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Rayleigh Greene knew early on that being in love with a police officer meant holding hands with anxiety for the rest of her life. 
Sometimes the grip was so strong she could feel the pulse in her fingertips. Just another reminder that fear can be intimate too. 
The 9-1-1 center hummed with usual chaos. Phones rang in overlapping sirens, keyboards clattered constantly, and voices murmured low as dispatchers talked people through the worst moments of their lives. 
There’s a rhythm to it. 
Static-laced heartbeats of panic, calm, hope, and heartbreak. 
After eight years on the floor, Rayleigh could read that rhythm like sheet music. Always anticipating the beats before they hit. 
Three rows of consoles stretched under fluorescent lights. Each station glowing with its own constellation of six monitors casting faces in blue lighting. Everyone looked half-drowned. Like they’d all been underwater too long and forgotten what sunlight looked like. 
Rayleigh wondered sometimes if that’s all they were. Drowning people who’d learned to breathe liquid instead of air. Who’d adapted to the pressure until it felt normal. 
It was easy to spot who were the veterans, and who were the rookies. The vets had mastered the art of being present but not present. Hearing everything while feeling nothing. It was a survival skill you either learned fast or you burned out within six months. 
Rayleigh had watched plenty of promising dispatchers wash out, their eyes too wide, and their hands shaking too much. Unable to separate the voice on the phone from the person behind it. 
She’d built her wall brick by fucking brick. Some days it held. Other days she could feel the cracks. 
At one position, a dispatcher was walking a panicked man through CPR. Her voice steady even as the male screamed at her over and over again to “just fucking get someone here, already. The dispatcher’s face was blank, professional, but Rayleigh could see the tension in her shoulder. The way her free hand gripped the edge of her desk. 

Another dispatcher, their brow furrowed, was trying to get a coherent location out of a drunk man who’d wrapped his truck around a pole. The guy kept insisting he was “at the place with the tree stump. Oh. The power pole, too,” which was spectacularly unhelpful but pretty standard.

This was the life of dispatch. 
You learned to stay calm while others lost their shit. You learned to breathe steadily while listening to someone take their last breaths. Your voice was the only thing standing between madness and order, and you made damn sure it never wavered, even when everything inside you was screaming.
Rayleigh sat at her console in the middle row, her strawberry-blonde hair pulled into a high ponytail so perfect it might as well have been sculpted into place. It hadn’t moved, not a single hair, even through three hours worth of clusterfuck. 

The ponytail had taken her exactly six minutes to perfect this morning. She’d redone it twice because the first two attempts had bumps she could feel with her fingertips. She could’ve let it go, but she knew herself. The little imperfections would’ve driven her batshit insane for twelve straight hours, so she fixed it. 

Being perfect wasn’t vain. It was an act of survival. 
When everything else was chaos, when she was listening to people die or beg or scream, at least her hair was exactly where it should be
Her nails were blood red, coffin-shaped, and freshly done the day before at the salon she'd been going to for three years. They were the only ones who understood that "dark red" meant a specific fucking shade. Not whatever bullshit approximation they felt like painting on. Not burgundy. Not wine. Blood red. There was a clear difference, and it mattered, even if nobody else understood why. 
Rayleigh was unapologetically particular about everything. 
Her work station was immaculate in a way that likely bordered on obsessive, but never really crossed that line. Not that she thought, anyway. 
She kept her pens lined up side-by-side, Post-its arranged by color and size, and her water bottle was in the same spot it has been every shift for years. Her mousepad was wiped down with a Clorox wipe every few hours, not because she was a germaphobe, though that helped, but because it kept her focused. 
Everything had its place. 
Everything followed the system. 
That’s how you survived this job without losing your shit. You control what you can, and make peace with the rest, or at least get really good at pretending to. Rayleigh had gotten very good at pretending.
She’d been doing this job for eight years, and she was good at it. 
Really fucking good. 
Her brain processed information in layers: caller's tone, background noise, unit response times, radio chatter. 
She could track a domestic violence call while simultaneously running warrants on a traffic stop and monitoring three other units, all without breaking a sweat. Her fingers flew across the keyboard faster than most people could think, muscle memory and spatial awareness working in perfect sync.
This was a skill that made her not just one of the best dispatchers in the center, but probably in the entire state. She knew it. Her supervisors knew it. The officers, firefighters, and medics out there knew it too, and they'd fight over having her on the other end of the mic when things went sideways. She was the one they sat all the newbies with. The one you wanted backing you when everything went quiet.
She'd once worked a structure fire, a rollover accident, and a barricaded subject with a gun all at the same time while two new dispatchers sat frozen, fingers hovering above their keyboards like deer in headlights. Rayleigh cleared all three incidents without a single first responder getting hurt, and without asking for help. She didn't need to.
Asking for help felt a little too much like admitting that she couldn't handle it, and that wasn't her style. Rayleigh could handle anything. She'd proven it to herself over and over again. Had to keep proving it.
She could track a dozen voices at once. Each clipped tone and muffled piece of radio transmission was slotted into neat mental folders
Her brain didn't just process the voices. It tracked the pauses between the words, the shift in panic that meant an officer was about to call for an additional unit, and the background noises that told her whether a routine traffic stop was about to become a huge fucking problem.
She heard things that other dispatchers missed. Processed details they didn't even register. It wasn't bragging. It was just a fact. She was good.
It was like she was born with a dispatch radio wired directly into her soul. Sometimes she wondered if that was a blessing or a curse. Probably both.
Rayleigh had honed all of her dispatch skills over the years in the same way that she'd honed everything else in her life: with obsessive precision and zero room for error. One tiny error in this field meant someone didn't come home, and that was simply unacceptable.
She’d attended enough fucking funerals. Had stood in plenty of receiving lines, shaking hands with widows, mothers, and children who’d never see their person again. She refused to be the reason for another one. 
Right now, she was tracking eight officers simultaneously, each voice its own distinct thread in her brain. Unit 718 was en route to an agency assist for another department who requested the use of his K9. Unit 732 had just initiated a traffic stop on Highway 34. Unit 701 was at Wal-Mart doing a report of a shoplifting call. Unit 714 was grabbing food because the dumbass didn't eat breakfast, and he's a diabetic who refused to take proper care of himself. Rayleigh had to threaten to call his wife just so the idiot would go get a biscuit and some orange juice.
She could tell you all of this without looking once at her CAD screen because her brain was a tiny little filing system that never slept. Sometimes she wished it would. That she could turn it off completely when she got home, but it didn’t work that way. 
Unit 724, better known to her as Kaden Talley, her husband and perpetual pain in her ass, was currently handling a welfare check on the north end for Mrs. Reynolds. This was the same Mrs. Reynolds who called at least twice a week about "suspicious people" that always turned out to just be another figment of her imagination.
Mrs. Reynolds had called nine times in the past month. If Rayleigh were to pull the call history, she knew exactly what she'd find. Suspicious vehicle, closed out unfounded. Suspicious person in her yard, also closed out unfounded. Suspicious noise, closed out no report. Turned out just to be her own fucking wind chimes.
Rayleigh understood that more than she’d ever say out loud. She knew what it felt like to be surrounded by voices and still feel completely alone. 
Rayleigh would never admit it out loud, and damn sure not to Kaden, but she sent him on bullshit calls every chance she got. It was like cheap therapy for her anxiety. A way to keep him safe without him ever knowing. 
It was strategic, really. Calculated. She’d pull up the undispatched calls, see Mrs. Reynolds’ address pop up, and before anyone else could offer to take it, she’d assign it directly to Kaden. Just a few keystrokes and he was safely occupied for the next thirty minutes, minimum. Sometimes longer if Mrs. Reynolds was feeling particularly chatty. 
Nobody questioned it. Why would they? 
Rayleigh was too good at her job for anyone to second-guess her dispatch decisions. And if they did notice a pattern, well, what were they going to say? That she was protecting her husband? Fucking obviously.
Her therapist—yes, she had a therapist because she wasn’t a complete idiot about mental health—had suggested she “explore healthier coping mechanisms for workplace stress.” 
Meh. 
Her way was better. Or at least more effective. The only alternative was to have a panic attack whenever Kadne’s voice came over the radio during a hot call.
Every time she heard Kaden bitch and moan after a shift about not getting into what he referred to as "fuck shit," instead of being forced to scream across the radio for backup, the knot between her shoulder blades would loosen just a bit. The knot seemed to live there permanently now. Eight years of this job had turned her upper back into a landmine of tension.
She'd tried massages, yoga, and those stupid-as-hell meditation apps that promised inner peace if she'd just pay them $9.99 a month. She was a dispatcher, which meant she lived paycheck to paycheck. She didn’t have an extra $9.99 a month to spare. 
Nothing worked except knowing Kaden was coming home safe. That was the only thing that ever truly helped. The only time she could breathe all the way down to the bottom of her lungs.
It was a win-win, really. He wasn't in harm's way and she could keep her carefully curated composure intact. 
Rayleigh knew the county like the back of her hand. She'd memorized every drug house and frequent flier address well enough to predict which call was likely to go sideways before the officer even arrived on scene.
Minimizing the risk was Rayleigh's specialty. Her own private side quest that nobody but her needed to know about.
It wasn't her fault that Kaden was the officer dumb enough to marry a dispatcher. That just meant he got extra special care when Rayleigh was behind the mic. If anyone had a problem with that, they could take it up with her directly, though she knew no one ever would.
She knew which addresses had vicious dogs, which trailers had meth labs, and which subjects had warrants and a history of running. She knew that 9421 Grady Avenue meant a run-down drug rehab that cared more about money than they did rehabilitation. That 1247 River Trace Road meant a drunk bastard who shot first and asked questions later. That anything in the 900 block of Glendale was going to need at least three backup units and probably a lieutenant.
Any dispatcher with a single shred of fucking self-preservation would do the same thing if their significant other were on the force. 
Her husband couldn't exactly be put in the line of fire if he was too busy handling Mrs. Reynolds and her fifty-some-odd cats, now, could he?
Her husband.
 Even after all these years, that title still had a ring to it. Still made something warm and terrifying bloom in her chest. Her sweet, caring, hyper-as-hell husband. The man who couldn't sit still for more than thirty seconds without fidgeting or tapping or doing something with those restless hands of his.
She still got a weird fluttering feeling in her stomach whenever someone referred to her as "Mrs. Talley," even though she immediately corrected them in a way that made people apologize reflexively.
She wasn't Mrs. Talley. 
She was Rayleigh Greene, and that wasn't changing for any man. Not even one she'd lowered every wall for.
Kaden hadn't thrown a single tantrum when she flat-out refused to take his last name. He didn't make it about respect, tradition, or some other patriarchal bullshit. He'd just shrugged his shoulders, kissed her forehead, and said, "Eh, makes sense. You've been Rayleigh Greene your whole life. Why the fuck would you change it now?"
There was no pouting. No pressure. No wounded male ego. Just pure acceptance. That was the moment Rayleigh knew she'd hit the lottery of men. She'd somehow found the one person in the world who understood that loving her meant letting her be exactly who she was. He didn’t need her to be smaller, softer, or more convenient. He loved her for her sharp edges, need for control, and her refusal to apologize for taking up space. 
It wasn't that she was against women taking their husband's last name. She wasn't. She was just against her taking her husband's last name.
Rayleigh Greene was a name that meant something. It was sharp, confident, and not to be fucked with. Rayleigh Talley sounded too much like a soccer mom who made casseroles for church potlucks and wore sensible kitten heels.
No offense to women who did those things, but Rayleigh would rather eat glass and then shit it out than be mistaken for someone who was wholesome. Super hard pass on that one. 
She'd built her identity on being untouchable, and she wasn't about to rebrand herself because society said so.
She pressed the transmit button on her radio. Her voice came out cool and professional, though the words carried a warmth that only Kaden would be able to hear. It carried a level of intimacy that came from knowing someone's voice better than their face. 
“Dispatch to 724, advise if you've made contact on your welfare check."
Rayleigh's coffin nails tapped impatiently against the console. The sound was rhythmic and controlled as she braced herself for Kaden's impending oversharing.
The man, God bless his heart, got off on narrating his own existence. He couldn't give a simple 10-4 if his life depended on it. He couldn't just call on scene, or in service, or anything that he was actually supposed to do according to the department's policy.
In fact, he normally went against it. When he talked on the radio, he never shut up. Literally. He turned every transmission into a fucking TED Talk.
She'd timed him once. He'd spent a full sixty seconds on the radio talking about a cow he'd found wandering in the roadway. The traffic was complete with a detailed description of the cow's apparent emotional state, ending his transmission with, "Show me in service, the cow has moo-ved along.
Mind you, radio traffic was supposed to be kept to thirty seconds maximum. Kaden had always been a menace to society and to FCC regulations. But she loved him for it. Loved that he couldn't help but fill the silence with his unsolicited observations, his terrible jokes, and his genuine care for every living thing he encountered.
Static cracked, then Kaden's voice cut through the radio, laced with the familiar smart-ass drawl she'd fallen for despite every logical reason she shouldn't have. "Dispatch, I am, uh, shockingly enough standing in the exact living room you dispatched me to." There was a pause. She could practically see him running his hand through his hair, a half-smile playing at his lips, completely pleased with his smart-ass comeback.
"Mrs. Reynolds is 10-4, by the way, dispatch. Not that you asked. Rude. She called 9-1-1 because today is her cat Mittens' eighteenth birthday, and she wanted, quote, 'a rugged, handsome officer to attend the party,' unquote, which, okay, first of all, I'm flattered. Second of all—nope, still just flattered."
Rayleigh bit the inside of her cheek in an attempt to suppress the grin threatening to make an appearance. She just knew that he was standing there, all awkward limbs, trapped in a living room that smelled like mothballs, trying desperately to look dignified while an ancient cat looked at him with pure judgment. The image was so clear in her mind she could almost smell the mothballs herself.
Her voice dropped to that particular frequency reserved only for him, sweetness dripping like honey laced with arsenic. "10-4, 724. I'll notate in the CAD that Mrs. Reynolds requires an officer with actual qualifications in the handsome department next time."
Two seats down, Layla snorted into her coffee mug, nearly choking. "Fucking brutal." The words came out just loud enough for Rayleigh to hear, her coffee sloshing dangerously close to the rim.
Sergeant Bullock, listening from his office doorway with his arms crossed, snorted and shot Rayleigh a knowing look that said he'd heard this same back and forth a thousand times from these two. "You two realize that the entire department can hear you flirting, right?" The corner of his mouth twitched upward. He made no move to actually stop them. Just the weary acceptance of a man who'd long since given up on enforcing radio protocol when it came to these two idiots.
Rayleigh merely raised a perfectly arched eyebrow in response, unruffled and unapologetic. What were they going to do, fire her? She was the best they had, and everyone in this building knew it.
Bullock was old-school. He had twenty years in the field before his knees gave out on him and he moved into the supervisor's slot, but he wasn't a stickler about his officers' radio traffic. He'd been married to a dispatcher once, back in the nineties, before the job took its toll and his marriage fell apart. 
He got it.
Bullock understood the way that love and fear intertwined when you were on opposite ends of a radio. He knew how sometimes the only way to survive was to find a sliver of humor in the midst of the darkness. How you had to laugh at the absurdity or you'd drown in the weight of it all.
Their agency was slightly different from most, anyway. The dispatch center doubled as their police department, housed in the same building with only a hallway separating them. Bullock had pitched a fit about getting a small office, so they moved him to the bigger one that was located in the same room as the dispatch floor.
During low-stress calls, dispatch and officers were allowed these small moments of banter. It built camaraderie that most agencies considered unprofessional, but the chief understood that people who liked each other worked better together. Morale mattered when you were asking people to willingly fucking demolish their mental health. 
Hell, the chief of police had actually encouraged it during a board meeting last year. He said it reduced burnout and improved workplace relationships and job satisfaction. Rayleigh thought that was complete corporate bullshit, but she wasn't about to argue with a decision that let her fuck with Kaden over the radio without getting written up.
"Negative, Dispatch," Kaden drawled, his voice inched just slightly higher with mock offense. She could picture him getting geared up for another sixty-second monologue. 
Jesus, he was such a fucking radio hog.
"Notate nothing. The situation here is under control. I think you missed the part where I'm the handsome and rugged officer Mrs. Reynolds requested. I mean, she literally asked me if I'm single, which my wedding ring should've clued her in. It's literally right here on my finger. I told her no, I'm married to a beautiful woman who is mean to me on the radio for sport, but currently reconsidering my options. Show me in service, personally offended, and en route to dispatch with divorce papers."
Rayleigh could hear the smile in his voice. The way it curved around the words meant for her only. He always performed for an audience of one, even though half of the damn county was listening. 
There was background noise on his last transmission. Maybe a TV playing too loudly, or Mrs. Reynolds talking to someone, probably one of the cats. Rayleigh's brain processed it automatically and then dismissed it just as fast.
There were no signs of distress, no signs of a problem, and no shift in his tone that would indicate any danger. It was just Kaden being Kaden in a house that probably smelled like cat piss, loneliness, and potpourri. 
Her fingers flew across the keyboard, muscle memory taking over as she inputted into the CAD notes that the welfare check was complete, no report needed.
She hovered there, alert and ready for whatever bullshit the county threw at her next. It was always something. There was always another crisis waiting in the wings.
 This was the job.
You didn't get to stay light and airy. You didn't get to relax for too long in the laughter. You had to be ready for the next disaster before it even happened. You had to keep one hand on the transmit button and your heart in your throat.
You had to learn that the voice you loved most in the world could go silent in an instant, and you'd have to keep working anyway. Keep dispatching. Breathing. Keep pretending you weren't dying inside. 
That was the bargain she'd made when she fell in love with a cop. 
That was the price of admission.
Meanwhile, Kaden crouched beside a coffee table layered in crochet materials and cat fur, documenting Mittens' birthday setup with the same attention to detail he'd use if it were a crime scene. 
There was a lopsided cake with a single, sad-ass excuse of a pink candle, and a wreath of yarn wrapped around the centerpiece.
The cake itself looked like it had been made in the year 1932 and stored in the freezer ever since. The frosting had that weird texture that only happens with something that has been frozen and then thawed out too many times. The yarn wreath was clearly handmade, uneven, lumpy, and very obviously made with more love than skill.
Kaden's heart hurt a little for the old lady. None of it was well put together, but it represented hours of work for an audience of cats who didn't give two shits. 
Mrs. Reynolds had no one. 
She was one of their frequent fliers, and most officers cancelled her calls, or called her and gave her a quick "ma'am, that's just the wind," or they'd say they drove by and saw nothing, when they really never left the station.
Kaden responded every single time, though. What could he say? He had a soft spot for the lonely ones. \The ones who the world had just thrown out and forgotten about. Who still needed someone to show up and prove that they still mattered. 
Maybe it was because he'd felt that way himself once. Before Rayleigh. Before he'd found someone who saw past the jumbled up fuckery in his head and loved him anyway.
Mrs. Reynolds hummed "Happy Birthday" off-key while Mittens, an enormous orange cat with a milky eye and the aura of a mob boss, looked thoroughly unimpressed from his throne of crocheted pillows. 
The cat had to weigh at least twenty fucking pounds, easily.
Mittens' expression reminded him of Rayleigh when he'd suggested that they get matching Christmas sweaters last year. Like she couldn't believe that he'd even thought of something so fucking stupid. She'd looked at him in pure disbelief and said, "Have you lost your ever-loving-fucking-mind, freak? Absolutely not." Her tone was half-serious and half-amused. Kaden knew it meant that she really did think he was a freak, but loved him for it anyway.
Damn. 
Kaden loved when Rayleigh talked dirty to him like that, letting that sharp tongue loose. She was all bark and no bite, though. She'd said no to the Christmas sweaters, but she'd also been the one who'd bought him the stupidest, ugliest reindeer socks he'd ever seen and pretended she hadn't when he'd opened them on Christmas morning.
She'd tried to blame it on her mother. Like, actually looked at Kaden with a straight face and committed to the bit. He knew she was lying because he'd gone behind her back and asked her mother himself, but he let Rayleigh be great anyway. She could pretend all she wanted that she wasn't secretly sentimental. He knew the truth. Knew that underneath all that armor was someone who felt everything deeply. She just needed to protect herself from the weight of it.
Kaden made it a point to wear those socks frequently just so she knew how obsessed he was with them. 
Obsessed with her.
"Hang on, Mrs. R. My wife is gonna need photo evidence of this bad-ass cake." The words came out louder than necessary, projecting across the cluttered living room before his voice dropped to barely a whisper, just low enough so Mrs. Reynolds couldn't hear him. "And I need proof that this is a real call and not some fucking fever dream I'm having."
It wasn't like Mrs. Reynolds heard him, anyway. He practically had to yell at her to get her attention. He snapped three quick photos, making sure to get Mittens' judgmental glare in perfect focus, because that was the real story here.
The first photo was a wide shot of the whole setup. The second was a close-up of the cake in all its freeze-dried glory. The third was Mittens looking directly at the camera with an "I'll piss in your shoe, motherfucker," glare that most cats wear as their factory setting.
"Dispatch is gonna love this shit." His mind was already picturing Rayleigh's perfectly composed face breaking into one of those rare, genuine smiles she reserved for moments she thought no one was watching. Those were the smiles that made his entire day worth it. The ones that reminded him why he'd fallen for her in the first place. Underneath all that control and precision was someone with a heart of gold who just happened to be really fucking good at hiding it.
He slid his phone back into his vest pocket, careful not to let Mrs. Reynolds catch him grinning at her expense. She probably wouldn't have noticed anyway. She was too busy lighting the candle with shaky hands while narrating each step to Mittens as if the cat gave a single solitary fuck about birthday traditions.
"Now, Mittens, baby, we're going to light your candle, and then you're going to make a wish." Her voice wavered with old age and affection. It was sad seeing her love having nowhere else to go but here. "What are you going to wish for, sweet boy? More treats? A new toy? A new daddy?"
She turned and winked at Kaden when she said the word "daddy," and he almost vomited right on the spot. He had to physically swallow back the reaction, his throat working overtime to keep his breakfast down. Mittens was still very much unbothered by the shenanigans, which honestly, respect. This cat had clearly seen some shit and nothing fazed him anymore.
Kaden's brain immediately went three directions at once. First, never using the word 'daddy' again in any context. Second, need to tell Rayleigh about this immediately because she'll fucking die. Wait, did I lock my patrol car? Shit, I think I did. Or did I? No, definitely locked it. Pretty sure. Maybe I should check. Nah. This is a semi-decent neighborhood. Focus, Kaden. Cat birthday. Right. 
He took a moment to look around the house, his eyes bouncing from one thing to the next, unable to settle. The living room was an entire shrine to one woman's life. 
Every surface in there was covered in memories that no one was left to remember with her. The walls were lined with faded photos trapped in mismatched frames, showing off a younger version of Mrs. Reynolds. A younger, much hotter version of her, actually, with dark hair, and a smile that could stop hearts. 
There were photos of a man who must've been her husband, his arm draped around her shoulders, both of them laughing at something the camera didn't have the pleasure of capturing. Kaden wondered when the man died. Wondered if Mrs. Reynolds had been alone for years or decades. If she woke up every morning and forgot for a split second that he was gone before the loneliness came crashing back. It made Kaden's heart ache for everyone who loved someone and then had to learn how to live without them.
Kaden just stood there and took in all of the details he'd talk to Rayleigh about over dinner, thinking about how she'd act uninterested but still ask him for more. The eye roll would come first, followed by, "Kaden, honestly, I couldn't give two flying fucks about Mrs. Reynolds' cat," but then she'd pause and ask, "Wait, what kind of cake was it?" and he'd know he had her.
He'd know that she was listening to every fucking word. Rayleigh loved to pretend like she was indifferent, but she always remembered the details. Always asked follow-up questions days later that proved she'd been paying attention the whole time. It was one of the things he loved most about her. How she pretended not to care while caring more deeply than anyone he'd ever known.
Kaden crouched down, balancing himself on the balls of his feet, his knee already bouncing with restless energy, and locked eyes with Mittens. "You know, buddy," he whispered, "if I ever make it to your age, I hope someone throws me a party too. I hope somebody loves me enough to make a terrible cake and invite a cop over just to make it a whole thing."
Mittens' ear was torn at the tip, probably an old injury from some cat fight from decades ago. It was a reminder that Mittens had lived a whole life before ending up here. 
The cat tolerated the touch for exactly five seconds before pulling his head away with disdain, because cats were assholes, and Mittens was not the exception.
Kaden's voice dropped lower, barely audible over the hum of Mrs. Reynolds' window unit. "Yeah, yeah, you act like you're not impressed, but I bet you secretly love the attention, don't you?"
The truth was that Kaden had it bad for the grumpy assholes who pretended not to need anyone. It perfectly described the cat purring despite itself and the woman waiting for him back at dispatch. Both of them were pretending to be tougher than they actually were. Both of them needed someone to see through the act and love them anyway.
Rayleigh was constantly acting like she was self-sufficient and untouchable. But somewhere along the way, she'd started to rely on Kaden just as much as he relied on her. They'd become fluent in each other's silence, knowing what the other needed without having to say a word. 
Kaden knew when she'd had a bad call by the way her right eye twitched with the stress. Rayleigh knew when Kaden had seen something that would haunt him by the way his sentences shortened.They'd learned each other's tells. Breaking points. Each other’s way of asking for help without actually asking. 
Kaden slipped out the front door. The quiet of the house settled behind him. He paused on the front porch, pulling out his phone to scroll through the cat photos he'd taken. He'd selected the most ridiculous one to send to Rayleigh, his fingers hovering over the screen for a moment before deciding it was better to show her in person.
He craved seeing that little flicker of delight in her eyes. The way her mouth would twitch before she got control of it and said something cutting to cover up the fact that she thought it was funny. 
As he slid behind the wheel of his patrol car, he glanced back at Mrs. Reynolds' house. The thing needed some serious TLC. It needed new exterior paint, the gutters were sagging under the weight of years of neglect, and there was a creepy-ass garden gnome by the front steps that had been there so long that it was covered in moss.
For a moment, just a brief flash of the future, Kaden could imagine himself at eighty, with Rayleigh still beside him.
She'd still be perfectly put together, while he'd gone completely gray and even more ridiculous. She'd still have perfect nails, still be organizing things by color, and would still be correcting the way he pronounced "Massachusetts," and his hairline would have receded all the way to his back.
They'd still be together, though, and that was the important part.
That's a life he could live forever, he thought, as he pulled away from the curb.

[bookmark: _eoarjbq2tlpk]Chapter 2
Kaden watched the blue Honda Accord disappear down the street, his fingers already drumming against his thigh in that unconscious rhythm that never quite stopped.
The middle-aged mom was still waving through her window like he'd just performed a miracle instead of choosing not to ruin her day with a traffic citation.
Which, okay, fair. He kind of had. Tickets were fucking expensive. 
Technically, yeah, it was a violation. Rolling stop. But also—and this was important—who the hell actually comes to a complete stop at every sign when there's nobody around?
Show him one person who does, and he'd show you a liar or someone who just got their license yesterday.
Hell, he was a cop, and even he treated stop signs like suggestions when he was running late.
Which was most days.
Because his time management skills were absolute shit.
His leg started bouncing. Right knee jerking up and down in that constant motion that drove everyone else insane but kept him from crawling out of his own skin.
He'd pulled her over expecting the usual defensive posture. The sass. The classic "my tax dollars pay your salary" speech that never made logical sense, because, if everyone who paid taxes was technically his boss, and he also paid taxes, didn't that make him his own boss?
That was like... PEMDAS or something.
Math.
It all cancelled out eventually, right?
What he’d gotten instead was a Mama with mascara running down her cheeks in black streaks. A tearful explanation about a sick baby at home with a fever high enough to cause seizures, and the kind of overwhelmed exhaustion he recognized on his own mother’s face.
Just one look at her and he’d known. Warning only. Done and done. Move along, ma’am, get home to your baby. 
Classic Kaden move, really. Going soft for a damn good mama.
The Sergeant would probably give him shit later about his citation quota. About how warnings didn't count toward their monthly numbers. About how the department needed revenue and blah, blah, blah.
Whatever. 
He'd become a cop to help people, not meet some bullshit quota that mostly just made people hate law enforcement even more than they already did. And trust him, they already did. A lot. He got flipped off at least twice a shift just for existing in a marked unit.
The Accord's taillights vanished around the corner, leaving him alone on the empty residential street.
Nothing but the hum of his idling engine (desperately overdue for an oil change, he should really schedule that. When was the last time he’d checked the oil? Were you supposed to change it every three thousand miles? Or every three months? Or was it five thousand now? These modern cars were different, right?) and the restless energy that never quite left his body. 
His fingers tapped against his thigh. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.
It was part of him now, whether he wanted it to be or not.
Trying to stop it was like trying to make his brain shut up.
It didn't.
Ever.
His therapist, Dr. Yates (super nice guy, shit taste in office art. For real. Who the fuck has “just breathe” signs posted every where. It’s a fucking autonomic response. Everyone should automatically just do it) had looked at him over his glasses one day and said, “Kaden, fighting against your anxiety only makes it worse.” 
Fair point. 
So now he just lived with it. Let his leg bounce. Let his fingers tap. Let his brain spiral through approximately twenty-six different topics in the span of thirty seconds. 
The afternoon sun beat down through his windshield, turning his patrol car into an oven on wheels.
Seriously, you could probably bake cookies in there. Kaden wasn’t a great baker, he’d tried once and somehow still managed to burn no-bake cookies Maybe because they were no-bake cookies, and he had no fucking business trying to bake no-bake cookies. Rayleigh banned him from the kitchen for a month. 
Still, a chocolate chip cookie sounded fucking amazing to him right then. 
Warm. Gooey. Those little pockets of melted chocolate that burned your tongue but you ate anyway because it was so worth it. 
God he was hungry. 
When did he eat last? 
Breakfast? Maybe? He'd grabbed a protein bar at like six a.m. before shift, but that was... checks mental clock ...five-and-a-half-ish hours ago.
No wonder his stomach was eating itself. 
Sweat gathered at the back of his neck, making his uniform stick to his spine in that gross way that made him want to peel the whole thing off.
Wait.
Did he remember to put on deodorant this morning?
His hand twitched toward his armpit before he stopped himself.
Yeah.
Definitely.
Pretty sure.
Okay, like seventy to eighty percent sure, which was good enough odds in his book.
Better than the coin flip he usually operated on.
Renee Rapp's latest single hummed from his radio, volume just low enough that he could claim plausible deniability if another unit pulled up beside him.
Not that he actually gave a shit who knew about his music tastes.
He was secure enough in his masculinity to know that "Tummy Hurts" was an absolute banger. Anyone who disagreed was wrong. Objectively wrong. Scientifically wrong. He would fight someone over this.
The aux cord connected his phone to the radio, screen displaying his "Shift Vibez" playlist.
Yes, spelled with a Z.
Because he thought it looked cool, and also because it annoyed Rayleigh, which was reason enough to keep it that way forever.
Renee Rapp. Chappell Roan. Sabrina Carpenter. SZA. All the pop girls who made him catch a vibe and actually enjoy being stuck in a metal box for twelve hours.
Okay, maybe his music wasn’t typical cop music. Maybe his co-workers were blasting classic rock or whatever it was that people who peaked in high school listened to, (looking at you Officer Barrett and your god-awful Nickelback obsession) but Kaden had never been typical. 
Also, "Good Luck, Babe!" by Chappell Roan was a fucking masterpiece of modern pop music, and he would die on that hill.
Literally die.
He'd request it at his funeral. Was it a funeral song? No. Would he request it anyway? Fuck yeah he would. 
The beat pulsed through the car, and his right leg bounced harder, knee jerking up and down, a motion that was pretty constant for him. 
Rayleigh told him once that even when he was asleep, his legs twitched like he was running from something.
Honestly?
Fair.
He probably was.
Running from his father’s ghost, his own anxiety, or whatever the hell his subconscious was processing while he was in REM sleep (Typically random shit like whether or not Orcas went through menopause).They do, by the way. He’d googled it once at 3 a.m when his insomnia got the better of him. 
Rayleigh had found his playlist early in their relationship. She’d found it by snooping through his phone, which he'd let her do anyway, because he had fuck all to hide, and because watching her try to find something incriminating was adorable.
He'd just sat there eating cereal, waiting for the roast session, but it never came. 
No inevitable "are you sure you're not gay?" comment that he'd gotten countless times before from other guys at the station. As if his love for pop girls somehow got to determine his sexuality.
He liked women. He was married to one. A fucking incredible one who could destroy him with a single look, and also made him feel like the luckiest son-of-a-bitch alive.
Instead of mocking him, Rayleigh had just scrolled through his playlists for a while, looked up at him, and said, "At least it's not country," in that dry, matter-of-fact tone that made it impossible to tell if she was joking.
He'd taken it as a win.
A major win, actually. Because it kind of felt like a compliment, and Rayleigh didn't give those out easily. Unless you counted "you're slightly less fucked up than everyone else" as a compliment. Which he did. He so fucking did. 
She never made him feel like shit about things he enjoyed. Never tried to change him or make him feel like he needed to be someone else. Some more "normal" version of himself that didn't fidget constantly or listen to pop music or talk too much when he got nervous.
She never made him feel like shit about things he enjoyed. Never tried to change him or make him feel like he needed to be someone else. Some more "normal" version of himself (whatever the fuck that meant), that didn't fidget constantly, listen to pop music, or talk too much when he got nervous.
Rayleigh just accepted him. The real version, not the edited-for-public-consumption version he showed everyone else.
Kaden's fingers drummed against the steering wheel, matching the beat perfectly. He was weirdly proud of his rhythm, actually. As a biracial man (black mom, white dad), he’d definitely gotten his rhythm from his white side, which was both hilarious and slightly tragic. 
His mom could dance. Like, really dance. The kind of dancing that made people stop and watch. His dad? The man had the rhythm of a—well, he had the rhythm of a white person. Like, salt-as-seasoning-on-chicken, kind of white person. (It’s fine, really. Nobody is judging white people for how they are seasoning their chicken. Well, they are, but nobody else has to eat it. They do.) Which was fine with Kaden, his white person knew her way around the seasoning aisle. 
He caught himself staring at his own hands, watching them move against the steering wheel with a steadiness that still surprised him sometimes.
These were the same hands that used to tremble when his dad started his usual bullshit.
His dad’s voice used to rattle off the walls of their double-wide trailer. It made it feel like the whole world would end at any moment. Like Kaden was just one wrong move away from a swift boot to the chest that would send him flying across the narrow hallways.
The memory tried to surface.
It always did.
Like some fucked-up jack-in-the-box that popped up at the worst possible times.
Nope. Not today, Satan. 
When things went sideways at home, he'd hide his hands under the table. In his pockets. Anywhere his father couldn't see them shaking, because showing his father he was afraid only made it worse.
It only gave the bastard more ammo to prove whatever fucked-up point he was trying to make about strength, masculinity, and how real men didn't cry, show weakness, or any of that pussy-bullshit.
Kaden's Mama used to pull him into the bathroom when it got really bad. It was the only room with a lock on it. The only place where they could at least pretend to have privacy. She would run the sink to cover up the sound of him crying.
Trailer walls were paper thin, and his father had the ears of a fucking Basset Hound. His Mama would just hold him and let him cry into her shirt while he tried not to make any noise. If his father heard him then he'd give him something to really cry about.
That's what he always said. "Shut the fuck up, boy, before I give you somethin' to really cry about."
As if Kaden's fear, the bruises, the belt, and the constant terror weren't enough to cry over.
Like there was some tier of suffering that Kaden hadn't unlocked yet and his father was trying to get him there quicker.
He flexed his fingers now. Open, close, open, close, pushing the memories away like he always did.
Kaden's therapist had taught him how to see the trauma, acknowledge it, and let go of it when he was done with it. 
"Acknowledge the memory, Kaden. Now, let it roll off of you like water off a duck's back.”
All of that sounded great in theory. Very mindful. Very zen. Ver “Let’s all hold hands, and breathe through our trauma.” When he tried to put it into practice, he mostly just ended up white-knuckling his way through a panic attack in an empty parking lot from the comfort of his patrol car.
His hands were steady now. 
Well, mostly steady. 
Steady-ish. 
Look, they were steadier than they used to be, and that was fucking progress.
He'd put in the work for that progress, too. Kaden spent so much time at the shooting range forcing himself to breathe through his anxiety until his grip stopped wobbling. Spent years in therapy talking about his childhood, his father, and the ways trauma lived so deep in his body long after the actual trauma had ended. He took his medication everyday (okay, most days, he forgot sometimes, but he was getting better about it), and it gave him enough distance from the anxiety to functin like a normal fucking human. 
For so long he'd been a walking panic attack with a badge and a gun. Now that he thought about it, that sounded like a pretty shit combo. Like, objectively a terrible idea."Hey, let's give the anxious guy with PTSD a firearm and send him into high-stress situations!" Great plan, everyone. Really thought that one through, but here they were. 
Kaden could still remember his academy graduation day. He stood in that auditorium with the weight of the badge in his hand for the first time while his mama sat in the front row crying happy tears for once in her life. Remembered the oath he'd taken; the promise he made to serve and protect.
Those words meant something to him. They still did. 
That day he made a promise to himself that his badge would never become the weapon that his father's fists had been. His father had been a cop too, and that was the real mindfuck of the whole situation. It was the thing that kept Kaden up at night sometimes when his insomnia and brain wouldn’t let sleeping dogs lie.
He'd stare at the ceiling thinking about cycles, life choices, and whether or not he was fucking doomed to repeat history. Whether wearing the same uniform meant he’d become the same man. 
There was a quote Kaden loved that an old history teacher had once said to him. He couldn't remember the exact phrasing, but it was somewhere along the lines of: The world is a stage full of the same old actors performing the same old plays.
He remembered absolutely nothing else from that history class, but that quote stuck with him.
Kaden's father had worn the same uniform, taken the same vow, wore the same badge. Then he'd come home and beat the hell out of his family. 
Violence was just another tool in his duty belt, right next to his handcuffs and his taser.
During the day he’d put on the uniform, play the hero. He’d smile at everyone he passed, and shake hands with virtual strangers. The community had literally nicknamed him Officer Smiley because he smiled so much throughout his shift. Always willing to lend a helping hand. Then at night he’d take it off a become an absolute fucking monster. 
What’s worse? People knew. Their neighbors, his dad’s cop buddies, the guys he worked with every single day. They all knew. Still, they said not a damn thing. 
Kaden learned pretty early on that sometimes the people who were supposed to protect you were the ones you needed protection from. That the uniform didn't always make you a hero. The badge was just a piece of metal, and didn’t mean shit about the person wearing it. 
Fuck anyone who ever turned a blind eye to abuse just because the abuser had a little power. Because it was easier to pretend not to notice than to get involved. Because "he's one of ours" somehow mattered more than "he's beating the fuck out of his wife and kid."
Kaden had specifically become a cop to break that cycle.
He wanted to take the same path his father had taken and walk it differently. He wanted to walk it better. Kaden wanted to show that he could walk in his father's footsteps without becoming him.
Every traffic stop, every interaction, was a chance to prove that wearing a badge didn't automatically make you a power-tripping asshole. That you could have authority and still treat people with basic human decency. That there were ways that you could enforce the law without being a dick about it. You could cut a scared mom a break because she was rushing home to her sick baby, and that was more important than your citation quota. 
Kaden suddenly remembered that he didn’t call in service from his traffic stop. Shit. He’d just been sitting there contemplating life, his dead dad, and whether or not he remembered to put on deodorant (still wasn’t very sure), while his call sat open on Rayleigh’s screen. 
She was probably wondering if he’d fallen into a ditch somewhere, or gotten distracted by a squirrel, both were equally possible. 
His thumb found the button on his radio without looking, because muscle memory was such a beautiful thing.
"724 to Dispatch, show me back in service, verbal warning issued."
There was barely a pause before Rayleigh's voice came through, all crisp, and processional, and so fucking sexy. "Copy that, 724. Got you 10-8."
He knew that she was already moving on to the next incident on her screen. He could picture her fingers flying across the keyboard as she juggled six different things at once.
But he also knew, (and this was the part that made his chest go warm), that a small part of her brain always remained fixed on his patrol car icon on the map, tracking his every movement.
Kaden loved the security he felt in that.
In her.
In knowing that there was someone at the station who had his back. 
There was just something about the knowledge that the woman he loved was on the opposite end of the radio who wouldn't fully exhale until he was back at the center at the end of the shift.
Rayleigh cleared Kaden’s traffic stop and watched his unit icon sit on Riverside drive. He’d probably sit there another five minutes contemplating life, or whatever the hell went on in that beautiful, anxious brain of his. 
Rayleigh's shoulders never fully relaxed. Not here. Hell, not anywhere really.
The dispatch center was her domain, and she rocked it with the iron first of someone who understood that chaos was always one tiny mistake away from catastrophe.
Everything about Rayleigh screamed control. From the way she spoke in measured tones to the precise angle of her computer monitors. She'd adjusted them on her first day years ago until they were exactly right.
For her, dispatch was a place where everything had its proper code, its designated channel, and its appropriate response times. 
The CAD system was organized exactly how she wanted. It was color-coded by incident types with the filters set to show her the information she needed in the order she needed it. High priority calls in red at the top and lower priority calls in yellow at the bottom. Her keyboard shortcuts were programmed for maximum efficiency. 
She’d spent her first month on the job customizing every setting until the system worked the same way her brain worked, fast and precise. 
Her favorite thing about working in this field was that there was never time for personal feelings.
Not that she’d ever let anyone here see them if there were.
Rayleigh's coworker Layla was arguing with someone on the phone two consoles over, her voice rising as she told some asshole that no, calling 911 because McDonald's ice cream machine was broken was not a fucking emergency.
Dispatcher's had perfected the art of telling people to go to hell, respectfully and professionally, of course, because they were all being recorded and the last thing anyone needed was to be a headline on the news.
Breaking News: 911 Dispatcher tells caller to get McFucked.
The scanner crackled with traffic from a neighboring agency, their dispatcher sounding like she was well and done with the bullshit.
Join the crowd, sister.
She'd tuned it all out.
Rayleigh had learned early how to compartmentalize. She knew how to build walls between work and everything else. She knew exactly how many muscles it would take to keep her face blank when calls got bad.
Not only did she build walls for her professional life, but she'd done it for her personal life as well, and those were the walls she'd protected with a fierceness. Rayleigh had built walls so high that most men couldn't see over them, let alone try climbing over the top.
They'd all hit the wall, retreat, and call her a cold-hearted bitch behind her back.
That was fine. She could be that. It was better than the alternative.
Rayleigh had heard all the rumors a thousand times over at this point. She knew that most of the guys had dubbed her as the Ice Queen of dispatch. They said she was too uptight, too controlling, and too much work for what she was worth.
She couldn't have cared any less, either. It was better to be alone than to let the wrong person in. Rayleigh wasn't in the business of coddling fuck boys anyway.
Kaden, though?
That sweet, chaotic boy had just stood at the base of her wall with his hands in his pockets and that stupid shit-eating grin plastered on his face, waiting patiently.
She remembered the first time they'd met in person. It was her second week on the job, and his first week fresh out of the academy.
The man walked right up to her console during a slow night shift, introduced himself, and then proceeded to ramble for ten minutes straight about absolutely jack shit. She remembered that it was something about a traffic stop on his last shift that got crazy. Not because the guy did anything to them, but because he had a raccoon just sitting in his passenger seat. Rayleigh had just stared at him the entire time like he'd grown a second head.
Even back then, most people got uncomfortable under her stare and left her alone.
Not Kaden.
He just kept talking, his hands gesturing wildly, and completely unfazed by her silence.
That man never pushed her. He never once demanded anything. He just existed in her orbit until one day she found herself lowering a rope down the side of her wall.
You know, Rapunzel, Rapunzel, and all that shit.
It had taken her a year for her to even consider being friendly with him, much less dating him. It was a year of him showing up at her console every shift with an iced coffee. A year of terrible jokes over the radio. A year of him being exactly who he was without making apologies for it.
Then one night, during a particularly brutal shift where they’d worked a fatal accident involving a family of four, he'd offered to drive her home because she'd been too fucking exhausted to get behind the wheel.
Kaden walked her to her door, waited until she was inside, and left without expecting anything in return.
That's when she knew that this man was different. He was in a league of his own.
When she'd flinched the first time he reached for her, he'd simply nodded, raised his hands in surrender, and stepped back.
They'd been sitting in his car outside her apartment on their third date , maybe the fourth, she couldn't remember exactly and it didn't matter, but he'd reached across the center console, slow and careful, and she'd jerked away before she could stop herself.
The panic she felt in that moment had been instant and visceral. Her body reacted way before her brain could catch up.
Kaden hadn't looked hurt or offended. He'd just pulled his hand back, gave her space, and waited.
"Whenever you're ready," he'd said, like her pace was the only one that mattered.
He'd meant it, too.
Never once did he pressure her into sex. He never made her feel like she was broken or damaged. He didn't treat her very obvious trauma as something that needed to be fixed.
He'd just been there. Steady and patient.
So when Rayleigh let her voice drop into that softer register just for him, it was never something that was accidental. It was deliberate. It was a choice that she made every time.
She chose him.
He was her person.
In between her walk down memory lane, Rayleigh checked a hit request she received on a felony warrant from an agency a few counties away. Her fingers flew over the keys—search, confirm, respond—done in thirty seconds flat.
Her typing speed was well over one hundred words per minute. She'd timed herself multiple times just to get a rough estimate.
Rayleigh let her mind wander to the night that Kaden told her about his father.
He'd sat on her couch, a beer bottle dangling between his fingers, and his voice stripped of its usual humor.
They'd been together almost a year at that point. She'd always known that there was something more there that he wasn't sharing with her. She'd see it in the way he'd tense up when domestic calls came over the radio. The way his hands shook sometimes when he thought nobody was looking.
You couldn't force someone to share their pain before they were even ready to face it for themselves. So, just like he'd waited for her to lower her walls a bit, she waited, too.
He'd told her about the belt, the fists, and the bruises that his teachers never questioned.
Rayleigh hadn't reached for his hand or offered him any empty words. She just nodded once, handed him another beer, and waited until he was ready to look at her again.
She'd sat on the opposite end of the couch, gave him space, and let him talk it out. Rayleigh wanted to tell him that it was okay, but she didn't because it wasn't, and it never would be.
Trauma doesn't just suddenly become "okay" one day. You just learn to deal with it. You learn to acknowledge it, see it for what it is, and dismiss it until it rears its ugly head again.
When he was done falling apart in front of her, his eyes searched hers for any signs of pity.
He found none.
Instead, she'd looked at him with understanding and recognition. It was the kind of knowing that only came from surviving your own hell. Hurt souls often cried out to other hurt souls.
That was the night that she knew that he wouldn't run when she eventually told her about her own horror story. She wasn't ready that night, but she knew that she had time.
He was her lobster; they were mated for life. She had all of the time in the world.
Three months later, she did.
She'd told him about the part at the frat house during her freshman year. About waking up in a room she didn't recognize with her clothes torn and her body screaming in pain.
Rayleigh told him about the rape kit and the detective who'd looked at her like she was some lying whore trying to ruin some good boys' future, instead of a victim. Like she did this to herself. He was clearly one of those men who thought, "well if she wouldn't wear such short, revealing clothes then men wouldn't be tempted."
She'd told Kaden about the case that went virtually nowhere because she'd been drinking and couldn't remember enough details. How the university had suggested that she withdraw and take some time off to "focus on her healing."
Kaden listened.
He cried with her.
But most importantly, he stayed.
Kaden had spent years unlearning his father's poison. He had to prove to himself over and over again that feeling things deeply didn't make him weak.
It didn't make him a pussy. Crying didn't make him less of a man. Choosing kindness over violence was actually the harder fucking choice, and it was one he'd make every time, because being kind when the world (or your father) had taught you to be cruel was the bravest thing you could do.
It took a long time before Kaden gained Rayleigh's trust enough for her to tell him about the college party that changed her life forever. She needed the space to find the voice to tell him about the men who held her down and took something that didn't belong to them.
He gave her the space, but he'd already known. He figured it out pretty early on.
He'd clocked every time that she flinched when he moved too quickly around her. He noticed every single time she positioned herself with her eyes trained on all of the exits.
Rayleigh was so fucking brilliant at hiding her trauma, but Kaden noticed everything when it came to that woman.
She always tensed up when any man, it didn't matter who, stood too close to her. She refused to let anyone walk behind her. Rayleigh had to be in control of every aspect of her environment because control was the only thing that made her feel safe.
Kaden never mentioned that he'd figured it out. He'd just adjusted around her. He started being mindful of any sudden movements and always kept his voice steady when talking to her.
He'd announce himself before entering a room she was in, always keeping his hands visible.
He gave her space, time, and control, things he knew she thought she didn't have.
Kaden learned all of her trigger warnings without her ever having to explain them. He'd learned to love her in the way that she needed to be loved. In a way that he himself hardly knew. With patience, care, and without demands.
Kaden switched his radio to their agency’s private channel and keyed up. “724 to Dispatch.” 
Rayleigh’s finger paused over her keyboard. “724 on Private, go ahead.” 
She’d been in the middle of entering a call when his voice came through and her hands still. Her attention shifted completely to him. Layla looked over at her, but Rayleigh ignored her. 
This was hers.
Kaden was hers. 
“Just checking on you,” he said. 
She could hear his usual concern for her hidden underneath his casual tone. He could hear the questions his anxious brain was always asking, even though they’ve only ever had a total of three fights in their entire relationship.
Are you okay? Are we okay? Do you need me?
“I’m fine,” she replied, and the tension in her voice softened just enough for him to notice. “You?”
She wasn’t fine. She never was when he was out there, but that was the name of the game, so she was managing, and that was close enough for her. 
“Better now”
Kaden’s chest loosened. Just hearing her voice turned him to goo. He loved knowing that she was there, safe in dispatch, monitoring his every move. He knew that if shit went left, she’d have backup to him before he even finished calling for it. 
Rayleigh rolled her eyes even though he couldn’t see her, a smile tugging at her lips. Kaden would do this every now and then. He’d swap over to the private channel and do little check-ins like they were some kind of emotional pit stop. 
Layla caught her smiling and raised her eyebrows. Rayleigh just flipped her off  without looking away from her screen. She didn’t owe anyone an explanation for the way she loved her husband. 
Kaden tapped his wedding ring against the steering wheel. It was a habit he’d developed since they’d gotten married. The sound was a grounding for his anxiety. 
The ring was simple, a black tungsten ring, nothing fancy or flashy, (the only thing flashy about him was his impeccable music taste), but it was there.
It was solid and real.
It was a reminder that he wasn’t alone anymore.
Now he had something worth coming home to. 
It reminded him that no matter what shit the day threw at them, they’d face it together. 

































































 
























































































