’ll make you ride a desk until I’m back, because you just made him wait so long.”
“Oh, shit.” He jumps and starts jogging away. “I’ll call you later to check on you.”
I shake my head as I walk out of the precinct. All those years I spent dreaming of being a cop, I never pictured my partner being someone like Kaden. He’s got the muscular body I imagined a male cop should have, but that’s where any resemblance to my imaginary partner ends. I always thought my partner would be incredibly smart and serious, and Kaden is… well, Kaden is smart enough, but he’s rarely serious. But we’ve been partners since the beginning and I wouldn’t have it any other way. He’s the brother I never had.
Really, he’s the brother I do have. When he found out I grew up in the foster system and don’t have any real family, he made me a member of his. His sister is one of my best friends. I get invited to every holiday dinner and every birthday. His parents fill a stocking for me on Christmas, for crying out loud. I might as well me Rhea Cross instead of Rhea Ryan. The third, unrelated, Cross sibling. 
And that’s how I know, no matter what happens with this suspension and adjudication, I will be fine. Even if I’m not Kaden’s partner, I will still be part of his family. And family takes care of family.
Stepping out into the sunlight to get to my car leaves me blinded for a moment and before I acclimate to the brightness, someone has walked up beside me and started talking.
“Diana Prince, just the person I was hoping to see,” he says to me, using the name of Wonder Woman’s secret identity. Maybe wearing this tank wasn’t such a good idea after all. “I was hoping to ask you something the other day after you arrested my friend’s ex-boyfriend over at Peaceful Pines, but I didn’t get the chance. And I haven’t been able to get in touch with you since then, either.”
It’s the hippie-looking, long-haired guy who was with Devon the day I arrested some idiot who got himself tied up by two little old ladies while attempting to take them hostage. As if today wasn’t bad enough, now I have to deal with this random guy who keeps trying to ask me out. He was trying to talk to me that first day, and he’s been around the precinct a few times since. What’s it going to take for him to get the hint that I don’t want to go out with him? I mean, he has a nice-looking butt, but get a clue man. I don’t have time for this.
“Oh hey… you,” I say, already walking away. I don’t even know the guy’s name, I’ve just been referring to him as ‘Man-bun’ in my head, because of the way he always wears his long hair in a high bun. “Can’t talk now. I’m swamped. So many things to do. Catch you later.” I speed walk to my car, arms and hips swinging, unlocking the door with the fob before I’m even close to it. Without a single look back at Man-bun, I throw my bags in, jump in the driver’s seat, and start it up, already speeding out of the parking lot before I’ve got my seat belt on.
“Not today, Man-bun. Not today.” I whoop, turning my car toward home, leaving him standing in the parking lot with his mouth hanging open. “You and your exceptionally nice ass are just going to have to find someone else to date.”
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Back to my Roots
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Aiden


Three Months Later 
Sometimes I find it hard to believe this garage is where it all started. When we were just starting out with Sleeping Dogs, the guys and I would jam here pretty much every day. We all had other jobs to work around, or school, but we made it work. The neighbors can attest to how much we rehearsed, I’m sure. They sent me a fruit basket when I finally ramped up the soundproofing. It’s a good thing I did, too, because this is still where I come when I just need to blast music and practice my craft.
Some people don’t realize how extremely physical playing the drums is. There’s a reason the drummer is usually the sweatiest guy in the band at the end of the show. At least in our band, that’s the case, anyway. With drumming, I take all the anger I feel at the world and put it into practicing drum techniques. And it has the added bonus of wiping me out so thoroughly that I can sleep for more than a few hours at a time, something I’d never done before I started playing.
Since the beginning, I’ve practiced for at least two hours a day, regardless of circumstances, whenever I’m not touring with Sleeping Dogs. Even after all these years, I still need the physical and emotional release I get from playing to get a mediocre night’s sleep. Wearing myself out drumming, and delighting in the fact that my asshole dad is long dead, has me sleeping okay most nights.
Last night’s sleep was worse than most, so I’ve set out to exhaust myself completely today. I’m just getting into hour four of practice when Johnny shows up, waving from where he’s standing at the door to the house.
Leaning over to shut the backing music off, I grab a towel and start mopping up the sweat that’s dripping down my body. When we play shows, I wear jeans and t-shirts but when I’m at home, I stick to just shorts. The other guys all take more time with their appearance, but I’m happy to blend into the background, both literally, given my position at the back of the stage during shows, and figuratively, given how I dress in a way that draws the least attention to me. I’m not interested in hooking up and I don’t care if I impress anyone and my clothes definitely tell that story. The only thing that might draw attention to me is my long hair. And even then, I wear it up in a high bun when I’m not playing, so I look like any other man-bun-wearing asshole out walking around.
Speaking of assholes. Where did Johnny get to?
“What’s up, man? What are you doing here?”
I find Johnny standing in my kitchen, looking through the fridge.
“Well, it’s nice to see you too, sweetheart,” Johnny says while blowing me a kiss. “I couldn’t sleep last night, so I spent the entire night baking. I figured I’d deliver some for you to bring to the shelter when you go later.” He closes the fridge and points to the stack of bakery boxes on the counter.
I volunteer at a local domestic violence shelter and I go in nearly every day. Whenever Johnny feels stressed and has one of his marathon baking sessions, he loads me up with treats to bring the women and kids taking advantage of the safety and support of the shelter. A lot of them have been barely surviving, living in fear, and the gift of home-baked goods is a small indulgence they’ve been missing in their lives.
“Hey thanks, man.” I pull on a t-shirt that’s hanging inside the door to the house. “The director messaged me earlier to let me know we had a few new intakes overnight. I’m sure some of Johnny’s famous cookies will bring a smile to some kids’ faces.”
“Do they even believe you when you tell them I make this stuff?”
Johnny is the last person you would expect to see baking cookies and cakes when he gets stressed, or any time, really. He’s covered in tattoos. Seriously covered. I’m not positive, because there are parts of him I don’t want to look at that closely, but I’m pretty sure his face is the only part of him not tattooed. Yes, including his dick. But that’s just a rumor I heard, because, again, I don’t want to look that closely. And I only say that because his face is mostly uncovered. He has a couple of smaller tattoos on the left side of his face, some Latin word I don’t recognize, and a little heart. So, yeah, to think of him in an apron, measuring ingredients, and covered in flour, it’s a tough pill for some to swallow.
“They think I make them and am too shy to tell the truth. Apparently, I made you up to divert attention away from myself. One of these days, you’ll need to come with me when I deliver them.”
I pour each of us a coffee.
“But that’s not really why you came here, is it? Got something on your mind?”
I’m the oldest member of Sleeping Dogs, which somehow makes me the go-to for advice when the other guys need help. And I’d much rather they come to me than go to each other. These guys could really get themselves into a lot of trouble with some of the ideas they’ve had in the past. They’re all impulsive, jumping into things without thinking them through fully.
“Yeah, kind of. I mean yes, definitely. It’s just this whole thing with Becca. She doesn’t seem to be interested most of the time. It’s getting me down.”
“Doesn’t she work, like, all the time? And she works for herself too, right? Photographers don’t exactly keep regular hours. She has to be available when the clients need her. She might be interested, but just doesn’t have enough time for relationships right now,” I tell him.
“You think?”
“I mean, it’s possible? But she probably just doesn’t like you.” I laugh.
Johnny just stares at me while I laugh. I really shouldn’t take pleasure in what is clearly causing him pain, but the guy kind of deserves it. He’s pulled the same hot and cold routine with lots of women. It’s about time it came around to bite him in the ass.
“But seriously,” I add. “Just relax. Maybe ask Alex? If anyone knows anything about what’s up with Becca, it’s her. Or maybe Ryder, but he’s a little too busy these days, what with getting ready to be a dad, and reading all the baby books for Denise.”
Since their wedding almost four months ago, Denise and Ryder have been spending a lot of time getting ready for their baby’s arrival. In just two short months, we’ll be welcoming the first baby to our Sleeping Dogs family. And somewhere around three months after that we’ll welcome babies number two and three when Alex and Connor have their twins.
We’re going to be overrun with kids before we know it. And it’s about time, if you ask me. None of us is getting any younger. Not that I’m going to be having any of my own, mind you. That’s a no go for me. 
“I don’t know how you’ve never had a girlfriend. Out of all of us, you’re the most stable. And you’re definitely the most mature. Doesn’t it ever get lonely living here in this house by yourself?”
“Nah, I’m good,” I say, cutting the conversation short. The guys know a little about my history, but they don’t know the real extent of my father’s abusive. It’s better if they don’t. 
It’s not something I like to talk about. But I do know having him as my father means I could end up the same way. I refuse to allow that to happen. In the interest of safety, I just stay out of relationships. No relationship and no kids means I will never need to worry about becoming an abusive asshole like he was. It’s best this way. I may get a little lonely sometimes, but I can deal with that. What I can’t deal with, though, is the thought I could ever do to my family what he did to his.
Nah. I’m more than happy to just be Uncle Aiden. I don’t need to have a wife and kids to feel fulfilled in my life. 
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Pity Party Interruptus
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Rhea


“So that’s it then? Those bibbity bobbity bastards! How can they get away with that?” Xena is foaming at the mouth on my behalf, and when she’s mad, she uses some incredibly creative language. “What about Kaden? Or the cuntwaffle’s wife? Wouldn’t their witness statements count for something? Prove you didn’t use excessive force with that abusive dick weasel?” 
The police commission took less than seven days of my initial thirty-day suspension to determine that I did use excessive force during the arrest three months ago. And I just got word they’ve denied my second, and final, appeal just like they did the first. It’s official. I am no longer a police officer. My lifelong dream was destroyed because I dared to arrest a man who was friends with the mayor.
“His wife refused to press charges against him and recanted her witness statement. So it was only Kaden’s word against theirs. There’s nothing left to be done. It’s time for me to start really thinking about what to do for work now.”
I have a dual major in Criminal Justice and Social Work I could use when looking for a new job. I initially wanted to be a police officer so I could help kids the way a police officer helped me when I was a kid, but now I need to find another way. This will require lots of coffee and some quality time on the computer.
“Well, that sounds like a big wet puddle of septic system contents to me,” Xena says, employing some of her creative cussing again. “What are you going to do?”
“Well, for now, I’m going to take home the biggest coffee you have. Then I’m going to go home and sit on my computer and see what I can find. Maybe this is a chance to do something totally different?”
Xena grabs a travel carafe and fills it with the dark roast I like. She fills a box with assorted donuts for me, too.
“Ha! That’s funny. A cop getting donuts. Good one,” a masculine voice behind me says.
I spin around to see Kaden’s friend Devon standing there.
“Oh, shit.” Xena eyes go wide. “I didn’t even think of that. I’m so sorry, Rhea.” She overreacts in typical Xena fashion, and before I can say it’s no big deal, she’s thrown the box through the little pass-through window that leads back into Bump & Grind’s kitchen.
A laugh escapes me, sounding more like a snort than an actual laugh.
“I think I might be missing something,” Devon says, looking back and forth between me, Xena, and the pass-through. “Is everything okay here?”
“It’s fine, Devon,” I tell him, even though things are not feeling fine at all. “I got the result of my latest appeal today, is all. For the excessive force thing? They turned it down again, so I’m off the force permanently. I’m not a cop anymore.”
“Oh… oh shit!” Devon grabs my shoulders, shaking me a little. I have to look up to see his face, which is unusual for me since at five foot ten inches, I’m considered a tall woman. But Devon is another level of tall altogether. His six and a half feet of height makes me feel petite in comparison. “I am so, so, sorry, Rhea. I didn’t know.” He pulls me into a too tight hug, somehow squeezing my face down between his pecs, and I’m tempted to motorboat him just to see what he does. Something tells me Xena would lose her shit if I did that, though, and since she’s pretty much my sister, I decide to just pinch him instead.
“Ow! Rude.” Devon squeals.
“You were suffocating me with your man-boobs. I had no choice but to retaliate. It was feeling like life or death there for a second.” I grin up at him while he rubs the spot on his side where I pinched him. “Besides, you’ve got a wall of solid muscle there. I could barely pinch anything.”
“Right?! I am a pretty spectacular specimen.” He flexes his biceps, kissing each in turn.
“Oh my god, get over yourself, Tiny Dancer.” Xena rolls her eyes at him. He just winks back, making her blush. 
That’s interesting. 
“Okay, well, as much fun as this has been, I’m going to go job hunting now. How much for the coffee?”
She scrunches her face at me. “Seriously? You’re unemployed and you’re practically my sister. Like I’m going to charge you for coffee.”
“Ugh, fine. I accept. But only because I don’t want to stand here and argue with you for another half an hour and then just end up accepting anyway, because you’re impossible to argue with.”
“That’s wise of you. At least getting fired hasn’t dulled your common sense. Yet.” Xena laughs, and waves me off with my travel carafe. “Call me later and let me know how the search is going. You can always come work for me until you find something.”
“Yeah, okay. I’ll talk to you later. See you, Devon.”
As I’m walking out, I hear Devon ask if he gets free coffee, too. Xena’s uncontrollable laughter is the only response I hear before I’m back outside. They have a strange friendship, those two. Kaden’s been concerned about it for a while now, but I don’t think he has anything to worry about. If Devon and Xena get together, they’re old enough to deal with any fallout on their own. But it’s hard for Kaden to imagine his sister and his best friend being interested in each other. He’s protective of both relationships.
He’s protective of his friendship with me too, but luckily he doesn’t have to worry about me starting a relationship with someone. I have no interest in becoming involved with anyone. Being involved with someone would require me to trust that person, and I have a hard time trusting anyone. Hell, it took me almost five years to trust Kaden, and he’s the one who has my back when shit gets bad.
Shit. Had my back. I’m not a cop anymore.
I feel the weight of the last three months hit me all at once and my legs wobble as my vision blurs. I’m too far from any benches, so I just stumble to the edge of the sidewalk and slide my back down against the side of a building until my butt hits the pavement. I pull my knees up and rest my elbows on them, allowing my head to hang down while I get control of my breathing.
What the hell am I going to do now?
I have some savings to keep me going for a few more months, but it’s not a lot. I need to find a job quickly if I’m going to keep my apartment. 
Crying has never been my thing. When I was young, I learned crying was useless since my mom was always too drunk to hear me. But right now I let a few tears drop to the carafe sitting on the sidewalk between my feet. I just got fired from the only job I’ve ever wanted in my life; I think I’m allowed to throw myself a small pity party. Probably shouldn’t do it here on the sidewalk, though. It would suck if one of my former coworkers had to arrest me for loitering.
“You alright?” A pair of beat up old Converse sneakers stops in front of me. I assume they’re attached to whoever just asked me if I’m alright but I don’t care enough to find out.
“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks,” I say without looking up. It’s bad enough I’m crying. I don’t need anyone seeing me do it.
“Oh yeah, I can see that. I often see crying women sitting on a busy sidewalk in the middle of the day. It’s a totally normal thing that always happens in this neighborhood,” the guy says with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.
“Just got some bad news and needed a minute to wrap my mind around it. No big deal.”
He reaches his hand down into my line of sight. “Well, can I at least help you up? I’d feel bad if I just left you sitting here. It’s not exactly summer anymore, you know. Your ass might freeze to the sidewalk and then you’d have to chew it off to set yourself free. Then you’d be crying and assless. I can’t have that on my conscience.”
I choke out a weak laugh. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. But sure, I guess you can help me up.” I take his hand a feel a tingle shoot up my arm as he pulls me up.
“Oh hey, it’s you,” the guy says as he stares at my face with shockingly green eyes. They’re light green but so vibrant they almost glow in the sunlight. He reaches up and cups my face, wiping a tear from my cheek with his thumb. Instinctively, I lean into his hand and a shiver runs up my spine.
Ah, shit. And here I thought this day couldn’t get any worse. I was wrong, though, because who should find me in my weakest moment but Man-bun. The guy who couldn’t take no for an answer and kept trying to ask me out after Kaden and I arrested a suspect in the Peaceful Pines retirement community. The one who followed me out to the cruiser when we brought the suspect out, and he even had the audacity to show up at the precinct a few times after that, too. 
I mean, it’s not that he isn’t attractive, with his cute little sloppy man-bun, and his low-slung jeans, and his t-shirt that’s so worn it’s practically see through, showing a good amount of smooth, delicious muscle underneath. He is so not unattractive. 
Whoa, get it together, Rhea. Keep it in your pants. You’re definitely not interested in this guy. Even if he is a ‘spectacular specimen’, as Devon would say. But spectacular specimens can still be scary stalkers.
“Oh yeah, hi,” I drawl. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name last time?” I’m going to need a name to put on the restraining order if this guy doesn’t stop bothering me. But I’m sure that’s what this even is. “I’m Rhea.”
“Yeah, Devon told me who you are after you guys left Gran’s place the day you arrested my friend’s crazy ex. I’m Aiden.”
That’s good enough for me. I can get his last name out of Devon later, before I go to the precinct to process the paperwork. If I can bring myself to do it, anyway. He doesn’t seem dangerous, so maybe he won’t need an official restraining order? And I suppose, if he’s friends with Devon, he might not actually be a scary stalker. Aside from him showing up all the time, my gut doesn’t tell me this guy is dangerous. 
I still don’t want him to ask me out right now, though. I have way too much going on in my life for that.
“Nice to see you again, Aiden. But I really need to get going. I’ve got a lot to do today. Bye-bye now,” I say, and start walking away a little faster than normal.
“Oh, I just need to ask you something real quick. I was wondering if—”
“Nope, sorry. No time. Gotta run,” I interrupt him, and then I literally start running. Maybe he’ll actually get the hint this time and just leave me alone. Even if he is cute, I don’t have time to stick around talking to someone who can’t take no for an answer.
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Maybe I Should Do Something About That?
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Aiden


“Was that Rhea?” Devon is standing beside me suddenly, as I stand watching the strangest woman I’ve ever met run away from me. Again. “Why is she running?” 
“I don’t know, man,” I say, scratching my head. “I was just coming to grab a coffee at Bump & Grind and I found her sitting here on the sidewalk, crying. I helped her up, then she asked my name and ran away. It’s totally bizarre.”
“Oh shit, she was crying? I better let Xena know. Come on, maybe she’ll give us free coffee if you’re with me. Lord knows I can’t get any on my own.”
Bump & Grind is just a short walk from where we’re standing. Rhea must’ve just left if the carafe she was carrying was any sign. I wonder why she needs so much coffee. Bringing it to the precinct, maybe? Or going on a stakeout?
I never understood the whole drinking coffee on stakeouts thing. Wouldn’t that increase the likelihood you’d need to piss in a bottle? Plus, women can’t piss in bottles. What would they do?
“Honey, I’m home,” Devon calls out as we enter the coffee shop owned by Denise’s best friend Xena. 
I’ve been getting coffee here for years and I had no idea my band’s manager was such good friends with the feisty little owner. I’ve even seen Xena swing her rubber sword at someone for calling her ‘Warrior Princess’ once or twice and that was some funny shit.
“Ugh, why are you back already? It’s only been five minutes since I got rid of you last time.” Xena wipes her hands on a towel. “Hey Aiden, the usual?”
“Please,” I say, throwing five dollars on the counter. I just get regular drip coffee. None of those fancy drinks for me. Too sweet for my tastes. I’d rather eat Johnny’s baked treats if I’m having something sweet. And I still have some left at home from the stuff he brought me yesterday. I accidentally missed a box when I brought the other stuff to the shelter. It’s not like I purposely kept it for myself.
“So we have a minor situation.” Devon puts five dollars on the counter beside mine. I guess Xena knows his regular order too, because she doesn’t even ask before pouring another of what I’m having. “Aiden just ran into Rhea down the street. She was sitting on the sidewalk and crying, apparently.”
“I knew it!” Xena yells, throwing the money into the cash register and slamming it shut. “I knew she was too calm after getting such terrible news. I need to call someone in to cover for me. Rhea needs tequila and a girls’ night, not coffee and job searching.” Xena pulls her phone out of her apron pocket and starts frantically swiping the screen.
“Job searching? Why would she be job searching?” Not that I care much. She’s brushed me off more times than I can count. I keep trying to ask if she’d be interested in helping teach some self-defense classes at the shelter and she keeps avoiding me completely. She’s been quite the bitch about it, too, if I’m being honest. Who turns and runs away from someone in the middle of a conversation?
I can’t say I mind watching her walk away. The sight of her round ass is all the consolation I need.
Seeing her crying there on the sidewalk stirred something in my chest, though. Something I’m not willing to investigate.
“Well, she made a political mistake a few months ago. She and Kaden got called to a domestic disturbance and when they arrived, the dude shoved his wife down the stairs right in front of them. So Rhea arrested him.”
“Good for her. She was right to arrest him. I probably would have pushed him down the stairs so he could see how it feels, but arresting him is good, too.” I make a mental note to get the guy’s name and address. It sounds like I’ll need to visit him to dole out some of my particular brand of justice.
“Funny you should mention that,” Devon says, stirring sugar into his coffee. “Apparently, the guy is friends with the mayor. Long story short, he claimed she used excessive force, and now she got fired.”
“Well, the guy’s wife and Kaden must have made witness statements, right? Or can’t she appeal?”
“The wife won’t press charges, and Kaden’s word means nothing if the wife doesn’t corroborate it. And Rhea’s used up all of her appeals already. There’s nothing else she can do.”
I stir a little sugar and cream into my coffee, trying to think of another way Rhea could get back on the force. It doesn’t seem fair that she was doing her job, and helping an abused woman, and now she’s fired because the guy she arrested knows someone important. This just confirms my suspicions about the law enforcement system being flawed, and the laws rarely favoring the victims of domestic violence. It certainly never helped me when I was a kid. And even when the victims press charges, they frequently don’t get justice. It’s why I started my little side business. Well, my side hobby, anyway. 
It’s not like I get paid.
“So what’s this guy’s name, anyway?”
“Oh no, no way. If anything happens to him, who do you think will be the first to get blamed? You stay away from him.” Xena covers the mouthpiece of her phone and chastises me in a loud whisper. “She has enough trouble in her life right now without being suspected of an actual crime.”
I throw my hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. It was just a thought.”
I actually hadn’t considered anyone would blame Rhea for it, so it’s probably a good thing Xena talked me out of it. It’s not like the guy would end up dead or anything. But a broken arm or two, so he had some recovery time to think about whether he wanted to lay hands on his wife again? That could be a good thing for him. 
Not that I deal in that sort of revenge. Instead, I tend toward the petty vandalism type. As much as I would love to dole out physical punishments, I’m just not comfortable with that. No matter how much the assholes deserve it.
I wouldn’t be doing it for Rhea, either. After how my dad terrorized my mother and me when I was growing up, it’s kind of my calling to help as many victims of domestic violence as I can. I volunteer with the women’s shelter as much as possible. I donate money to tons of different initiatives aimed at eradicating domestic violence. Whether they be education, support, or crisis-based. One of the main reasons I’m in Sleeping Dogs is to make the money I need to do what I need to for people who’ve been affected by violence in this way. Whether that’s the legal and monetary help I provide or the slightly less legal ways I go about encouraging offenders to rethink their ways.
“Okay, Tanya is going to be here in about twenty minutes. Tiny Dancer, I need you to go buy tequila. Get the good stuff too. None of that gasoline-flavored donkey piss, okay? Take Aiden with you. His thoughts are too loud and he’s getting on my nerves. I need to think of what I’m going to do to help cheer up Rhea. I don’t need Captain Serious over here harshing my vibes.”
“Ha! Captain Serious, that’s a good one. I’m going to have to remember that.” Devon looks at me and laughs.
“You do that, Tiny Dancer. I don’t mind at all.” I jump out of the way as he attempts to punch my arm.
“Princess, look what you started,” he says to Xena. “Pretty soon everyone is going to be calling me by that stupid name.”
Xena just grins and winks at him.
Devon grunts in response. “Come on, let’s go buy this stupid tequila before she gets really demanding.”
I grab my coffee and follow Devon outside. The store we’re going to is only two blocks away, so we’re there before my coffee has even cooled.
Once inside, Devon goes straight to the register and asks to have the manager meet us in the tequila section.
“You need a manager to buy tequila?” I ask as we walk over to the tequila to wait.
“I need whoever has the keys to get the good tequila out of the locked cabinet.” He points to a fancy looking blue and white bottle and one that’s got ‘dangerous’ in the name. “Xena likes these two. They’re sweeter than other tequilas and don’t have that ‘gasoline’ taste she hates.”
The manager comes over and gets Devon’s two bottles, then walks us to the register. Devon pays and we’re back outside in no time.
“You sure know a lot about her tastes in tequila. You two spend a lot of time drinking together?”
“Nah, nothing like that,” Devon says, but his cheeks get a little pink. “I’ve been friends with her brother for years. She’s used me as an errand boy many times. This store helped me pick out tequila that met her requests the first time, and I just keep buying the same ones.”
“You just spent over three hundred dollars on tequila. That’s a lot of money on alcohol for your friend’s sister.”
“You guys pay me a lot more than what I need to live comfortably. I’m happy to buy it for her. Plus, she only asks for it a couple of times a year. It’s not like I’m spending thousands of dollars buying her expensive gifts or anything.” Devon is looking a little uncomfortable. I wonder if Kaden knows about the tequila arrangement? My instincts tell me no. “She might still have some left of the last bottle left at home. But Rhea lives close to the coffee shop, so Xena is probably going to head straight there when her replacement shows up at work.”
Suddenly a flurry of tiny arms and legs is careening in our direction. Xena crashes into Devon instead of stopping before she gets to us.
“Did you get the good one?” She asks while her eyes roam Devon’s body, looking for the bags from the store.
“I got one of each of the ones you like. But you still need to pace yourself and make sure you eat something first, okay? I don’t want you calling me later to come hold your hair while you puke your guts out.”
Xena laughs. “Nice try. My hair is short enough I can handle any vomiting all by myself. I might have to call you to drive my drunk ass home, though. So keep your phone on. I need to go pick up some clothes for Rhea, too. I think some forced dancing might be in order.” She shakes her butt a little to show us what she means.
She grabs her bottles of tequila, giving us a wave as she turns and walks away.
“Well, what are you up to now? Want to come over and play some video games while you wait for that call?” I ask, taking a drink of my coffee.
“Yeah, why not? I haven’t kicked your ass in Mario Kart in a while.”
I laugh. Devon’s never beat me at any game, ever. “Sure. But I get to pick which system we play on.”
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Time to Shake our Asses
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Rhea


“Knock knock knock. Special Delivery.” 
I’m not expecting a delivery, but I bet I know who is at my door, and why she’s here. She has her own key, so I don’t even bother leaving my desk to open the door. 
During my online search, I found an interesting job posting at a local women’s shelter I’m thinking of applying for. I’ve been trying to figure out the best way to word my reasoning for leaving the police force ever since. Somehow, fired for arresting the wrong guy doesn’t seem quite right. 
“Bitch,” Xena says from the doorway. “My hands are full and you made me open the door myself? Rude.”
She juggles several bags as she walks over to set them on the couch.
“I’m busy here too, you know. I found a job I might want to apply for, but I can’t figure out what to say about getting fired. It sounds so bad to say I got fired from being a cop.” Not to mention it’s totally depressing, considering it’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do with my life. I liked it, even though it was never quite what I expected it would be. 
“Tell the truth. You arrested someone who had a well-connected friend, and they made you pay for it.”
I sigh, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my palms. “It all just sounds so ridiculous, you know? I feel like I’m in an awful movie where a cop gets on the wrong side of the city’s dark underbelly, and has to become a private investigator. I’ll be spending all my time staking out motels and dive bars, trying to get proof of infidelity in people’s marriages.”
“Well, whatever puts food on the table, right? It probably beats stripping.”
“I guess. Stripping seems more honest than trying to catch people cheating, though. Too bad I can’t dance, or I’d at least have that to fall back on.” I flop back in my chair and lock my hands behind my head. “I just never pictured myself as anything other than a cop. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do with my life. I don’t even know what else I might be good at.”
Xena makes herself at home in my kitchen, banging around in my cupboards, pulling out glasses, ice, salt, and a cocktail shaker. Ah, I guess it’s to be margaritas tonight. That’s good. I saw the two bottles of tequila she had and I was not looking forward to drinking it straight. She always insists she buys ‘the good stuff’ but I can’t taste much difference between the good stuff and the not so good stuff. Tequila is not my favorite. But Xena is like a sister to me, so I usually go along with her impromptu tequila parties. They don’t happen too frequently, so it
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