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      I see demons, and they're not pretty, but since I discovered my destiny within hours of starting to see the little monsters, I don't let them faze me. I'm a demon hunter, and my training was about to begin.

      "Bye, Mom," I called as I raced through the kitchen, snatching a cold protein shake from the refrigerator.

      "Halt!" Mom commanded, and I stopped dead, hand on the doorknob. "Where do you think you're going, and why are you going so fast?"

      Busted! Well, I hadn't really expected to get past Mom that easily. The woman was wise to the ways of teens, seeing as I was the youngest — and only girl — of seven.

      "I'm headed over to Allie's. I'm going to shadow her for her ballet lesson this morning." I shrugged and tried to look embarrassed.

      Evidently guilty passed pretty well for chagrin, because not only did she buy it, she smiled radiantly, wrapped a piece of toast in a paper napkin and handed it to me. "What a great idea! Maybe you'll decide to join Allie. I'm sure you'd enjoy ballet."

      I held the grimace inside ... just barely. Yeah. I'd love ballet. All five-foot-ten of me lumbering around among the petite five-twos of Allie's crowd.

      "Yeah. Well. Don't get your hopes up. I'm just checking stuff out."

      Mom laughed, kissed my cheek, and waved me off. "Have fun, sweetheart."

      I nodded and launched myself out the door before I confessed all. My mom is not the kind of parent you lie to with impunity.

      As soon as I was off our property, my newly acquired weird-o-meter started pinging like mad. I glanced around, mindful of my trainer-to-be's warning. Warwick James, Wick to his friends, had promised my home was sacrosanct, but once I stepped off my property all bets were off. Fortunately, there were no demons close enough to be a problem.

      Nevertheless, I didn't saunter down the street, I hoofed it to Allie's house, scarfing toast and chugging protein as I went. I hadn't totally lied to Mom. I was going to Allie’s; I just had no intention of visiting her ballet class. While she danced her little heart out, I planned to train with Wick. Allie would provide my camouflage.

      I dusted toast crumbs off my lime green tee shirt and rang Allie's doorbell. Her mom answered.

      "Why, Dani, how nice to see you," she said with a smile. "Allie didn't tell me she was expecting you."

      I grinned. "That's because she's not. Is it okay if I come in for a minute?"

      "Of course, dear, but you'll have to make it quick. We're about to leave for Allie's ballet class."

      "No problem," I said, sliding past her into the entry hall. "I'll just go on up."

      I paced to the stairs and took them two at a time, calling, "Hey, Allie! You decent?" Below me, I heard Mrs. Chavez chuckle as she closed the front door.

      Allie opened the bathroom door, toothpaste foaming through her lips. She ducked back to the sink, rinsed, spit, wiped her mouth and rounded on me. "What's up? What are you doing here?"

      I gave her a significant look and murmured, "Remember the fortune teller? Well, we need to talk." The night before my fourteenth birthday, Allie and I had gone to a carnival where we'd had our fortunes told. That silk-clad woman had provided the starting point for a couple of really weird days. I needed to catch my best friend up on my new reality.

      Allie's eyes widened, but she nodded and we raced to her bedroom, closing the door firmly behind us.

      "I've only got a minute," she said.

      I nodded. "I know. Ballet. I'm going with you."

      "You're what?" Allie knew the extent of my undying non-interest in tutus and pink tights.

      Quickly I outlined the high points of my recent experiences, ending with, "So you're going to be my cover. If anyone asks, I'm with you at your ballet class. And the great thing is, if my mom asks your mom, your mom can truthfully say she took us both to ballet."

      I beamed at the brilliance of my plan, until an awful thought hit me. "Wait a minute! She doesn't stay, does she? Tell me your mom doesn't stay to watch your class!"

      Allie rolled her eyes, grabbed my arm and pulled me out into the hall. "What do you think I am? Six? Of course she doesn't stay. Come on. We need to be in the car."

      I stopped dead in my tracks, forcing her to pause, too. "You mean you'll do it? Just like that? You believe me?"

      Allie cocked her head and looked at me like I'd lost my mind. "Of course I'll do it. You're my best friend, right? Why wouldn't I help you? As to believing you, well, I'll need to hear all the details, but we don't have time right now." She yanked my arm and we clattered down the stairs and into the kitchen. Well, I clattered. Allie descended gracefully. As always.

      Mrs. Chavez plucked car keys from a rack by the back door. "Good. You're ready. We'll see you later, Dani," she said, opening the back door.

      "Dani's coming with us, Mom."

      "If that's okay, Mrs. Chavez," I said, elbowing Allie for her rudeness.

      Mrs. Chavez glanced back in surprise, but kept moving toward the car. "Of course it's okay, Dani. I didn't know you were interested in ballet."

      I shrugged and slid into the backseat. "Mom would like me to take lessons. I thought I'd check out Allie's class."

      "I'm sure you'll like Allie's teacher, but remember, Allie's been training for years. You'll need to join one of the beginner classes, so don't get discouraged by what you see."

      "Oh Mom! Dani knows about all that. She'll be fine."

      Yep. My morning was off to a great start. I'd deceived two of the best mothers in town. Not to mention embroiling my best friend in my schemes.
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      The ballet studio where Allie studied occupied the second floor above a downtown furniture store. Her mom dropped us off at the curb and waved as she pulled away. Allie and I headed to a door sandwiched between two display windows. We stepped inside and huddled in the tiny space at the base of the stairs leading up to the second floor.

      "Okay," Allie said, stepping onto the bottom stair. "We're here. Now what?"

      "Now I follow you upstairs and you introduce me to your teacher. It's Mrs. Jennings, right? I want her to remember me just in case anyone checks up on us. I'll hang around for a few minutes and then duck out and head to Wick's place."

      Allie frowned. "Are you sure this is safe? I mean, what do you really know about this guy? Will there be anyone else there? How do you know he's not some kind of pervert?"

      I held up my hands to stop the flood of questions. "Whoa! Slow down. No, I'm not sure it's safe and I don't know much about him. But, and this is a big 'BUT,' I'm seeing demons and he's the only one who seems to have any answers for me."

      Another girl stepped into the narrow space behind the door and glared at us for blocking the entry. A typical ballerina dressed in pale pink sweats, her blonde hair pulled into a severe knot at the nape of her neck. She edged past Allie and ran up the stairs, giving us a final withering look before disappearing through the door to the studio.

      Allie grimaced, but held my gaze. "This isn't the time or place to discuss your delusions." She bit her lip and then blurted out, "Do you want me to skip class and come with you?"

      "First, they're not delusions. There's a perfectly nasty little guy about three feet tall crouching in the shadows just outside that door." I nodded to a shaded spot just past the glass door.

      Allie paled and moved up another couple of steps. I followed, staying one step below her, my gaze flitting back and forth between the demon and my best friend. No way was that little monster getting past me if he came through the door.

      "Second, no, I don't want you to come with me. I want you to help me establish my alibi. Are you going to help me or not?"

      Allie eyed the shadows where the demon stood, shivered, and turned her attention back to me. "Of course I'm going to help you. I just don't want you to get hurt, and this whole ... story ... makes my skin crawl."

      I nodded. "Believe me. I understand. I wish I could give you proof, I really do, but for now, you're just going to have to trust me."

      She cocked her head, studied my face, and nodded. "Come on. We're going to be late, and Mrs. Jennings is really strict about punctuality. We want you to make a good impression."

      She turned and ran lightly up the stairs. I followed, feeling more like a lumberjack than a ballerina. Of course, considering the demon just outside the door, a lumberjack might be the more useful of the two.

      Fifteen minutes later, Allie's class was in full swing, and I was hoofing it down the street to Wick's dojo. The demon had moved on, but I did my best power-walk anyway. I swept the area with my gaze as I practically ran down the street. My goal? Get to Wick before any more of the nasty little monsters showed up.

      Allie planned to meet me at the dojo as soon as her class finished. She wouldn't be happy until she'd met Wick for herself. Her mom wouldn't pick us up until we called — she wanted to give me plenty of time to audition for Mrs. Jennings — so we had time to spare.

      I stopped just outside the dojo's entrance and took a deep breath. Did I really want to do this? Did I really want to step into this building and put my life in a stranger's care?

      A small noise distracted me and I glanced toward the railroad track in time to see a bloated green ghoul leering at me from beneath a parked car.

      Yeah. I not only wanted to do this, I needed to do it. If I was a demon hunter, and not just a teenage loony, then I needed to learn to fight. I grabbed the doorknob, twisted and pulled. I'd rather be a fighter than a psycho.

      Wick looked up as I stepped through the door. He was arranging thick red mats in the middle of the floor. The kind we used in gym for floor exercise, or the guys used for wrestling.

      "You're right on time, Ms. Erickson. Good. Timeliness speaks of a disciplined mind. You'll need that for our training.

      I grinned. "I learned early to be on time," I said. "It's the only way to survive with six brothers. Besides, my dad insists on arriving early, not late."

      Wick nodded. "A wise man. Come in and let me show you around."

      I walked toward him, outwardly calm, but inwardly on guard. Too aware that I was alone in a deserted building with a man I barely knew. Not that my being on guard would save me if he turned out to be a pervert. He was a martial arts instructor, after all. But still, better safe than sorry. And I fully intended to be safe.

      Wick noted my wariness and nodded. "Good. You've decided to trust me, but not yet wholeheartedly. You have excellent instincts, Ms. Erickson. I assure you, you are safe here, but you are wise not to fully accept my word so early in our acquaintance.

      "Now, there are locker rooms in the back, still in need of remodeling, but functional. Eventually we will have individual lockers, but for now there are clean cubbies where
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