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      I see demons and they’re not pretty. Take the goblin hovering behind Ms. Hockinson’s chair for example: scaly, maroon skin; long filthy claws; sharp, protruding teeth; only vaguely humanoid. The nasty creature stood erect, clothed in a torn, brown tunic. His eyes, black and malevolent, glittered with intelligence, and something else, something truly disturbing … dark amusement.

      A shiver of anticipation zinged along my spine. I was born to battle demons. Me. Not one of my six older brothers. I might be the youngest child and only girl, but I was also the one heredity had chosen — and this idiot had wandered onto my turf. He had no clue how dead he was. Yet.

      I weighed my options while I sized up my opponent. A glance at the institutional clock clinging to the wall above the chalkboard behind Ms. Hockinson’s desk informed me that the school day would end in five minutes. Classmates squirmed in their desks, surreptitiously gathering their belongings in anticipation of the longed-for final bell.

      The demon examined the class, his gaze moving from student to student while one clawed hand encircled my teacher’s throat. He smacked his lips and a long thin tongue darted between his teeth to lick Ms. Hockinson’s ear.

      She cleared her throat and flicked a hand toward his face as if warding off a pesky fly.

      The clock ticked nearer the hour, and then the unthinkable happened. The second hand stopped, suspending time.

      Every person in the room stiffened, frozen in mid-action just like the clock. Everyone, except the demon and me. No way was I going to be stuck in Ms. Hockinson’s social studies class until the end of time! That demon was going down.

      The demon grinned, and I launched my attack. Sliding out of my chair, I jumped to the top of my desk, flipped over Jeremy Brody’s head and landed in a crouch before Ms. Hockinson’s desk. On the way to standing I yanked twin stiletto blades from the concealed sheaths sewn artfully into my favorite high-top boots.

      “Well, well,” said the demon. “What have we here?  A human immune to the ravages of time?” He licked Ms. Hockinson’s ear again and stroked her neck. “You must wait a bit, my tasty morsel. One of your students needs my attention.”

      He released my teacher and hurtled across her desk.

      I skipped sideways, letting one stiletto trail across his midsection.

      The stroke surprised him. He glanced at his bloodied belly, roared, and lunged.

      I danced away, using my knives as I’d been trained — like a picador with a bull. Wounding him with small, precise cuts designed to sap his strength and enrage his ego.

      We scuffled briefly, but silver blades and sacramental preparation gave me the edge. I leapt and rolled, bounced and twirled, and each time a hand passed his flesh, my blade left a mark.

      At last, he staggered toward Cynthia Larrabee, intending to take a hostage to shield his escape. He had waited too long.

      I raced past my desk, exchanged stilettos for backpack and withdrew the sword from the concealed scabbard running down its back. With an aerial leap that would’ve done a ninja proud, I landed between the demon and his target, momentum carrying my sword arm through a perfectly timed arc. The demon’s head flew to the opposite side of the room while his body crumpled at my feet.

      I leaned over the remains, cleaned my blade on his tunic and, pulling a vial from my pocket, sprinkled holy water over the body. Moving quickly, but carefully, I made my way back to my desk, stowed my stilettos, sheathed the sword, straightened my hair and resumed my seat. I looked up just in time to see the demon fizzle out of existence, along with all traces of his blood. The second hand resumed its circuit around the clock face and the final bell of the day rang.

      Ms. Hockinson dabbed her handkerchief across her neck, looked up with a frazzled sigh, and called, “Class dismissed!”

      I smiled to myself, stood and shouldered my backpack. Sometimes, being a hereditary demon hunter rocked. Too bad Grandpa would never know that his self-imposed breeding program had worked. He hadn’t attained his goal of a seventh son of a seventh son, but he’d gotten his ultimate desire: me.

      Dani Heleen Erickson.

      Mom and Dad didn’t know it, but they’d given me truly prophetic initials: D. H. E. ― Demon Hunter Extraordinaire.
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      I reread the entry I’d just made to my ultra-secure, my-eyes-only computer journal:

      
        
        I may be a hereditary demon hunter, but that’s nothing compared to the trials of being a teenage girl with six older brothers. I’d rather battle undead, soul-sucking monsters than try to keep secrets from my family, but that’s just what I have to do every single day because they don’t want an Amazon warrior princess; they want a delicate little lady.

        Well, you don’t always get what you want, and I’m living proof. Deal with it.

        

      

      Pity party, much? Well, yeah, but I figured I was entitled. Fresh from battling — and defeating! — a demon in Social Studies, I arrived home only to be smacked with the news that my ballet teacher had complained that I’d skipped out on three lessons in a row.

      Mom was steamed. The family was paying good money for my lessons in dance, not to mention grace and deportment. Gag!

      Did anyone ever ask me what I was interested in learning? Did they bother to clue into the fact that I was rapidly approaching black belt in not one, but three disciplines of martial art?

      Of course not.

      Delicate little ladies don’t beat the crap out of demons, or their older brothers. I trained with my sensei Wick — Warwick James to the rest of the world, in secret because my family would never tolerate me practicing martial arts. To quote the standard line, “Act like a girl, Dani. We’ve got enough boys in this family.”

      Someone banged on my closed bedroom door. “Come on out, Dani,” yelled Brent, my next-to-the-youngest older brother. “We’re having a family council in the kitchen.” He stomped off down the hall, while I considered escaping through the window.

      I could do it. I was getting really good at scaling walls, climbing roofs, and running lightly across ledges that were never designed for transit. But I’d pay in the end. The parental units were strict about family councils.

      Reluctantly, I signed out of my journal, closed my laptop, and scrambled off the lacy pink and white coverlet that was just one more indication of how little my family really knew me. I mean, take this room. Please! Take it! My retreat from the testosterone pervading our home, and Mom had to decorate it so that it was practically uninhabitable. Pastel pink walls, gleaming white trim, eyelet curtains, and a four-poster bed complete with pink and white canopy. Over the years I’d managed to put up enough Goth posters and sports banners to somewhat subdue the pink, but still, who did they think lived here? When had I ever expressed the desire to be an animated princess?

      “Dani! We’re waiting.” My dad’s voice carried right through my bedroom door. Time to face my doom. Who’d have believed Mom would call a family council over a few missed ballet classes? Certainly not me.

      I squared my shoulders and ran down the back stairs into the large family kitchen, my favorite room in our sprawling, comfortable home. Sunny yellow curtains and terra cotta counters balanced rough hickory cabinets and cool stone floors. All heads turned as I entered the room. Four of my six brothers ranged around the scrubbed oak table; Mom and Dad stood close together near the back door. Worry etched the parental units’ faces.

      “What’s up?” I asked, taking my place beside Brent and noting Jamie’s absence. Mike, the eldest of our tribe, sat across from me, with Evan and Seth flanking him. Pat was absent, but since he didn’t live at home, that wasn’t unusual. I was actually surprised Evan and Seth were there. Both of them lived on campus at the University of Colorado, Boulder. Mike was a doctor, a resident actually, and lived at home because it was simpler than maintaining an apartment when he was so rarely away from the hospital.

      Dad gave Mom a quick squeeze around the waist and the two of them joined us at the table. “We’re concerned about Jamie,” Dad said. “He didn’t come home from school today and he hasn’t called.”

      That was a major breach of family protocol. Everyone had cell phones and we were all expected to keep the parents apprised of our whereabouts. They weren’t Nazis or anything, but they did insist on knowing our plans. Reasonable for parents, a big pain in the butt for me as a demon hunter, but I managed.

      “Dani, did you see him after school?”

      Hearing my name snapped me back into focus. “No. I walked home with Allie.” That’s Alejandra Chavez, my best friend in the whole world and the only person besides my trainers, Wick and Simone, who knew my secret identity.

      A little knot of fear bloomed in my belly. Jamie knew the house rules and played by them. Always. I zoned out of the family discussion, tuned into what I thought of as my weird-o-meter, and concentrated on Jamie. Ever since my fourteenth birthday when my demon hunting powers had manifested, I’d had this uncanny ability to sense demons. As a side effect, I could also sense my family, those who shared my blood and heritage.

      No one else in the family had my abilities, but we were all connected, so I could sense them if I chose to. I homed in on Jamie’s bat-signal now. A sigh of relief whispered out as I found the rich blue blob that represented my youngest brother, and then caught in my throat nearly choking me as I widened my vision and found him encircled by demons, and not the little guys either. Wherever he was, Jamie was in the company of some very dangerous beings.

      Guilty terror tingled along my nerve endings and the contents of my stomach — why had I eaten that gooey cinnamon roll and washed it down with a huge glass of milk? — threatened to spew themselves across the table. This was my fault! Demons wouldn’t have kidnapped Jamie if I hadn’t been hunting them.

      Then another thought struck. A truly terrible possibility. One that froze my heart and made my vision swim. When I rescued Jamie, he’d learn my secret. And once he knew my secret, my demon-hunting days were over. No way would he keep quiet. Not Jamie. Not the pain-in-the-ass brother who was always looking for ways to get me in trouble.

      And once Mom and Dad knew the truth, I’d be grounded for life.

      I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath, pulling my priorities into order. Of course I had to rescue Jamie. Major pain he might be, but he was still my brother and I loved him. That and the inescapable fact that I was a demon hunter. I existed to protect humans from demons.

      So the order of business: rescue Jamie; deal with the consequences later.

      Pushing back from the table, I jumped to my feet. All eyes turned to me. “We need to find him,” I said, loudly and firmly. “We need to find him right now. Let’s go out and search. I’ll get Allie and we’ll check the school parking lot and the ball field. Brent, you call all his friends. Find out if they know where he went…”

      “Whoa!” Brent shoved to standing, hands on hips. “Who appointed you
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