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This project started out as some crazy idea I had while watching television with my kids. Never in a million years did I imagine we would get this far. I’m number 10 in the series, 11 other crazy authors joined this journey with me, and I couldn’t be happier. I hope we continue to grow this world and fill it with amazing stories. Thank you to my fellow authors in this series, you have made this journey one filled with laughter and love. 
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Ten Years Ago

Longview, Washington

“I want you to take your sister and brother to the movies for me. Your mother and I want to have some time to ourselves.” There was something off with my father’s tone. Not so much a lie, but not a full truth either. I wanted to question him, but Evren was practically bouncing off the walls in excitement.

“Can I play in the arcade after, Poppa? I wanna win that big stuffed cat they had last time.” My father smiled fondly down at her, caressing the top of her head. Meanwhile, I groaned deep in my throat. At twenty, the last thing I wanted to do was tote around my sister to a kids’ movie, let alone take her to play games afterwards. 

“Sure princess, I’m sure Chase and Dax will help you win it. Won’t you boys.” My father’s tone was firm, one that said there would be no arguing with him. 

“Now Evren, don’t torture your brothers too much today.” Our mother said as she cupped Evren’s face in her hands. There was a sadness surrounding her that I couldn’t figure out. It’s like a cloud hovering over her. That feeling that something is off is becoming stronger. My cat is practically clawing at my insides to get out. Before I can say anything about the feeling I have, my father places his hand on my shoulder.

“Everything is going to be fine Chase. We need you to go out with Dax and Evren for a little while. When you come back, we’ll explain everything to you, but for now we need you to do this for us.” Looking into my father’s eyes I knew he believed what he was saying, and I relaxed a little. However, there was still this feeling inside me that says something isn’t right.

“Let me stay and help with whatever is going on. Is it that new ambush that just moved into the territory? Are they giving you trouble?” When he looks at me, I can see it there in his eyes, the worry. I want to yell at him to tell me what’s going on, but I can’t. He’s not just my father, he's the leader of our small ambush. He could have had a greater ambush under him, but unlike other tiger shifters he refused to take more than one mate. His love for our mother was too great for him to even think of another woman. It was a love I envied even at my young age.

“It’s nothing son, please do as I ask. Everything will be set to rights by the time you are all back. I promise.” There was such confidence behind his words that I had no choice but to have confidence in him as well. My mother moved towards him, placing her hand in his before giving it a reassuring squeeze. While my father may be our leader, our mother was the rock he leaned on. She was the glue that held our family together, making us whole.

“Listen to your father Chase, everything will be fine. He has everything under control.” Smiling at me she pulled my head down kissing my forehead. Then she turned to Evren, pulling her in for a hug while kissing the top of her head. A few seconds later Dax came running down the stairs, grabbing our mother from Evren’s arms, twirling her around before giving her a kiss on the cheek. She swatted Dax away grinning the whole time. 

“Don’t worry mother, I’ll make sure Chase has a good time while we’re out. Even if I have to tie him up and force feed him gummy bears.” Dax grinned mischievously at me while wiggling his eyebrows at me. Out of our parents' three children, Dax was the most carefree of us all. He was always up to mischief, a constant thorn in my side, but I would kill anyone who tried to harm him. 

Suddenly I felt very protective of both of my siblings, like someone was going to come and try and take them from me that second. A growl bubbled up my throat, causing everyone, including myself, to pause. What the hell was wrong with me? I’ve had control over my animal since I was a teen. My father taught me how to keep my animal under control early so I could blend in with the humans easier. Now here I was growling for no reason. 

THERE IS A REASON! My animal growled out inside my head. DANGER! He growled again. 

“He’s just feeling restless and needs a good hunt to calm him down, I’m sure. We’ll go tonight when you get back. Now, get going before your sister tacks on ice cream for this outing.” At the mention of ice cream Evren squealed, licking her lips while Dax rubbed his hands together. My father whispered “Oops” grinning at me, I glared back at him. 

“That was dirty and you know it.” My mother giggled beside him while I ushered Evren and Dax out the door before he made any more suggestions.

“Oh, don’t act like you don’t like ice cream Chase. Just because you're a college guy now doesn’t mean you can’t like ice cream like us.” Dax teased as we made our way to the car. I shook my head at his antics. 

“Stop being an annoying little brother for once in your life and get in the car.” I still felt like there was something going on, but if my father said he had it under control I would believe him.

“Now if I stopped being the annoying little brother what would my role in life be?” Dax teased as he got into the car. 

“He’s got you there, big brother.” Evren smirked as she too got into the car, slamming her door shut. Pausing as I opened the driver's door, I looked back at our home one last time. I wondered briefly if I should go back in and demand to help with whatever was going on, but just then Evren yelled from the back seat.

“Come on Chase, we won’t be able to get popcorn and candy before the movie if we don’t go soon.” Sighing I got in the car and started it up, deciding when we got back, I’d demand to know what the hell was going on. I was an adult now, and they needed to start seeing me as one. Little did I know that they would never get the chance to see me as an adult. By the end of the night all of our lives would be thrown into chaos. I would go from being a carefree college student to a full-blown adult caring for two kids. We would be forced to flee for our lives, while mourning the loss of our parents. I wouldn’t just be an adult; I would be The Adult of our family.
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The Present

Broaddus, Texas

Chase

It’s taken us ten years of bouncing all over to finally find a place to settle down. That night when we got home, we found both our parents in the front yard. They were covered in claw marks, blood was everywhere. Our father was dragging himself to where our mother lay motionless. The memory of Evren’s scream as she raced to our mother will haunt me ‘til the day I die. Dax and I had rushed to help our father, hoping beyond hope that he would survive. When we turned him over his breathing was shallow and there were massive chunks of his skin missing. There was no way he would be able to recover from the damage done to him. Dax and I shared a look of resignation as we held him. 

As he lay there in our arms, he was able to get out that they were attacked by another ambush of tiger shifters that wanted our territory. They’d tried to negotiate with them, explaining that our family just wanted to live in peace. The other ambush didn’t want peace, they wanted blood and land, and they took both that night. Our father told us to get what we could and run. Run as far and as fast as we could and find somewhere safe for us to live. 

So that’s what we did, and that’s what we continued to do until we came upon Broaddus, Texas. I’d spent months scoping out the area, making sure it would work for what we needed. Making sure that it would be safe for my small family. While our parents weren’t rich by any means, they were smart with money. Between their investments, money in their safe, and the money Dax and I had been saving we had a sizable nest egg. The small house that I found was situated on almost twenty acres of woods for us to shift safely. It wasn’t much to look at and it needed a shit ton of work, but it was perfect. It was also within an hour drive for Evren to go to college at Stephen F. Austin University in Nacogdoches. Something both our parents would be pleased to know I was making sure happened. 

The only other shifters in the area were a small gaze of raccoons. When I approached the leaders of the gaze, Elias and Cassandra Bryant, they agreed to let us move into the area under some conditions. Since I was willing to do just about anything to give my brother and sister a place to call our own, I was ready to agree to just about anything they wanted. The fact that their conditions weren’t that unreasonable made it easier. 

The first was they didn’t want us causing trouble, if we couldn’t control our animals and brought attention to their area we’d have to leave. Raccoon shifters tend to want to avoid conflict at all cost. They aren’t apex predator shifters so they don’t have the strength we do, but they usually have numbers working in their favor. Their second condition was that we needed to have jobs. Considering I still had to support our ambush, even though it wasn't very big and I’d already planned on getting a job, this condition wasn’t that hard to follow. The gaze ran a lumber company out in San Augustine and would give us jobs as lumberjacks if we wanted them, which we definitely did. These conditions seemed more than fair considering they were letting us stay in their territory. 

Once I’d agreed to their terms, things moved rather quickly from there. We’d been staying at various motels while on the search for something more permanent. Therefore, we didn’t have much to pack so it didn’t take us long to get everything moved in. We would need to go shopping for furniture eventually, but my goal of a permanent roof over our heads had been met.  Now the day had arrived for Evren to begin her college journey while Dax and I started learning how to be lumberjacks. 

“I have nothing to wear, I’m not going.” Evren, always the drama queen proclaimed as she stomped into the kitchen.

“Evren, you have more clothes than both of us put together, go find something to wear. And hurry up, I’m making your breakfast.” I quipped back at her, earning me a finger in the air.

“That’s not fair, all you and Dax ever wear is black t-shirts, flannels, and jeans. Of course you don’t have any problems finding something to wear.” She says as she flounces out of the kitchen.

“What about my breakfast, big brother? Or my lunch? Are you making my lunch too? With a little note telling me you love me?” Dax taunted as he walked into the kitchen.

“Shut the fuck up dumbass.” I retorted, shoving him hard enough to make him grunt.

“I’m hurt that you aren’t going to make me breakfast like a good daddy.” Turning on the stove I gave him a side-eye glare as he clutched his hands to his chest over dramatically. 

It was taunt he threw my way every now and then when he felt like I was being too much of a parent and not his big brother. Honestly, since our parents’ death I was the parent, but I hated being in that role. It wasn’t something I enjoyed. I’d rather have been out partying every night instead of working my ass off all damn day just to keep a roof over our heads and clothes on their backs. But that wasn’t how my life panned out thanks to that fucking ambush that took out our parents. 

“You know I should make you make your own damn breakfast, but I’d like to avoid having the fire department here first thing in the morning.” It was Dax’s turn to shove me as he opened the fridge to grab the orange juice. 

“One fucking time. I catch the kitchen on fire a little, one fucking time and suddenly I can’t be trusted.” Dax growled out.

“A little fire, more like half the kitchen went up in flames. We were also kicked out of those apartments for that little fire if you recall.” I reminded him while trying to keep from smiling at the reminder of that day. Dax was trying to be helpful and cook dinner for me before I got home from work. He had this bright idea to make BLT’s. However, he knew next to nothing about cooking bacon and wound up catching half the kitchen on fire. Luckily, he was smart enough not to try and battle the flames. Instead, he called the fire department as he grabbed Evren and hightailed it out of there.

The fear I’d felt when I came home to find the fire department putting out the flames nearly did me in. While we managed to save most of our stuff, the landlady told us to leave and never come back. We wound up in a one-bedroom motel for about a month while I searched for a new place to live. It was the first time after my parents’ death that I felt like I was failing them. There would be plenty more moments as the years went by where I felt like a failure but that was the first. I’ll never forget sitting in that hotel room, watching my brother and sister sleep thinking how I’d royally fucked shit up. Dax must see where my mind has gone because he tries to lighten the mood.

“And I do prefer my food not to be burnt, so I guess it's a win-win for both of us then. I get to eat food that isn’t burnt and you don’t have to deal with the fire department.” Shaking my head I began making the batter for the pancakes. 

“I’m so glad we could come to equitable terms.” I shot back while whisking in the eggs to the batter. 

While Dax never took an interest in cooking, I used to love being in the kitchen with one of our parents when they cooked. Dad was the breakfast guy; he could make a mean Eggs Benedict from scratch. Anytime he got the chance he showed off his skills for me. I still hadn’t been able to master his Eggs Benedict, but anything else breakfast I could pretty much handle. I always seemed to break my sauce; I didn’t have his light touch. I was more like a bull in a china shop when I whisked.

Now Mom was the grilling queen, if it could be grilled, she grilled it. She would make her own homemade whiskey bar-b-que sauce. There was something magical she did when she grilled that made everything tender and juicy.  I made a mean apple habanero sauce, but I refused to even try and make her whiskey sauce. Without her there to add her special touch it just felt wrong to try. 

“Are you gonna put chocolate chips in them this time?” Dax asked, snapping me out of my revelry, and pointing at the bowl of pancake batter as he took a swig of his orange juice. 

“What are you ten?” I quip back.

“You know Dad always made pancakes with chocolate chips for the first day of school. It’s Evren’s first day of college.” He says with a shrug that should explain everything. Instead of arguing with him, I snatch the chocolate chips out of the cabinet and start mixing it into my batter. He’s right, and I might not be able to give my sister all the things our dad would have, but I can at least give her this small thing.

As I start to pour the batter into the pan Evren comes bouncing back in, this time with a smile on her face. She’s dressed in a short summer dress with spaghetti straps, her hair is pulled back in a tight ponytail, and I notice she has just a touch of make-up. The protective brother in me wants her to put on a jacket or maybe a parka, but I have to remind myself she’s a grown woman now. Dax on the other hand hasn’t figured that out yet.

“Nope, no, go change. Chase, tell her she can’t go to school looking all pretty.” Evren looks like she’s seconds away from tearing Dax’s head off when I intercede.

“Dax, Evren is an adult, she can dress however she wants.” Dax gives me a harrumph while Evren sticks her tongue out at Dax followed by a sweet thank you smile for me.

“If you keep sticking your tongue out like a five-year-old I’m going to have to take back that adult comment I made.” I tease, as she grabs plates and forks, setting our tiny second-hand table for breakfast. Dax grabs the syrup and butter, placing them in the middle of the table before grabbing a serving platter and placing it on the counter beside me. 

It’s a familiar routine for us, even when we lived in hotels we sat together for breakfast. Sometimes it was at the hotel's breakfast buffet, but it was always together. As I start to slide the pancakes I’ve made onto the serving platter, I’m struck by a sense of home we haven’t had in too damn long. I realize this is what I’ve been working for all this time, and a feeling of contentment fills me. 

“Hurry up slowpoke, I’ve gotta leave in fifteen minutes to get to class.” Evren hollers from the table, as I’m flipping the last of the pancakes in the pancakes in the pan. 

“I’m coming. I’m coming. You can’t rush perfection.” I holler back as I turn off the burner to the stove and flip the last of the pancakes onto the serving platter. I barely get the platter on the table before both my siblings are stabbing their forks into the pancakes. One sad pancake gets divided as they both stab it and pull.

“Hey, watch it, what did that pancake ever do to either of you? I swear both of you are like toddlers when it comes to pancakes.” I stab my own fork into a couple of the pancakes transferring them onto my own plate. Dax likes butter more than syrup so he’s busy slathering up his helping with so much butter that if he wasn’t a shifter I’m pretty sure he’d have high cholesterol. Evren on the other hand has a massive sweet tooth and prefers syrup over butter, which is evident by the mountain of the shit on top of her pancakes.

“Would you like some pancakes with your butter Dax? How about some pancakes with your syrup Ev?” They both freeze, looking guilty for their antics and I can’t help laughing. The more things change the more they stay the same. They both finish with their pancake masterpieces, handing me the syrup and butter. Silence reigns at the table as we all stuff our faces. It feels much too soon that we are finished with breakfast. I grab up all the dishes, quickly rinse them off and throw them in the dishwasher to run later. Evren is throwing her supplies in her backpack when it hits me. 

“Wait, before you go Ev.” I run and grab my phone while Evren groans and her shoulders hunch. 

“Come on Chase, I’m in college now.” She whines, but still puts on her backpack and goes to stand in front of the door.

“Yes, I know, which is why we are taking first day of school pictures. It’s a family tradition that I refuse to let go of. Come on Dax get in the picture with Ev. Then we’ll switch.” Both of them roll their eyes at me as they get into position. They act like they hate this, but they know they love it. As I look through the lens on my cell phone, I smile thinking about how our mom would have been doing this if she were here. 

“Okay, okay, that’s enough already. It’s your turn.” Dax groans out as he moves to take the phone from me. Evren gives me this look that says these better be the last one. I just smile and wrap my arm around her, pulling her in for a hug.

“Watch it, that’s my hair you’re messing up!” She shoves at me with a grin on her face as I hear Dax snapping pictures.

“Perfect, I got you both in your natural states. Evren
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