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      My name is Dani Erickson and I’m a demon hunter.

      Of course, I’m also a sixteen-year-old girl and a junior at Longmont High School, but that’s just my age and place in normal society. Demon hunter is a much better description, because it not only tells you who I am, but what I was born to do.

      See, I’m not just some delusional teen who likes to imagine that I’m a hero, or a girl who likes to indulge in cosplay. I’m an honest to goodness, born and bred, hereditary demon hunter. I’m the seventh child of a seventh child, and up until my fourteenth birthday, I was clueless about the existence of demons or how the accident of my birth order gave me a unique destiny.

      Fortunately (but not accidentally), my guardians appeared just as my abilities manifested. Warwick James (Wick to his friends, of which I am one) and Madame Simone became my teachers, confidantes, and friends. Wick taught me to fight and provided me with weapons, while Madam Simone gave me the arcane knowledge necessary to defeat an enemy that normal people can’t even see. They became like second parents to me.

      And what about my real parents? The folks who brought me into this world and gave me this destiny? The totally normal, middle-class American couple who raised me with love and appropriate boundaries?

      They’re totally clueless about my demon hunting ways, and I work very hard to keep them that way, thank you very much!

      Same goes for my siblings, my six older brothers … except for one. Jamie, my youngest older brother, discovered my secret when a demon lord kidnapped him and used him as bait to lure me into a trap. Unfortunately, the monster held Jamie prisoner near the portal he’d created to enter our world and bring his minions through. Proximity to a portal is necessary for a normal to see demons, so Jamie was exposed to the arcane world. He also saw me, his little sister, kick demon butt and destroy the creatures with sword and knives. Very skillfully, I might add.

      Jamie was suitably impressed, and agreed to not only keep my secret, but to train with me so I didn’t have to pretend to be taking ballet lessons with Allie in order to work with Wick.

      Occasionally, older brothers can be useful. Sometimes even helpful. But now that the crisis has passed, Jamie can’t see demons anymore than Allie can.

      Who is Allie? Just the absolute BEST best friend a girl can have. Especially a girl who’s also a demon hunter. Allie (Alejandra Chavez if you want to get all formal) is petite and pretty, graceful and popular. She’s a true girly-girl, meaning she’s everything I’m not … and everything my parents have always wished I could be. But even though we’re complete opposites, she’s also my very best friend. The only person besides Jamie who knows who I truly am, and who, even though she’s a norm and can’t see demons, believes me and trusts me and helps me in any way she can.

      Allie totally rocks!
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      The front doorbell rang, and I glanced at the clock on the bedside table in my too-pink-and-prissy-to-be-believed bedroom. Allie was right on time, but I needed to get my butt in gear if we were going to avoid being late to school. I grabbed my favorite denim jacket (the one with a prowling lion embroidered on the back), the specially designed backpack Wick had given me, and raced down the stairs in my favorite knee-high boots — also specially designed for me by the artisans in Wick’s clan of guardians.

      “I’ve got it, Mom,” I yelled as I skidded to a stop at the front door and yanked it open.

      As expected, Allie stood on the porch playing with the end of her oh-so-chic French braid. Allie’s hair looked great no matter how she wore it — long and straight and shining black, but that braid was eye-popping.

      My own nut-brown hair had grown out and was now long enough to braid (which I did when I was training), but it never looked chic. More often than not, my not-quite-straight but not-really-curly locks frayed out of whatever I tried to do with them and just looked messy. But I’d never been really concerned with my looks, so I could admire Allie’s easy beauty with only a trace of female jealousy.

      I joined Allie on the porch and was just pulling the door closed when Mom appeared. “And just where do you think you’re going, young lady?” she asked.

      “Uhm … to school,” I replied with a sideways glance at Allie. “You know, it’s that time of the morning.”

      Mom scowled at the flip remark. “I didn’t see you in the kitchen,” she said. “What did you have for breakfast?”

      “Seriously, Mom? I’m sixteen years old and you’re still monitoring my eating habits?”

      “You may be a high school junior,” she said with a prim purse to her mouth, “but I’m still your mother.”

      “Fine,” I said. “I didn’t eat yet, but I don’t have time now. We’re going to be late.”

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Erickson,” Allie said, jumping in before things got out of control, “I have a bagel in my backpack for her. I’ve learned to come prepared.”

      Mom smiled at Allie. “You are too sweet, Allie,” she said, her voice suddenly soft and sugary (blech!), “but you shouldn’t be responsible for feeding my daughter.” She turned her attention back to me and her eyes narrowed. “From now on, you’re to get up a few minutes earlier so you have time to eat a proper breakfast … in our kitchen.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled and escaped off the porch.

      Allie kept quiet until we were across the street and on the path through Loomiller Park, then she burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” I practically growled.

      “You!” She ended her giggle with a most unladylike snort. “You should’ve seen your face! Dani Heleen Erickson, Demon Hunter Extraordinaire, busted for not eating her breakfast … like a five-year-old!”

      “Ha-ha,” I snarled. “I’m so happy I could entertain you.” I walked a few more steps, then held out my hand. “Hand it over.”

      “What?” she asked, her eyes going all wide and innocent.

      “The bagel,” I snapped.

      She chortled, but swung her backpack around, opened a front pocket, and produced a cream cheese slathered bagel wrapped in a pretty pink cloth napkin. “Here you go, your highness.”

      I accepted my breakfast with as much dignity as I could muster, which wasn’t much considering my mouth was actually watering. “Thanks,” I said, and bit into the still warm treat. “You really are the best!”

      By the time we’d crossed the park and made it onto school property, I’d finished eating. We waved to friends as they drove past on their way to the parking lot behind the school. You’d think Allie or I would be driving too—I mean, we’re both sixteen, we have our licenses—but neither set of our parents thought we needed to drive to school when we lived so close. Besides, as both our mothers pointed out on a regular basis, walking is excellent exercise.

      As we sauntered up the sidewalk to the main entrance, Brittney Dahl pushed past us, knocking Allie off balance. If I hadn’t been right beside her, my BFF might have fallen. As it was, I caught her arm and steadied her while she got her feet back under her.

      Once Allie was stable, I ran after Brittney, grabbed her elbow, and whirled her around. “Hey, Britt,” I said, working to keep my anger under control. “You want to watch where you’re going. You almost knocked Allie flat!”

      Brittney glanced at Allie, then back at me. “So?” she said in her snottiest voice. “Isn’t she supposed to be a dancer? She should have better balance.”

      My temper snapped. “Why you little…”

      But Brittney didn’t wait to hear my comment. She pulled away from me and hurried through the front door and out of sight.

      “Never mind,” said Allie, coming to stand beside me. “No real harm done. Just be glad we don’t have to put up with her on a regular basis.”

      I nodded, and we entered the building.

      Longmont High was a pretty laid back, easy going place. Most of the kids got along, and the place had a nice, relaxed feel … due in large part to my presence.

      No. Really. I don’t mean to brag, but LHS was a great place as high schools went because I kept the demon population to a minimum. When I first arrived, not too long after I’d come into my ability to see and fight demons, I’d discovered that most of my classmates (and many of my teachers) were demon-ridden. They had nasty little demons riding on their backs or shoulders sucking their life force and filling their minds with evil suggestions.

      I put my training to work and dealt with enough of the vermin that most of them now avoided LHS. Hence the pleasant environment.

      But not every human failure can be attributed to supernatural causes. Some people are just mean, and Brittney was one of them. She had never been a friend, not even to Allie, and Allie was one of those people who was universally loved. Well, almost. As I said, Britt didn’t even get along with Allie.

      I’d never understood what her problem was. She was a pretty blonde (when she wasn’t scowling), her parents were wealthy (she always had the most fashionable clothes and the latest tech), and as far as anyone knew, her home life was great. So why did she feel the need to be such a complete and total grumpus?

      Whatever. I had more than enough on my plate without worrying about Brittney. As long as she stayed in her corner, I’d stay in mine.

      “See you at lunch,” Allie said with a little wave.

      I grinned and the two of us moved off to our respective classes.

      Later, my weird-o-meter registered the presence of a dangerous, high level demon in my vicinity. I was in phys ed at the time, jogging around the track in my dorky blue shorts and white T with the rest of my classmates. I slowed to a walk and scanned the area, turning slowly to give myself a three-sixty view. He stood in the parking lot, beyond a chain link fence, at the south end of the track. To normal eyes, he looked like a distinguished older gentleman — steel gray hair, clean shaven, wearing a dark colored business suit with a red power tie—but I saw past the glamour. I saw a six-foot tall demon with deep red scales, back-curving horns, and a prehensile tail that ended in a blade-like triangular tip.

      He met my gaze and smiled. At least, the glamour smiled; his actual expression was closer to a leer.

      My heart raced and my breath became shallow. Adrenaline pumped through my system and it was all I could do not to sprint for the fence and tear my way through. I wanted to fight. I wanted to destroy this unnatural fiend who had dared venture onto my school grounds!

      But that wouldn’t be smart. I was dressed for phys ed, not for battle. I didn’t have my weapons, and while after two and a half years of training I could take out the little personal demons without a weapon, a demon lord like this guy would require serious effort, and probably some planning.

      No, the battle would have to wait. He was on my radar now. We’d meet again, and if possible, I’d have Wick by my side when that happened.

      As if reading my decision, he gave me a little salute, and turned … and my heart froze as he greeted
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