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Holland

“Aurora can you please tell Ryland and Jarrah to come inside,” I called out as I arranged the salad onto plates. 

Our parents were out for the evening date night. Which meant that I oversaw my younger siblings. Aurora, Harper, Walker, Jarrah, and Ryland. I didn’t mind looking out for them. They were usually easy to care for. Ryland and Jarrah were probably the wildest. Aurora did what she could to help, but she was busy with school. She was a complete bookworm. Harper usually was at cheer practice or dance. So, it fell to me as the eldest to care for them.

Ryland and Jarrah came racing in through the back door, like a pair of bulls. We were meerkat shifters, but you’d swear my little brothers were an army of elephants with the way they pounded through the house. Well, most of us were meerkat shifters. Ryland wasn’t a meerkat. 

“Make sure you go wash your hands,” I shouted over the sound of their heavy feet stomping through the hallways.

I listened and heard the pipes rumble through the house which told me that they were doing as asked. At eleven and ten they still needed to be reminded to wash, brush their teeth, and have a shower. 

I placed our dinner plates on the table and sat down. Jarrah and Ryland bustled their way to the table, followed by Harper and Walker. Aurora was already sitting in her seat beside me.

“Where have Mama and Papa gone this time?” Harper asked with a roll of her eyes. She never made it a secret, her disdain for how often my parents went out and left me in charge. I didn’t mind caring for my siblings, but Harper often said it was unfair to put it on me.

“They are having a date night,” I answered.

“Another one?” Harper sneered. “They had one Monday night too. I swear it’s not fair on you, Holland. What are they going to do when you go to uni?”

I shrugged my shoulders as I placed a piece of meat in my mouth. “They will probably make Aurora look after us,” Walker mumbled around a piece of bread.

Aurora’s eyes widened with concern as she looked over at me. I shook my head. “We will cross that bridge if it comes. You never know, I might decide not to go to uni.”

“What?” Harper squawked. “You can’t. You are so smart Holland. You can’t give it up just to babysit for parents who forget they’re parents.”

I sighed and shrugged my shoulders. I’d wanted to be an EMT for as long as I could remember. I wanted to help people. I loved people. And hoped to get into uni to study to become a paramedic. I wasn’t sure that my grades were going to get me there though. With all the time that I’d had to look after my brothers and sisters, my grades had slipped.

It seemed the older I got the more often that Mama and Papa went out for date nights. And when Mama was home, she wasn’t overly invested in the care of her children. Usually, it was always left up to me to make sure that they had food in their bellies and got to bed at a reasonable time. I didn’t resent having to do it, but I did wish that I had a chance to pour more time into my studies. 

I was about to answer Harper when the doorbell rang. I stood and went to the front door. Standing on the other side of the door were two human police men and a supernatural cop.

“Hi,” I said with a small frown.

“Hello. Are you a relation to Sawyer and Aspen Highland?” one of the human cops asked.

“Yes. I’m their eldest son Holland.”

The cop winced and sighed in a deep breath. “I’m sorry there is no easy way to say this, but unfortunately there has been an accident. Your parents were involved in a car accident. Neither of them has survived.”

A loud ringing started to ring in my ears. My eyes widened and I couldn’t comprehend what the cops were trying to tell me. My parents were dead. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. They were just going out for a date night.

I could see the mouth of the cop moving, but I couldn’t hear anything he was saying. A piercing cry sounded behind me and I turned to see Harper staring out at the police. Her face was pale, and her hands trembled as she held them over her mouth. 

Moving autonomously, I took Harper into my arms and felt her entire body tremble against me. Nothing was making sense. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to think. My brain felt like it was moving through sludge. 

Arms circled my waist and when I looked down, I realized that I was surrounded by my brothers and sisters. We were all we had left. We were now orphans. I looked up at the cops who stood awkwardly in our doorway watching our grief.

“Is there someone we can call?” the cop who broke the news asked.

I shook my head. “No. I don’t know who my parent's family was. They didn’t speak about them.”

The cop nodded his head. “Are you going to be alright?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m going to have to be,” I muttered. I didn’t have a choice.

“How old are you?” the supernatural cop asked.

“Eighteen,” I replied. The supernatural cop frowned. “We are going to have to get social workers in here.”

“What?” I gasped. “What for?”

“You’re not going to be able to look after everyone,” the supernatural cop answered.

Panic and anger filled me. “I can look after them,” I said quietly.

“Holland can look after us. He has been looking after us since he was fourteen. Mama and Papa were hardly ever here. Holland was the one that cared for us. He can do it,” Harper growled.

“Have you got a job?” the cop questioned.

“I can get a job,” I replied. 

The supernatural cop raised his eyebrow at me as if he didn’t believe me. I would do whatever it took to make sure that I could keep us all together. I wasn’t about to lose the custody of my brothers and sisters. We were stronger together. 
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(1 year later)

Pax

“What’s on the agenda today boss,” I said to Memphis as I walked into the shifter unit. The poor guy looked exhausted. His mate Ciaran had just given birth to their second child Lilah. She was so cute, but I could see that she was giving the poor alpha hell.

“Kade is working with Bacchus and Coltrane on some leads for Ettore. Apparently, the camera’s caught him somewhere in Lalbert. So, they’ve gone to check it out. We had a call out for a break into one of the shifter shops, I’ve sent Raiden and Nash out to them. We also got a call from Marcel in narcotics. They caught a shifter kid slinging drugs. He thinks it is possibly related to one of the local gangs.”

I winced at the sound. I fucking hated the drug gangs. They seemed to be getting more prevalent in the city. 

“How old?” I asked.

Memphis glanced down at the file he’d printed out. “Eleven.”

“Jesus. They are getting fucking younger. Are you handling it?” I questioned.

“Na, I don’t think I’ve got the brain capacity today. Between Lake and Lilah, I haven’t slept in three days. Do you mind taking it?”

I smiled and reached out a hand to pat Memphis on the shoulder. “You got it,” I said with a grin. “You should head home for the day man. Try and sneak in a nap. Why not ask the omegas if they could look after the girls for a few hours.”

Memphis sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I might give Kaylee a ring. The kids are at school today so she might be able to help out.”

I grinned and nodded my head before I took the file off the desk and left the shifter unit to go and track down Marcel. I hoped that the kid wasn’t going to be too tight in the gang. Once they were in the gangs tight it was hard to get them out again. I briefly looked over the folder as I walked towards narcotics. It didn’t give anything away about them.

Ryland Highland, age eleven. Custodian was a Holland Highland. It made me wonder who Holland was to the kid. Being a custodian didn’t mean that he was a parent. There was nothing else about Ryland other than he was caught selling scent blockers. I frowned. Scent blockers weren’t illegal but selling them without a medical license was. Some people preferred to buy them on the street because they couldn’t be traced. It was usually people planning on committing crimes that bought the scent blockers off the black market. But as far as crimes go, it was low on the scale of what the kid could have been selling.

I reached the narcotics office and swung the glass door open. The desks were set out just like the shifter unit. The only real difference was that the narcotics unit were mostly human cops. There were one or two vampires. But they were generally humans.

“Pax,” Lily gushed as I walked into the room. Lily was one of the cops that had been with just about every male cop in the precinct. I didn’t hold that against her. I just wasn’t interested in women. It didn’t stop her from trying it on every chance she had.

“Lily,” I greeted. “Is Marcel about? I’ve got a shifter kid to deal with.”

Lily hmphed and rolled her eyes at my all-business attitude. She pointed a slender and manicured finger towards Marcel’s desk. I grinned and nodded. “Thanks, girl,” I said with a wink. Lily rolled her eyes and went back to her work.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. She’d one day get the message that she had the wrong genitalia for me. One day. Maybe. I walked over to where Marcel sat glaring at his computer screen.

“What did it say that got you pissed enough for that deadly glare?” I asked with a chuckle.

Marcel glanced up and leaned back in his seat. “These fucking gangs man. They are getting fucking worse.”

I nodded my head and slid into the seat opposite him waving the folder. “They are getting them younger too.”

“Yeah. This kid is as green as they come. He near pissed his pants when we rolled up on him. The poor kid, his big eyes filled with fucking tears. He was terrified. Hasn’t stopped crying since we stopped him.”

“Shit. How’d he get involved?”

Marcel ran his hands up over his face and leaned back in his chair stretching his arms above his head. “He reckons he was helping out his big brother.”

“Brother is in the gang?” I asked.

Marcel shook his head. “No. But apparently, the brother is the only one that is responsible for them. The kid left school to help raise his family after his parents were killed in an accident. Ryland said that his brother was struggling for money to get them Christmas presents, so he wanted to earn cash fast so that he could help out.”

My heart melted. “Shit,” I groaned. 

“Yeah. I don’t know what to do. I should be fucking running him over the coals and having him charged. But I’m between a rock and a hard place. If we charge him and put a case against the kid, then his brother’s parenting will be called into question. Children’s services will be called in and they risk being taken away.”

“How many kids are there?”

“All up six. The eldest Holland, the one in charge, is only nineteen. While Ryland is the youngest at eleven.”

“Christ,” I said with a shake of my head. “There is no fucking easy answer on this one.”

“Yeah, I know. That’s why I called you in. Not just because it was a shifter case, but I hoped that you might have some contacts that could assist in this,” Marcel said.

I sighed. “Yeah, I know a social worker, I can speak to him and find out what is likely to happen. How long have you got?”

“We’ve had him locked up for an hour. I don’t want to leave him in there too long. The poor kid is terrified.”

“Reckon he is likely to re-offend?”

Marcel screwed up his nose and shrugged his shoulders. “I doubt it. But who knows. I guess it depends on how desperate the kid is.”

I chewed on my lip as I nodded my head. “Alright, I’ll get back to you in an hour. I’ll try and get hold of Michael and then I’ll talk to the kid.”

“Thanks, man,” Marcel said as he turned his attention back to his work.

I stood from his desk and slipped my phone from my back pocket. I hated the idea of a shifter kid potentially being taken from their home. I didn’t know what it was like to live in foster care, but from what Monroe had shared with me, it meant nothing good. Not to mention it would be likely the kids would be split up. There wouldn’t be too many parents that would want to take on five extra kids. 

This was a mess, and I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but I was about to do my best to get the kid through it unscathed. Once I found Michael’s number I pressed on his contact.

“Michael Smith,” he answered.

“Michael it’s Pax Creed here,” I replied.

“Pax. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve got a few questions for you. I’ve got a case that I’d like to discuss if I could.”

“Sure thing, want to meet up for a coffee?”

“Sounds good. How about we meet at Tabbies’?”

I could hear the smile in Michael’s voice when I mentioned the café that his mate owned. “Sounds good, I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes.”

I agreed and ended the call before heading out of the precinct and down to the café. Hopefully, I would be able to get the answers that I needed to help the kid without bringing trouble to their door.
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Holland

It was the last phone call I expected to receive. It was also the last phone call I wanted. I ended the call with a groan. Ryland was at the police station. Having been caught selling drugs, he was being held and they would need me to go into the police station for him to be interviewed.

I didn’t need this shit. I’d tried so fucking hard since my parents were killed, to raise my siblings well. I quit school and started flipping burgers to keep a roof over their head. It meant that there wasn’t extra money. Harper had to give away dance and cheer because we didn’t have the money for the extra activities. 

Aurora got a part-time job at the library, and I was doing all I could to come up with the cash so that she could go to university. With the scholarships she had been granted we looked like we were going to just be able to squeeze by. She wasn’t going to have anything flash and the university she chose would have to be close by or she would have to work and study. 

Aurora said she was happy to just go and get a job, but I didn’t want that for her. There was no sense in both of us having to sacrifice everything. She was too smart. She had the chance of doing anything with her life. I didn’t want something as small as money getting in the way of her dreams.

If it hadn’t been for the generosity of Walker’s coach, he would’ve needed to give away football too. I hated the idea of it. Walker was such an angry kid. He struggled a lot with depression since Mama and Papa’s death. Out of all of us, it was Walker that was the closest to Papa. His death hit Walker hard. Thankfully the coach pulled me aside at the funeral and told me that while Walker was attending the school, and he stayed on top of all his classes he had a free ride on the football team. It was such a relief.

Now though I was going to have to hope and pray that Ryland wasn’t in too much trouble, and it wouldn’t bring shit to our door. I couldn’t completely blame him. I’d opened my big mouth over dinner a few nights ago. I made the confession that we weren’t going to afford anything special for Christmas. He took that as meaning I would need more money. He was trying to help in the only way he thought he could. 

Although I wanted to be furious with him for possibly getting involved in the gangs, I couldn’t. He was trying to help. I scrubbed my hands up over my face. From what the shifter detective said on the phone I would be meeting with a social worker too. That was all we needed. A social worker meddling in our business.

Nerves flittered through my stomach reminding me that I’d eaten nothing all day. We didn’t have a lot of food in the house. Usually, I ate something at work. My boss didn’t mind me eating something if it was cheap. I would often make small fries which would get me through my shift. I was going to have to call in though. I wasn’t going to be able to make it to my shift. 

Gary would be alright. I never called in. I had gone to every shift bar a couple when one of the kids had been sick. I was never late, and I usually worked after my hours were up for free. Grabbing the keys for Papa’s old car I went out to the garage.

“Hi Holland, how’s it going?” Jennifer, the woman from next door called. She had been a wealth of help since the death of our parents. I could always rely on her to look after the kids if I needed to work an extra shift or something came up. 

“Hi, Jennifer. It’s alright,” I said with a weary smile. Jennifer looked at me with scrutiny. I knew she didn’t believe that everything was alright. And in truth, it wasn’t. But she wasn’t about to say anything. That was something I liked about her. Although she would give me advice if I needed it, she never just gave me her opinion unless I asked.

I climbed into the car and brought it to life. I tried to not use the car very often. Fuel was costly and we just didn’t have the spare money to keep filling the car up. I usually walked to and from work. But the police precinct was on the other side of Lalbert. I wasn’t going to be able to walk there and back easily.

Once I battled through the traffic and pulled up in front of the tall glass building that was the Lalbert police and AJE authority I let out a long sigh. My head was starting to ache with the stress of everything. I often felt like I was only just managing to keep my head above the water. It was when things like this came up that I felt like I was about to drown.

With a deep breath, I shut the car down and stepped out, locking it behind me. Walking into the precinct I had no idea where I was going or what to even expect. A large reception desk sat in a foyer. Behind the reception desk, cops in uniforms sat at computers and wandered around. The scent in the air told me there was a mix of both supernatural and humans in the building.

“Hello, how can I help you?” the receptionist asked with a stiff smile.

“Yes, Hello. My name is Holland Highland. My little brother Ryland was arrested earlier, and I was expected to meet with a Pax Creed from the shifter unit,” I said feeling the nerves get stronger around me. We had never been in trouble with the law before. I had no idea what to expect. On the phone, Pax sounded like a decent man, but that didn’t mean he was. I couldn’t imagine Ryland in juvie. The other kids would eat him alive. He was an omega and tiny for his age. There was no way he would survive being in a place like that. Just the thought of him currently sitting in a cell made me feel sick.

The receptionist picked up a phone on her desk and pressed in a number. “Pax, Holland Highland is here to see you,” the receptionist said. “Yes, I’ll send him back.”

Once the receptionist hung up the phone she stood and turned to call another woman who wore a police uniform. The cop was a human. 

“This is Holland. He has a meeting with Pax Creed. Can you take him to interview room four please?”

“Sure thing,” the cop said with a genuine smile. “Come on this way.”

I nodded my head and followed the cop past the reception desk and down a hallway with doors on either side. Each door was marked with the words interview room and the numbers. Once we reached room four the cop swung the door open and stepped inside.

“Have a seat. Pax shouldn’t be too far away. Can I get you a drink or something?”

I shook my head and sat in a hard plastic chair. “No thank you. I will be alright. Will Pax be bringing my brother?”

The cop frowned and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. If you are here for an interview about an arrest, then he possibly will. But he might also want to talk to you on your own first.”

“Thank you,” I said with a head nod. I scrubbed my hands up over my face. My nerves were causing me to feel sick at what was about to happen, and I couldn’t even be angry at Ryland for it. He thought he was helping. If anyone was to blame, it was me. I’d failed them.

The cop left the room, shutting the door quietly behind her as I sat and looked around the empty and sterile room. Self-loathing mixed with pity wound through my mind. Like I had millions of times since my parents were killed, I questioned if it were better to put the kids into foster care. The thought alone made me feel like I was about to throw up.
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Pax

The phone on my desk rang while I was looking over the file of Ryland’s parent's death. They had been out to dinner. The father, Sawyer was driving while Aspen was in the passenger seat. According to his blood alcohol limit, he was well over the limit and shouldn’t have been driving at all. 

He ran a red light, smashing into a truck that was coming through the green light. The truck driver came away physically unscathed, but I knew what kind of damage that would do to someone. I’d seen my share of death. I’d caused too many deaths during my deployment. No one could take a life and not be affected by that shit.

It fucks with a person's head. If it hadn’t been for Coltrane, Nash, and a team of great fucking doctors I would have blown my head apart. I sighed and shook my head to get my thinking back on track. From what Michael told me over coffee, he had dealt with Holland when the accident first happened.

The kid was determined to raise his siblings. He immediately left school and threw himself into a job flipping burgers at a fast-food place. Every dollar he earned went into living expenses for his family. Michael stopped his visits after six months, satisfied that Holland had it under control. Ryland's arrest put a spanner in the works.

Michael promised that he wouldn’t make a move until the police decided whether to charge Ryland with dealing charges. I was still undecided on what to recommend. It wasn’t my case ultimately. I was only being called in because Ryland was a shifter. At the end of the day, the decision would lie with Marcel. I knew that he would listen to my opinion, but until I met the kid, I didn’t know what to suggest.

Michael said the family was completely broken after the death of their parents. Holland tried his best to hold them together. He tried to love them more to ease their pain. But in some cases, you can’t love the grief out of people. It doesn’t work that way.

“Pax,” I answered as the phone buzzed.

“Hello Pax, I have Holland Highland here to see you,” Arabella said down the line.

“Thanks, can you put him in an interview room, and I’ll come down to have a chat,” I said.
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