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Chapter One
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The place was a complete disaster. Not that Joshua expected anything different after all his family had gone through. The Wi-Fi tower was a pile of charred and splintered wood. Shards of glass shimmered in the light of the half-moon beneath the windows they had been broken out of. The shadows of their belongings strewn all over the dirt made crossing the clearing to their cabins difficult. 

There were going to be a lot of cleanups over the next few days.

“Maybe we should wait until morning?” he suggested to himself. Except his words came out loud enough for all his brothers to hear. 

“No.” Josiah shut him down. “We need to put as much distance as possible between ourselves and Littlefoot’s tribe and we need to do it now. They’ve stuck their necks out for us. We need to vacate before they get them chopped off.”

“Stuck their necks out?” Samuel added. “They fucking sacrificed everything for us.”

“Even better reason to move back here tonight. Momma, the mates, the kids, everyone.”

“Easy for you to say,” Joshua countered. “You aren’t relocating a family of nine to a place an eighth of the size where we used to live.”

“Speaking of that.” Caleb spun at him. “Where the hell did all these kids come from? Do demons procreate that fucking fast?”

Joshua bent over to pick up a piece of glass. He tossed it against another to create a pile. The clink could be heard throughout the forest. “They don’t. They’re foster kids that Maya and I are adopting. They need a family.”

“You mean you are bringing human kids into this bullshit we’re dealing with?”

Joshua glared at his brother, staring at the face that matched his exactly except for the eye color. “No, I’m not. They’re not human.”

Micah raised his hand. “All in favor of giving Josh, Maya, and their brood the gym until they can figure out how to grow their cabin?”

Ezekiel scowled at him. “Did anyone check to see if we still have a gym?”

“We’ll make do tonight,” Joshua assured. He glanced around. “How are we keeping the bloodsuckers out?”

“I think your mate took care of that,” Samuel retorted. 

“Nevertheless, we need to get the lights back on.” Josiah glanced up at the floodlights that the brothers had installed. There weren’t many left. Downed, splintered poles lay buried in the high grass. The lamps themselves were nowhere to be found.

“What floodlights?” Caleb countered.

“Don’t worry. You won’t need them.”

Joshua’s eyes widened as he looked towards the break in the trees where the road began that took them away from the camp. Maya stood there as did the rest of the mates. She held a sleepy Sophie in her arms. 

He jogged over to her as his brothers followed. “What do you mean we don’t need them?”

“Magic, baby,” she answered. “Remember the symbols around our house back in California? They can do the same job here.”

“We think they protected it,” he reminded. “Were we even attacked? There was no evidence of it.”

She stared him in the eye. He understood the gravity of her words by her gaze. It froze his heart in his chest. “They did the job.”

His eyes widened. His chin must have hit the ground. She must have seen the vampires try to break in when they were taking refuge inside. Her power, the one infused into the wards she placed outside their home, stopped them.

His wife was such a badass. 

“That’ll take you all night to set up,” Joshua reminded.

Maya shuffled Sophie in her arms until she could hold the child out to him. “It sounds like you’re going to be putting our family to bed, huh?”

He took Sophie from her and held her tight to him. “I guess so.”

“Is that where we’re going to live?” a small voice beside him asked.

Joshua glanced down to find Connor at his hip. The little half-boy/half-leprechaun was pointing at the half-circle of cabins. 

Joshua’s heart sank. They had lived in a practical mansion on the beach just a few days ago. This was a definite downgrade. “Yep, bud. The one missing a railing on the porch.”

“Sweet. I can’t wait. Thanks, Dad.” He tore off towards the cabin. Penelope and Jeremy chased after him, giggling the whole way. 

Joshua stared at them, dumbfounded. “He called me Dad.”

Sophie yawned against his chest. “Of course, he did. That’s who you are now. Our Papa.”

They were fighting for their lives. His family had to rebuild their homes. It didn’t stop Joshua from beaming like the sun. 

Maya must have noticed because she chuckled at him as she waved toward the cabin. “Go put the kids to bed, you big cheese.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He scanned the clearing for Prysm, the oldest and Maya’s half-sister. He cocked his head towards the building. “Are you coming?”

Prysm jammed her hands in what there was of the pockets of her tiny jeans shorts then shot a look at Maya. The half-pixie/half-demon was going to fit in well with the Hallows. She had the same annoying trait. 

The two siblings seemed to have a wordless conversation between themselves. Finally, Prysm spoke. “I’m going to help Maya.” 

“She doesn’t know much,” Maya continued. “She was forbidden to learn this stuff. Now is a good time for her to know how to do it.”

Joshua nodded. “Try to get some rest.”

Maya crossed the grass to him. She pressed her lips against his. “Good night, sweetheart.”

He laughed. “You’re under the mistaken impression that I’m going to sleep. I am sure the inside is trashed. And I’ve been gone long enough that an interrogation by my brothers is in order.” He returned her kiss. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He stood in place and watched as Maya and Prysm disappeared into the woods. A small foot kicking against his leg brought him back to the world around him.

“Papa,” Sophie reminded.

“Yep, I know. Let’s go see what trouble your brothers and sister have gotten into.” He strode across the camp to his cabin. He carefully took the porch steps two at a time before walking through the front door. 

He found the five hybrid orphans frozen in their spots just a foot or two inside the living room. They were staring at the shimmering glass scattered on the floor. The metal pipe that was laid in the middle of the broken glass must have been the tool that was used to create the mess. 

“Hang on you five.” He dropped Sophie onto the sofa and then delicately tiptoed across the room. The crunching beneath the bottom of his boots confirmed he wasn’t successful in avoiding the shards on the wooden floorboards. He searched the kitchen area for the broom and dustpan that he kept there. 

He glanced up as he swept up the debris. All six children watched him intently. He had no idea they would be so fascinated watching him clean up. Their poor little minds would be blown when he introduced them to video games.

Once he dumped the last of the glass into the trash, he tucked the broom and dustpan back where they belonged. He turned back to this new family who was still staring silently at him.

“Bedtime,” he announced. He glanced over his shoulder at his second bedroom. Like his brothers’ homes, it served as his second office. He sighed. “This may be bad parenting, but I’ve only been a dad for a few days. There’s a full-sized futon in my office. Girls, you’ll be sleeping there. Boys, you get my bed.”

“Shouldn’t we be sleeping on the futon?” Fred questioned. Dang incubus in him picked up the lack of chivalry on Joshua’s part.

“Yes, kiddo,” Joshua confirmed. “But I have six brothers. One thing I know is guys fight even when they are sleeping. You’ll need the space. Off to bed.”

Penelope looked at him. He could see her concern. “Where are you going to sleep?”

He forced a smile on his face. “I don’t think I’m going to be sleeping. I’m going to go help Maya, I mean Mom, Prysm, and the rest of the family clean up and protect us. If we do get to sleep, Mom and I will be on the couch. Prysm may have to take the recliner. Now go.”

Five of the children shuffled to the rooms quietly. Of course, Sophie didn’t. Joshua didn’t even have to ask why but he did. “You need water, don’t you?”

She nodded without a word. He sighed as he gazed towards his bathroom. His shower was impressive but would definitely not be able to accommodate her as well as a bathtub would. The trough that Kai used to use couldn’t be in great shape by the way the rest of the camp looked. “There’s only one place I can think of that may work, sweet pea. Let’s head over to Grandma’s.”

The chatter of the other children faded away as he hurried through the front door of the cabin and jogged down the steps. He could hear his brothers and their mates hard at work cleaning up their own homes through the open windows. His guess was that they weren’t meant to be open. Like his, they were no longer there. 

He hopped up the steps of his mother’s porch then threw open the door to step inside. The cabin was vacant and a complete disaster. He stepped over the trinkets lying everywhere as well as the shattered porcelain as he made his way to the bathroom.

He gently set Sophie on the sink and then turned to the only bathtub in the camp. “Do you want your water warm or cold?”

“Warm, please.”

“Okay, can do.” He flipped the knobs to start the stream from the faucet. He glanced between the rising water and his new daughter. If she teetered from her perch, he’d break his neck to catch her.

“Joshua Claudius Hallow, what do you think you are doing in my bathroom?”

Joshua stiffened. He knew that voice. He’d heard it from the moment that he was born. He turned to find his mother in the doorway, her fists clenched to her hips. “Momma, I need to borrow it. Sophie...”

“Hi,” Sophie chimed in.

“I know all about Sophie. Why didn’t you bother to call me and tell me about my grandchildren?”

Joshua huffed as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Things have been chaotic, Momma. I...”

“Yes, I know. You almost died. You have no idea how much it killed me to have my baby so far away when he needed me.”

He felt his cheeks flush. “I know, Momma.”

“Still, you didn’t have two seconds to call me about my grandchildren?” Momma turned to Sophie. “Let’s get you out of these dirty clothes and get ready for your bath.”

“Momma, she doesn’t need to take her clothes off. She’s a...”

Momma glared at him. “I know what she is. Kai told me what she needs.” She scooped Sophie up into her arms. A moment later Joshua found himself bumped back towards the door by his mother’s sweeping hips. He had no idea how the old woman did it to be honest.

“Momma, I can take care of her,” he protested.

Momma twisted the knobs off and then gave him a small grin over her shoulder. Sophie waved at him with a huge smile. Of course, the little imp would side with her grandmother. The child had a grandparent for all of five minutes and she already knew what side her bread was buttered on. 

“Go get the rest of my grandchildren,” Momma ordered. 

“Mom, they’re sleeping,” Joshua quipped.

“They’re safer here.”

“Hardly. Your place is as trashed as mine.”

“But I’m here to watch over them. You need to go help your mate. And I have significant spoiling to catch up on.”

Joshua shook his head. “Fine. I’ll bring them. Then I’ll help you clean up before I go help the others.”

Momma beamed. “All right. It’s a deal.”

Before Joshua could say another word, she nudged the door shut, slamming it in his face. He rolled his eyes and then spun on his toe. He stormed across the litter-strewn floor and didn’t stop until he was across the camp and back at his own cabin. 

The soft chatter he heard inside told him that he was wrong. It was obvious the children were too excited to sleep. 

He cleared his throat and then spoke. “Get up, everyone. You’re heading to Grandma’s house.”

A little head popped from around the corner. By the long hair in the dim light, he guessed it was Penelope. “We have a grandma?”

Joshua huffed. “Yeah, you do. She’s my mom. She’s going to watch you tonight so I can help May...I mean Mom and Prysm. So, everyone up. She’s expecting you.”

The murmurs that he’d heard when he came home increased to a low roar as the children crawled out of bed and met him in the living room. Penelope and Connor took each of his hands. The rest gathered around him.

“Keep close,” he instructed. “The adults are working so we need to hurry and try to stay out of their way. Okay?”

They all nodded at him. He gave them a small smile then nudged the screen door open with his ass. He held it open like that to let those not holding onto him pass through. He counted them as they shuffled outside. Once they were all outside, he followed them. 

Like a mother duck and her ducklings, he led them across the camp to Momma’s cabin. 

He wasn’t lying about everyone else working. What should have been a quiet forest in the middle of the night was filled with hammers banging on wood and trash being dragged along the grass. This wasn’t going to be a simple task. Nearly every adult was busy doing something. The only light illuminating their labor was the half-moon and stars above.

Which begged the question, where were his nieces and nephews? Joshua shook his head and continued. He had his own brood to worry about.

However, the answer to his question literally smacked him in the face as he stepped into Momma’s cabin. He didn’t see who threw the pillow at him as he filled the doorframe. By the shriek of giggles that came after it, he guessed it was his niece, Ruby. She was starting to act like her father. That wasn’t a good thing, 

“Look at all of you,” Momma greeted. “Come in. Make yourself at home. I have cookies and juice in the kitchen.”

His children flew past him out of sight in the direction of the kitchen. Penelope and Connor nearly took his arms off in the process. Joshua glanced around the living room. In the short time that he was gone, the place had been cleaned enough for the children to play. 

“Mom, where did you get food? The camp was ravaged,” Joshua queried. “And how can you handle all these kids alone?”

Momma opened her mouth to answer but was interrupted by a voice from another room. “Evelyn, how do you open this package of cookies? These kids are going to eat me instead if I can’t get it open.”

Momma’s face lit up as a grin spread across her face. She called out. “Hold on, Adam. I’ll be there in just a second to help.” 

Joshua scowled. “When did Littlefoot get here?”

“Shortly after you left to get the others. He’s going to help me babysit my grandbabies. Now go.”

Joshua’s gaze shot back to the kitchen and then back to her. It was killing him to let his new family go. But this was his mother and Littlefoot had been sort of a father figure to the brothers when his father died. “I’ll be back when I’m done.”

“Get some sleep first. We’ll all see you in the morning.”

Joshua nodded then shuffled out the door to the chaos of cleaning up. 

He made his way past the cabins into the forest to find Maya and Prysm. He knew nothing about ancient symbols and had absolutely no magic other than the uncanny ability to change into a horrifying beast one week a month. He had no idea what help he could be.

A soft blue glow caught his eye. He sped up his pace towards it. Maya and Prysm stood over it side by side.

“Maya,” he whispered as loud as he could.

She turned to him and stared a few moments before she smiled. “You don’t have to whisper. You aren’t disturbing anything.” She glanced around him. “Where are the other kids?”

“Mom insisted on babysitting. Littlefoot is helping her, I guess. I think she has the whole brood.”

“And they were okay with this?”

“They have a grandma with full spoiling ability. They were over the moon.”

He noticed Prysm perk up beside Maya. “A grandma?”

Maya laughed and then pointed back to camp. “Go. If Josh helps, I can do this myself.”

Joshua shook his head. “I have no idea what to do.”

He didn’t see the rake until Maya had it pressed against his chest. “Just clear the brush. These need to be at the base of the trees. Some are a little overgrown.”

He grinned back at her. “That I can do.” He looked at Prysm then cocked his head back to the camp. “The larger cabin next to the big, long building. Grandma will love to see you.”

“Thanks.” Prysm must have used some of her pixie magic because she was off like a flash of rainbow colored lighting. 

They chuckled as they watched her disappear. There was one last glance before they silently went to work. Maya pointed to the trees that she needed to be cleared. Joshua used the rake to brush away the fallen leaves and wayward grass that was there. Shards of moonlight lit their way as they repeated the same task over and over as they encircled the camp.

Compared to the disaster back at the camp, this was easy work. 

It had to be at least an hour before he spoke. “So, what are we going to do about our living arrangements?”

She glared at him. “Josh, I’m trying to concentrate.”

“Sorry.”

She let out a huff as everything fell silent again. A few moments passed as she took a step back from the tree. “I can conjure another room or something like that.”

“Or we can build on. I have six brothers to help me.” He paused. “You don’t want to build a house similar to what you had in California?”

“That we have. It belongs to you now, too. And no. I want to be with your family and the kids love the idea of living in a cabin. Did you see their little celebration when they found out that this is their new home? They even have a grandparent now.”

“With all you have, you want to live in the woods with little or nothing?”

“If you are there? Yes, absolutely.”

He beamed at her in the darkness. She must have been able to see him by the way she smiled back. A rustle in the leaves turned their attention away from each other.

Maya’s grin melted into a frown of concern. “What’s that?”

Joshua shrugged. “Probably a raccoon.”

“Josh, that’s not a raccoon.”

He turned to see where she was looking. Instead of a plump, furry animal plodding along the ferns, a tall, gaunt, pale guy stood watching them. By the hollowness of his eyes and the bloody, pointed canine peeking from under his lip, he knew what the man was.

“Shit. Vampire,” Joshua muttered.

By instinct, he stepped in front of his wife and dropped into a fighting stance. There were times he wished that he could make a full moon appear out of thin air. He could really use a beast out right about now. Battling this guy was going to suck in a suit. 

He felt Maya’s hand clench his shoulder. “Hold up, baby.”

He turned enough to look her in the eye. “What do you mean ‘hold up’? I already got bit once by one of these assholes. I felt like death afterward. I won’t let the same thing happen to you.”

She smiled at him and pointed. He turned his attention back to the bloodsucker. In the short time they’d talked, he’d advanced as far as the tree. That was as far as he could get. He bounced repeatedly against an invisible field that kept him far from them. He roared in frustration as he launched himself at whatever blocked him. It threw him back on his ass at least ten feet from the tree. 

At the base of the tree embedded deep in the bark, Maya’s symbol glowed an eerie pale blue. Despite no source to fuel it, it radiated so hot that Joshua could feel it from where he was standing. It didn’t fade away until the vampire stormed off in a huff. 

Joshua’s eyes popped open wide. “Holy shit, baby. That was incredible.”

“And I have about two hundred more feet to cover before the circle is sealed. If that guy doubles back and tries in those areas, he’ll get in. We need to hurry.”

“Hang on.” Joshua slipped his phone from the pocket of his slacks. He tapped on the screen and hit send. He dropped it back in his pocket.

“Josh, we can’t waste time,” Maya chided. “What was that for?”

The deafening ruckus from the camp behind them came to a halt. The noise was replaced by silence. He grinned at her. “The cavalry.”

For a few moments, the sounds of the dark forest around them were all that they heard. There was the rustle of grass and underbrush behind them. 

“What do you need us for?” Josiah demanded.

Joshua didn’t turn to face his brothers, but Maya did. He pointed to the symbol at the base of the tree. It was still radiating its crazy blue color. “There are still about 200 feet that Maya still needs to protect.” He swept his arm across the tree time for an added effect. “She needs to get there behind the angel statue.” He stopped at the first pine she and Prysm started with.

“So? Josh, we have shit to get done in the camp.”

Joshua turned to his brothers. They stood in vee formation above them on the small ledge that led to the camp. Fuck, they looked intimidating. No wonder everyone feared them. They didn’t even have to be werewolves to get the response. “It’s the only spot left vulnerable to a vampire attack. One just tried back there.” He redirected his hand toward the glowing mark. “He couldn’t get through. Let’s be honest. We may think these bloodsuckers are dumb as dog shit but they’re not. He’s probably looking for an opening to get past her magic.”

“Wait, wait,” Micah interjected. “You mean these things she’s carving into the trees work?”

Joshua grinned at him. “Like magic.”

Micah’s groan told him that he caught the pun. Caleb’s voice cut him off. “Is that the bastard?”

Joshua turned back to the forest. He reached out to tuck Maya behind him as he stared down the vampire he’d encountered earlier. “Yep, that’s him.”

“You have to stop doing that,” she muttered to him.

“Doing what?” he defended.

“Protecting me. I can handle myself.”

“Can we save the lovers' spat until the vamp is gone?” Samuel protested.

“I have a name.” The man lifted his upper lip. His fangs were pearl white in the dim moonlight. 

“Do we have to know it to kick your ass?” Samuel countered. “I prefer to keep my beatdowns anonymous.”

The vampire hissed as he towed the tree line. His grin grew wide. Yep. He could obviously tell there was no barrier.

The six Hallows descended the small hill towards him as one unit. “Maya, keep going. We need you right now,” Josiah instructed. “Josh, help her and keep her safe. We’ll put up a defense until she’s secured the camp.”

“On it,” Maya chimed in, directing her steps toward the next tree she intended to charm. Joshua hurried after her. 

She pointed at the brush that needed to be moved. Behind them was a long string of foul language accompanied by the sound of fighting. 

Fuck, he’d missed these guys. Like every young man his age, he’d dreamed of leaving home and being on his own. Now it was the last place that he wanted to be. His
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