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      High school. It’s a totally different world than what I expected when I first stepped through the glass-paned front doors last year. Back then I’d just discovered my destiny as a demon hunter and was still focused on the mundane issues I’d always anticipated when entering the big-leagues of public education. You know what I’m talking about: bullying upper classmen; cute boys who didn’t know I existed; cliques of mean girls; cute boys who would break my heart; teachers intent on writing tests filled with the most tedious details imaginable; cute boys who wouldn’t return my affection. The normal problems of a teenage girl’s life.

      What I hadn’t expected to find were kids just like my six older brothers who were demon-ridden. Literally. Teens with small, rat-faced demons riding their backs, claws firmly embedded in necks and scalps, draining their victims’ life force while whispering evil suggestions into their psyches.

      That was then.

      Now, my high school was a much happier place. I’d defeated hundreds of personal demons and enough of the larger, humanoid demons that the vermin were wary of stepping foot on my territory, and Longmont High was very definitely my territory. Consequently, kids were kinder, more gentle than the national average. Teachers — many of whom were also demon-ridden when I arrived — were more inclined to be helpful, more willing to explain difficult concepts multiple times, seeking alternate examples to get their points across.

      Now, I’m not claiming that my school was a utopia once I’d exterminated the demon pests, but it was, on the whole, a calmer, more civilized environment than anyone had a right to expect … and that was largely due to me.

      Even my youngest older brother said so. Jamie had been at Longmont High for a year or two before I arrived. He definitely noticed the difference. Of course, he also knew all about my demon-hunting abilities. He’d learned my secret when I rescued him from a horde of demons who were using him as bait last spring. And to my eternal surprise, he’d kept my secret.

      For a price.

      “You want what?” I asked, my eyes bulging and my face heating. “Wick doesn’t do charity work.”

      “That’s my price.” Jamie folded his arms across his chest and stared at me with familiar belligerence. “You want me to keep your secret. Fine. I’ll risk the Wrath of Mom, but I expect something in return. I want Wick to teach me how to fight. If you can do it, so can I.”

      I shook my head and stomped onto the little bridge in the center of Loomiller Park. We’d needed privacy for this conversation, so we’d headed to the park where we could see anyone approaching long before they could hear what we were saying.

      “And just what are you going to do with said fighting skills,” I asked, not bothering to keep the sarcastic tone out of my voice. This was Jamie, after all. The closest brother to my age. We were rarely civil to each other, even without the excuse of personal demons.

      He frowned, but his jaw jutted out at a stubborn angle. “Once I’m trained,” he said, “I’ll help you fight demons. Make sure you don’t get yourself killed, ‘cause if you did and Mom found out I’d known anything, I’d follow you to the grave in about a heartbeat.”

      I laughed out loud. “Help me fight demons?” I said. “When you can’t even see them? How’s that going to work?”

      “Wick helps,” he said, his tone surly. “I saw him last spring. And he’s not a demon hunter either.”

      “No, he’s not, but he is a guardian. They have their own powers, which includes seeing demons.”

      “Great. While he’s training me to fight, he can teach me to be a guardian.” Jamie smiled, certain he’d won that point. Unfortunately, he just couldn’t shut up. “I can be your guardian. Take care of my little sister, like a big brother should.”

      That did it. The idiot had no idea what he was talking about, and he’d just dissed my fighting skills. Insinuating that I needed his protection. After I saved his worthless hide last spring. I snapped.

      Leaping over the bridge’s railing, I landed on the grass at the edge of the narrow neck of the lake, ran at Jamie, flipped him to his back on the soft lawn, and forced him to roll to his stomach by the simple expedient of twisting his arm. Kneeling against his back I leaned forward and whispered in his ear, “I don’t need your protection. You’d just get in my way.”

      Standing up, I dusted my hands off and stalked back onto the bridge.

      Jamie rose, his cheeks red and his blue plaid shirt grass stained and rumpled. “Fine.” He spat the word like it tasted disgusting. “I’m not fit to help the super awesome demon hunting warrior woman. I still want Wick to teach me to fight. That’s the price of my silence.”

      I glared at him, but his gaze didn’t waver. Eventually, mine did. I looked down and shrugged. “Whatever. Drive me to Wick’s and we’ll let him decide.”

      Jamie had actually been pretty cool about the whole rescue thing. I mean, it couldn’t have been easy to discover that a healthy, athletic guy needed his little sister to save him from a bunch of monsters. And then to find out that said baby sister was actually a hereditary demon hunter with natural fighting abilities, that she could probably wipe the ground with her big brother in several different humiliating ways…. Well, it had to have been a supreme shock to Jamie’s system.

      The fact that he was just now getting around to blackmailing me for fighting lessons — several months after the fact — spoke volumes as to how long it had taken him to truly wrap his brain around the issues.

      “Great,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      I really needed to get my license. This dependency on Jamie for transportation sucked. Unfortunately, the magic sixteenth birthday was still nearly a year away. I’d almost be a junior before I could get my license. Of course, by that time Jamie would be off at college. This was his final year at Longmont High. My youngest older brother was a senior at last.

      Who’d’ve thunk he’d make it this far? Certainly not me.
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      Warwick James, my guardian and mentor in all things demon, owned a martial arts dojo on Main Street, a block or so south of the fashionably renovated section of downtown. Not yet to the train tracks, but well beyond the well-groomed shopping district, his studio had been nothing more than a dilapidated, abandoned storefront before I came into my power.

      Once my demon-hunting abilities surfaced, Wick and his partner Madame Simone quickly set up shop in Longmont. Wick as a martial arts instructor, Madame Simone as a psychic and tarot reader.

      In reality, they were here for me. Wick made sure my inborn fighting skills were up to snuff, and Simone taught me all there was to know about demons. Their hierarchy, their relative powers, how they interact with normal humans, and how demon hunters like me came into existence.

      You’ve probably heard the legends about seventh sons of seventh sons. Well, I’m here to tell you that there’s a grain of truth in all that patriarchal, male chauvinist malarkey.

      Seventh-sevenths do have power. We’re the hereditary demon hunters, called into existence to defend humanity from an unseen, but very real, threat.

      But we’re not all guys.

      Take me for example.

      My dad is the seventh child in his family, but not the seventh son. That honor fell to Uncle Gus. My grandfather was a nut case about seventh son of a seventh son lore, and was evidently over the moon when Uncle Gus was born. Unfortunately, Grandpa’s hopes were dashed before I was ever thought of. When Uncle Gus married, the family discovered to their sorrow that he and Aunt Ellen couldn’t have children. The couple adopted and have a happy family, but the seventh son chain had been broken and Grandpa was in despair.

      Until he noticed Mom and Dad.

      They were happily married and making babies on a regular basis. Boy babies. When Jamie was born, Grandpa’s dream was resurrected. Dad, with six sons in existence, was on track to start the legacy again. All they needed was one more boy.

      When Mom was pregnant with me, Grandpa practically drove her nuts, making sure she ate well, got plenty of exercise, but took no unnecessary risks. He didn’t want anything to happen to the baby he was sure would be the much anticipated seventh son.

      And then Mom had the audacity to deliver me. A girl.

      Grandpa was inconsolable.

      But there was always next time!

      Mom and Dad, having survived one pregnancy with Grandpa hovering, decided that seven children was sufficient. There would be no more babies in their household.

      To this day, I’m a major disappointment to Grandpa.

      Which is a shame, since I’m actually the seventh-seventh he dreamed of bringing into existence.

      See, gender has nothing to do with it. It’s not the seventh son of a seventh son who gains the power. It’s the seventh child of a seventh child.

      Maybe if he’s really nice, someday I’ll tell Grandpa the truth.

      Nah. He was too old-school. He’d never believe me.
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      The bell hanging over the door to Wick’s dojo jingled merrily when I pushed over the threshold.

      “Wick,” I yelled into the empty studio. My voice reverberated off the polished oak floors and wide storefront windows. “It’s me … and I brought company.”

      My guardian, mentor, and friend, Warwick James appeared at the door to his office, a puzzled expression on his chiseled features. “Miss Erickson? Did we have an appointment that I’ve forgotten?”

      Jamie stepped forward. “No sir,” he said, walking confidently toward Wick. “Nothing like that. I asked Dani to come with me. I wanted to ask you a favor.”

      Wick inclined his head and gestured us into his office. “Of course, Mr. Erickson. Anything I can do to assist a member of Miss Erickson’s family will be my honor.”

      I strode across the large open room, one wall lined with cubbies for students’ belongings, the other stacked with red workout mats. “Hold on there, Wick,” I said, the scowl on my face reflected in my voice. “Don’t be making any promises before you’ve heard what he wants.”

      Wick nodded, his neatly trimmed beard bobbing. “As you wish, Miss Erickson. Please, both of you, come in and be seated. Would you like a beverage?”

      Jamie swallowed and stammered a refusal, but I said, “Sure. I’ll get them.” I moved past Wick’s desk to the small refrigerator, grabbed three bottles of cold water, and handed them around.

      Plunking onto a folding chair
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