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FACT:





In Salem, in 1692, a dozen teenage girls, known as the afflicted, experienced a mysterious illness that led them to become hysterical and to independently scream out that local witches were tormenting them. This led to the Salem witch trials.



The mysterious illness that gripped these teenage girls has never, to this day, been explained.














She dreamt tonight she saw my statua,

Which, like a fountain with an hundred spouts,

Did run pure blood: and many lusty Romans

Came smiling, and did bathe their hands in it:

And these does she apply for warnings, and portents,

And evils imminent…




--William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar
















ONE





The Hudson Valley, New York

(Present Day)







For the first time in weeks, Caitlin Paine felt relaxed. Sitting comfortably on the floor of the small barn, she leaned back against a bale of hay, and exhaled. A small fire raged in the stone fireplace about ten feet away; she had just added a log, and felt reassured by the sound of cracking wood. March wasnt over yet, and tonight had been especially cold. The window on the far wall afforded a view of the night sky, and she could see the snow was still falling.

The barn was unheated, but she sat close enough to the fire for its warmth to take the edge off. She felt very comfortable, and felt her eyes getting heavy. The smell of the fire dominated the barn, and as she reclined a little bit further, she could feel the tension starting to leave her shoulders and legs.

Of course, the real reason for her sense of peace, she knew, was not the fire, or hay, or even the shelter of the barn. It was due to him. Caleb. She sat and stared at him.

He reclined across from her, about fifteen feet away, so perfectly still. He was sleeping, and she took the opportunity to study his face, his perfect features, his pale, translucent skin. She had never seen features so perfectly chiseled. It was surreal, like staring at a sculpture. She couldnt fathom how he had been alive for 3,000 years. She, at 18, already looked older than he did.

But it was more than his features. There was an air about him, a subtle energy that he exuded. A great sense of peace. When she was around him, she knew that everything would be all right.

She was just happy that he was still there, still with her. And she allowed herself to hope that they would stay together. But even as she thought it, she chided herself, knowing that she was setting herself up for trouble. Guys like this, she knew, just didnt stick around. It just wasnt how they were built.

Caleb slept so perfectly, taking such small breaths, that it was hard for her to tell if he was even asleep. He had left earlier, hed said, to feed. Hed returned more relaxed, carrying a stack of logs, and hed figured a way to seal the barn door to keep out the snowy draft. He had started the fire, and now that he was asleep, she kept it going.

She reached up and took another sip of her glass of red wine, and felt the warm liquid slowly relax her. She had found the bottle in a hidden chest, under a stack of hay; shed remembered when her little brother, Sam, stashed it there, months ago, and on a whim. She never drank, but she didnt see the harm in a few sips, especially after what shed been through.

She held her journal on her lap, page open, a pen in one hand and the glass in the other. She had been holding it for 20 minutes now. She had no idea where to begin. Shed never had trouble writing before, but this time was different. The events of the last several days had been too dramatic, too hard to process. This was the first time she sat still and relaxed. The first time she had felt even remotely safe.

She decided it was best to begin at the beginning. What had happened. Why she was here. Who she even was. She needed to process it. She wasnt even sure if she knew the answers herself anymore.

*

Up until last week, life was normal. I was actually beginning to like Oakville. Then Mom marched in one day and announced we were moving. Again. Life turned upside down, like it always did with her.

This time, it was worse. It wasnt another suburb. It was New York. As in city. Public school and a life of concrete. And a dangerous neighborhood.

Sam was pissed, too. We talked about not going, about taking off. But the truth was, we had nowhere else to go.

So we went along. We both secretly vowed that if we didnt like it, wed leave. Find someplace. Anywhere. Maybe even try to track down Dad again, though we both knew that wouldnt happen.

And then everything happened. So fast. My body. Turning. Changing. I still dont know what happened, or who Ive become. But I know Im not the same person anymore.

I remember that fateful night when it all began. Carnegie Hall. My date with Jonah. And then…intermission. My….feeding? Killing someone? I still cant remember. I only know what they told me. I know that I did something that night, but its all a blur. Whatever I did, it still sits like a pit in my stomach. Id never want to harm anyone.

The next day, I felt the change in myself. I was definitely becoming stronger, faster, more sensitive to light. I smelled things, too. Animals were acting strangely around me, and I felt myself acting strangely around them.

And then there was mom. Telling me shes not my real mom, and then getting killed by those vampires, the ones whod been after me. I never wouldve wanted to see her hurt like that. I still feel like its my fault. But with everything else, I just cant let myself go there. Ive got to focus on whats before me, what I can control.

There was my getting caught. Those awful vampires. And then, my escape. Caleb. Without him, Im sure they would have killed me. Or worse.

Calebs coven. His people. So different. But vampires, all the same. Territorial. Jealous. Suspicious. They cast me out, and they gave him no choice.

But he chose. Despite everything, he chose me. Again, he saved me. He risked it all for me. I love him for that. More than hell ever know.

I have to help him back. He thinks Im the one, some kind of vampire messiah or something. Hes convinced Ill lead him to some kind of lost sword, that will stop a vampire war and save everybody. Personally, I dont believe it. His own people dont believe it. But I know thats all he has, and that it means the world to him. And he risked everything for me, and its the least I can do. For me, its not even about the sword. I just dont want to see him go.

So Ill do whatever I can. Ive always wanted to try to find my dad, anyway. I want to know who he really is. Who I really am. If Im really half vampire, or half human, or whatever. I need answers. If nothing else, I need to know what Im becoming…

*

Caitlin?

She woke in a daze. She looked up to see Caleb standing over her, hands resting gently on her shoulder. He smiled.

I think you fell asleep, he said.

She looked around, saw her open journal on her lap and snapped it closed. She felt her cheeks flush, hoping he hadnt read any of it. Especially the part about her feelings for him.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes. It was still night, and the fire was still going, although it was down to embers. He must have just woken, too. She wondered how long she had been asleep. 

Sorry, she said. Its the first Ive slept in days.

He smiled again, and crossed the room towards the fire. He threw several more logs on, and they crackled and hissed, as the fire grew greater. She felt the warmth reaching her feet.

He stood there, staring down at the fire, and his smile slowly faded as he seemed to become lost in his thoughts. As he looked into the flames, his face was lit with a warm glow, making him look even more attractive, if that were possible. His large, light brown eyes opened wide, and as she watched him, they changed color to a light green.

Caitlin sat up straighter, and saw that her glass of red wine was still full. She took a sip, and it warmed her. She hadnt eaten in a while, and went right to her head. She saw the other plastic glass sitting there, and she remembered her manners.

Can I pour you some? she asked, then added, nervously, that is, I mean, I dont know if you drink

He laughed.

Yes, vampires drink wine, too, he said with a smile, and came over and held the glass while she poured.

She was surprised. Not by his words, but by his laugh. It was soft, elegant, and seemed to fade smoothly into the room. Like everything else about him, it was mysterious.

She looked up into his eyes as he raised the glass to his lips, hoping that he would look back into hers.

He did.

Then they both looked away at the same time. She felt her heart race faster.

Caleb walked back to his spot, sitting on the straw, leaning back, and looking at her. Now he seemed to be studying her. She felt self-conscious.

She unconsciously ran her hand along her clothing, and wished she were wearing something prettier. Her mind raced as she tried to remember what she had on. Somewhere along the way, she couldnt remember where, they had stopped briefly in some town, and she had gone to the only store they hada Salvation Armyand found a change of clothes.

She looked down in dread, and didnt even recognize yourself. She wore torn, faded jeans, sneakers a size too big for her, and a sweater over a tee shirt. Over that, she had on a faded, purple pea coat, one button missing, also too big on her. But it was warm. And right now, that was what she needed. 

She felt self-conscious. Why did he have to see her like this? It was just her luck that the first time she met a guy she really liked, she didnt even have a chance to make herself look nice. There was no bathroom in this barn, and even if there were, she had no makeup on her. She looked away again, feeling embarrassed.

Was I sleeping a long time? she asked.

Im not sure. I just woke myself, he said, leaning back and running his hand through his hair. I fed early tonight. It threw me off.

She looked at him.

Explain it to me, she said. 

He looked at her.

Feeding, she added. Like, how does it work? Do you…kill people?

No, never, he said.

The room fell quiet as he collected his thoughts.

Like everything in the vampire race, its complicated, he said. It depends on the type of vampire you are, and the coven you belong to. In my case, I only feed on animals. Deer, mostly. They are overpopulated, anyway, and humans hunt them, tooand not even to eat.

His expression turned dark.

But other covens are not so gracious. They will feed on humans. Usually, undesirables.

Undesirables?

Homeless, drifters, prostitutes…those who wont be noticed. Thats the way its always been. They dont want to draw attention to the race.

That is why we consider my coven, my breed of vampire, to be pure blooded, and other types to be impure. What you feed on…its energy infuses you.

Caitlin sat there, thinking.

What about me? She asked. 

He looked at her.

Why do I want to feed sometimes, but not others?

He furrowed his brow.

Im not sure. It is different with you. You are a half breed. It is a very rare thing….I do know that you are coming-of-age. With others, they are turned, overnight. For you, it is a process. It may take time for you to settle, to go through whatever changes you are.

Caitlin thought back and remembered her hunger pangs, how theyd overwhelmed her out of nowhere. How theyd made her unable to think of anything but feeding. It was horrible. She dreaded it happening again.

But how do I know when it will happen again?

He looked at her. You dont.

But I never want to kill a human, she said. Ever.

You dont have to. You can feed on animals.

But what if it happens when Im stuck somewhere?

You will need to learn to control it. It takes practice. And willpower. It is not easy. But it is possible. You can control it. It is what every vampire goes through.

Caitlin thought about what it would be like to capture and feed on a live animal. She knew she was already faster than shed ever been, but she didnt know if she was that fast. And she wouldnt even know what to do if she actually caught a deer.

She looked at him.

Will you teach me? she asked, hopefully.

He met her stare, and she could feel her heart beating.

Feeding is a sacred thing in our race. It is always done alone, he said, softly and apologetically. Except… He trailed off.

Except? she asked.

In matrimonial ceremonies. To bind husband and wife.

He looked away, and she could see him shift. She felt the blood rush to her cheek, and suddenly the room became very warm.

She decided to let it go. She had no hunger pangs now, and she could cross that path when she came to it. She hoped he would be by her side then.

Besides, deep down, she didnt really care that much about feeding, or vampires, or swords, or any of it. What she really wanted to know was about him. Or, really, how he felt about her. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him. Why did you risk it all for me? Was it just to find the sword? Or was it something else? Once you find your sword, will you still stay with me? Even though romance with a human is forbidden, would you ever cross the line for me?

But she was afraid. 

So, instead, she simply said: I hope we find your sword.

Lame, she thought. Is that the best you can do? Cant you ever get the courage to say what youre thinking?

But his energy was too intense, and whenever she was around him, it made it hard for her to think clearly.

As do I, he responded. It is no ordinary weapon. It has been coveted by our kind for centuries. It is rumored to be the finest example of Turkish sword ever crafted, made of a metal that can kill all vampires. With it, wed be invincible. Without it…

He trailed off, apparently afraid of voicing the consequences. 

Caitlin wished Sam was here, wished he could help lead them to her dad. She surveyed the barn again. She didnt see any recent signs of him. She wished, again that she hadnt lost her cell on the way. It would have made life so much easier.

Sam always used to crash here, she said. I was sure hed be here. But I know he came back to this townIm sure of it. He wouldnt go anywhere else. Tomorrow well go to school, and Ill talk to my friends. Ill find out.

Caleb nodded. You believe he knows where your father is? he asked.

I…dont know, she answered. But I know that he knows a lot more about him than me. Hes been trying to find him forever. If anyone knows anything, its him. 

Caitlin thought back and remembered all those times with Sam, his always searching, showing her new leads, always getting disappointed. All the nights hed go to his room and sit on the edge of her bed. His desire to see their father had been overwhelming, like a living thing inside of him. She felt it, too, but not as badly as he. In some ways, his disappointment had been harder to watch.

Caitlin thought of their messed-up childhood, of all that theyd missed, and suddenly felt overcome by emotion. A tear formed at the corner of her eye, and, embarrassed, she wiped it away quickly, hoping Caleb hadnt seen.

But he had. He looked up and watched her, intensely.

He got up slowly and sat beside her. He was so close, she could feel his energy. It was intense. Her heart started to pound.

He gently ran a finger through her hair, pushing it back off her face. Then he ran it along the corner of her eye, and then down her cheek.

She kept her face down, staring at the floor, afraid to meet his eyes. She could feel them examining her.

Dont worry, he said, his soft, deep voice putting her completely at ease. We will find your father. Well do it together.

But that wasnt what she was worried about. She was worried about him. Caleb. Worried about when he would leave her.

If she faced him, she wondered if he would kiss her. She was dying to feel the touch of his lips.

But she was afraid to turn her head.

It felt like hours passed until she finally summoned the courage to turn.

But he had already turned away. He was leaning gently back against the hay, eyes closed, asleep, a gentle smile on his face, lit by the firelight.

She slid closer to him and leaned back, resting her head inches away from his shoulder. They were almost touching.

And almost was enough for her.










TWO





Caitlin slid back the door to the barn and squinted at a world covered in snow. White sunlight bounced off of everything. She brought her hands to her eyes, feeling a pain she had never quite experienced: her eyes were absolutely killing her.

Caleb stepped out beside her, as he was finishing wrapping his arms and neck in a thin, clear material. It almost looked like Saran wrap, but it seemed to dissolve in his skin as he put it on. She couldnt even tell it was there. 

Whats that?

Skin wrap, he said, looking down as he wrapped it carefully again and again over his arms and shoulders. Its what allows us to go out in the sunlight. Otherwise, our skin would burn. He looked her over. You dont need ityet.

How do you know? she asked.

Trust me, he said, grinning. Youd know.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small canister of eye drops, leaned back and put several drops in each eye. He turned and looked at her.

It must have been obvious that her eyes hurt, because he gently placed his hand on her forehead. Lean back, he said.

She leaned back.

Open your eyes, he said. 

As she did, he reached over and put one drop in each eye.

It stung like crazy, and she closed her eyes and lowered her head.

Ow, she said, rubbing her eyes. If youre mad at me, just tell me.

He grinned. Sorry. It burns at first, but youll get used to it. Your sensitivity will go away within a few seconds.

She blinked and rubbed her eyes. Finally, she looked up, and her eyes felt great again. He was right: all the pain had gone away.

Most of us still wont venture out during sunlight hours if we dont have to. We are all weaker during the daytime. But sometimes, we must.

He looked at her.

This school of his, he said. Is it far?

Just a short walk, she said, taking his arm and leading him across the snowy lawn. Oakville high. It was my school, too, until a few weeks ago. One of my friends has to know where he is.

*

Oakville High looked exactly as Caitlin remembered. It was surreal to be back here. Looking up at it, she felt as if she had just taken a brief vacation, and was now back to normal life. She even let herself believe, for a brief second, that the events of the past few weeks had all just been a crazy dream. She let herself fantasize that all was completely normal again, just as it had been. It felt good.

But when she looked over and saw Caleb standing beside her, she knew that nothing was normal. If there was anything more surreal than coming back here, it was returning with Caleb by her side. She would be entering her old school with this gorgeous man by her side, well over six feet, with wide, broad shoulders, dressed in all black, the high collars of his black leather trench coat hugging his neck, slipping under his longish hair. He looked like he had just walked off the cover of one of those popular teenage girl magazines.

Caitlin imagined what the reaction would be when the other girls saw her with him. She smiled at the thought. She had never been especially popular, and certainly no guys had paid much attention to her. She wasnt unpopularshe had some good friendsbut she was hardly in the center of the most popular clique, either. She guessed she was somewhere in the middle. Even so, she remembered feeling scorned by some of the more popular girls, who all seemed to stick together, to walk down the halls with their noses up, ignoring anyone they didnt consider to be as perfect as they were. Now, maybe, they would take notice.

Caitlin and Caleb walked up the steps and through the wide double doors to the school. Caitlin glanced at the large clock: 8:30. Perfect. The first class would just be letting out, and the halls would fill any second. That would make them less conspicuous. She wouldnt have to worry about security, or a hall pass.

On cue, the bell rang, and within seconds, the halls started to fill.

The good thing about Oakville was that it was a world apart from that awful New York City high school. Here, even when the halls filled up, there was still plenty of space to maneuver. Large glass windows lined all the walls, letting in light and sky, and you could see trees everywhere you went. It was almost enough to make her miss it. Almost.

Shed had enough of school. She was technically only a few months away from graduation, but she felt as if shed learned more in the last few weeks than she ever would by sitting in a classroom for a few more months and getting an official diploma. She loved to learn, but shed be just as happy to never go back again.

As they walked down the hall, Caitlin scanned for familiar faces. They were passing mostly sophomores and juniors, and she didnt spot anyone from her senior class. But as they passed the other kids, she was surprised to see the reaction on all the girls faces: every single girl literally stared at Caleb. Not a single girl tried to hide it, or was even able to look away. It was incredible. It was as if she were walking down the hall with Justin Bieber.

Caitlin turned and saw that all the girls had stopped, still watching. Several were whispering to each other.

She looked over at Caleb, and wondered if hed noticed. If he did, he didnt show any sign of it, and he certainly didnt seem to care.

Caitlin? came a shocked voice.

Caitlin turned and saw Luisa standing there, one of the girls shed been friends with before she moved.

Oh my God! Luisa added excitedly, throwing her arms wide for a hug. Before Caitlin could react, Luisa was embracing her. Caitlin hugged her back. It felt good to see a familiar face.

What happened to you? Luisa asked, speaking in an excited rush, as she always did, her slight Hispanic accent coming through, as she had only moved here from Puerto Rico a few years before. Im so confused! I thought you moved!? I texted and IM-ed you, but you never responded 

Im so sorry, Caitlin said. I lost my phone, and I havent been near any computers, and

Luisa wasnt listening. She had just noticed Caleb, and she was staring, mesmerized. Her mouth literally dropped open.

Whos your friend? she finally asked, almost in a whisper. Caitlin smiled: she had never seen her friend so flustered before.

Luisa, this is Caleb, Caitlin said.

A pleasure, Caleb said, smiling down, extending his hand.

Luisa just kept staring. She slowly raised her hand, in a daze, obviously too shocked to speak. She looked over at Caitlin, not understanding how Caitlin could have snagged such a guy. She looked at Caitlin differently, almost as if she didnt even know who she was.

Um… Luisa began, wide-eyed, …um…like…where…like…how did you guys meet?

For a second, Caitlin toyed with how to respond. She imagined telling Luisa everything, and smiled at the thought. That wouldnt work.

We met…after a concert, Caitlin said.

It was at least partially true.

OMG, what concert? In the city? The Black Eyed Peas!? she asked in a rush, Im so jealous! Ive been dying to see them!

Caitlin smiled at the thought of Caleb at a rock concert. Somehow, she didnt quite picture him there.

Um….not exactly, Caitlin said. Luisa, listen, sorry to cut you off, but I dont have much time. I need to know where Sam is. Have you seen him?

Of course. Everybody did. He came back last week. He looked weird. I asked him where you were and what his deal was but he wouldnt tell me. Hes probably crashing out at that empty barn he loves.

Hes not, Caitlin answered. We were just there.

Really? Sorry. I dont know. Hes a sophomore, you know? We dont really cross paths that much. Have you tried IM-ing him? Hes always on Facebook.

I havent had my phone Caitlin began.

Take mine, Luisa interrupted, and before she could finish, thrust her cell into Caitlins hand.
Facebooks already open. Just log in and message him.

Of course, Caitlin thought. Why didnt I think of that?

Caitlin logged in, type Sams name in the search box, brought up his profile, and clicked message. She hesitated, wondering exactly what to write. Then she typed: Sam. Its me. Im at the barn. Come meet me. ASAP.

She clicked send and handed the phone back to Luisa.

Caitlin heard a commotion, and turned.

A group of the most popular senior girls were heading down the hall, right towards them. They were whispering. And all looking directly at Caleb.

For the first time, Caitlin felt a new emotion well up inside of her. Jealousy. She could see in their eyes that these girls, who never paid her any attention before, would love to steal Caleb away in a second. These girls had sway over any guy in school, any guy they wanted. It didnt matter if he had a girlfriend or not. You just hoped that they didnt set their eyes on your guy.

And now they were all staring at Caleb.

Caitlin hoped, prayed, that Caleb would be immune to their powers. That he would still like her. But as she thought about it, she couldnt understand why he would. She was so average. Why would he stick with her when girls like these would die to have him?

Caitlin silently prayed that the girls would just keep walking. Just this once.

But, of course, they didnt. Her heart pounded as the group turned and headed right for them. 

Hi Caitlin, one of the girls said to her, in a fake-nice voice.

Tiffany. Tall, with straight blonde hair, blue eyes, and stick thin. Decked out from head to toe in designer apparel. Whos your friend?

Caitlin didnt know what to say. Tiffany, and her friends, had never given Caitlin the time of day. They had never even so much as looked her way. She was shocked that they even knew she existed, and knew her name. And now they were initiating conversation. Of course, Caitlin knew it had nothing to do with her. They wanted Caleb. Badly enough to have to humble themselves to talk to her.

This didnt bode well.

Caleb mustve sensed Caitlins unease, because he took a step closer to her and put one arm around her shoulder.

Caitlin had never been more grateful for any gesture in her life.

With a newfound confidence, Caitlin found the strength to speak. Caleb, she answered.

So, like, what are you guys doing here? another girl asked. Bunny. She was a replica of Tiffany, except brunette. I thought you, like, left or something.

Well, Im back, Caitlin answered.

So, are you, like, new here, too? Tiffany asked Caleb. Are you a senior?

Caleb smiled. I am new here, yes, he answered cryptically.

Tiffanys eyes lit up, as she interpreted it to mean he was new to their school. Great, she said. Theres like a party tonight, if you want to come. Its at my house. Its only for a few close friends, but wed love to have you. And…um…you, too, I guess, Tiffany said, looking over at Caitlin.

Caitlin felt the anger swelling inside her.

I appreciate the invitation, ladies, Caleb said, but am sorry to report that Caitlin and I already have an important engagement this evening.

Caitlin felt her heart swell.

Victory.

As she watched their expressions collapse, like a row of dominoes, she had never felt so vindicated.

The girls turned up their noses and slinked away.

Caitlin, Caleb, and Luisa stood there, alone. Caitlin exhaled.

OMG! Luisa said. Those girls never gave the time of day to anyone before. Much less extended an invite.

I know, Caitlin said, still reeling.

Caitlin! Luisa suddenly said, reaching out and grabbing her arm, I just remembered. Susan. She said something about Sam. Last week. That he was hanging out with the Colemans. Im so sorry, it just came back to me. Maybe that helps.

The Colemans. Of course. That was where hed be.

Also, Luisa continued, in a rush, were all getting together tonight at the Franks. You have to come! We miss you so much. And of course, bring Caleb. Its going to be an awesome party. Half the class is going. You have to be there.

Well… I dont know 

The bell rang.

I gotta go! Im so glad youre back. Love you. Call me. Bye! Luisa said, waving at Caleb, and turned and hurried down the hall.

Caitlin allowed herself to imagine herself back in her normal life. Hanging out with all her friends, going to parties, being in a normal school, about to graduate. She liked how it felt. For a moment, she tried really hard to push all the events of the last week completely out of her mind. She imagined that nothing bad had ever happened. 

But then she looked over and saw Caleb, and reality came flooding back. Her life had changed. Permanently. And it would never change back. She just had to accept it.

Not to mention that she had killed someone, and that the police were looking for her. Or that it would only be a matter of time until they caught her, somewhere. Or the fact that an entire vampire race was looking to kill her. Or that this sword she was looking for could save a lot of peoples lives.

Life was definitely not what it was, and never would be. She had to just embrace her current reality.

Caitlin put her hand into Calebs arm, and led him towards the front doors. The Colemans. She knew where they lived, and that would make sense, Sams crashing there. If he wasnt in school, then he was probably there right now. Thats where theyd have to go next.

As they walked out the front doors and into the fresh air, she marveled at how good it felt to be walking out of this high school againand this time for good.

*

Caitlin and Caleb walked across the Coleman property, the snow on the grass crunching beneath their feet. The house itself wasnt much  a modest ranch set on the side of a country road. But way back behind it, at the end of the property, it had a barn. Caitlin saw all the beat-up pickup trucks parked haphazardly on the lawn, and could see the footprints in the ice and snow, and she knew a lot of traffic had headed towards that barn. 

That was what kids did in Oakville  they hung out in each others barns. Oakville was as rural as it was suburban, and it gave them the chance to hang in a structure far enough from your parents house so that they didnt know or didnt care what you were doing. It was a whole lot better than hanging out in the basement. Your parents couldnt hear a thing. And you had your own entrance. And exit.

Caitlin took a deep breath as she walked up to the barn and slid back the heavy, wooden door.

The first thing that hit her was the smell. Pot. Clouds of it hung in the air.

That, mixed with the smell of stale beer. Way too much of it.

Then what struck hermore than everything elsewas the smell of an animal. She had never had such keen senses before. The shock of this animals presence raced through her senses, as if she had just sniffed ammonia.

She looked to her right and zoomed in. There, in the corner, was a large Rottweiler. He sat up slowly, stared at her, and snarled. He broke into a low, guttural growl. It was Butch. She remembered him now. The Colemans nasty Rottweiler. As if the Colemans needed a vicious animal to add to their picture of mayhem.

The Colemans had always been bad news. Three brothers17, 15, and 13somewhere along the way, Sam had become friends with the middle brother, Gabe. Each was worse than the next. Their dad had left them a long time ago, no one knew where, and their mom was never around. They basically raised themselves. Despite their ages, they were always drunk or stoned, and out of school more than they were in it.

Caitlin was upset that Sam was hanging out with them. It couldnt lead to anything good.

Music played in the background. Pink Floyd. Wish You Were Here.

Figures, Caitlin thought.

It was dark in here, especially coming from such a bright day, and it took her eyes several seconds to fully adjust. 

There he was. Sam. Sitting in the middle of that worn-out couch, surrounded by a dozen boys. Gabe on one side and Brock on the other.

Sam was hunched over a bong. He had just finished inhaling, and he set it down and leaned back, sucking in the air and holding it way too long. He finally released it.

Gabe tapped him, and Sam looked up. In a stoned haze, he stared at Caitlin. His eyes were bloodshot.

Caitlin felt a pain rip through her stomach. She was beyond disappointed. She felt like it was all her fault. She thought back to the last time they saw each other, in New York, to their fight. Her harsh words. Just go! she had yelled. Why had she had to have been so harsh? Why couldnt she have had a chance to take it back?

Now it was too late. If she had chosen different words, maybe things would be different right now.

She also felt a wave of anger. Anger at the Colemans, anger at all the boys in this barn who sat around on those beat-up couches and chairs, on piles of hay, all sitting around, drinking, smoking, doing nothing with their lives. They were free to do nothing with their lives. But they werent free to drag Sam into it. He was better than them. Hed just never had any guidance. Never had any father figure, any kindness from their mom. He was a great kid, and she knew that he could be the top of his class right now if only hed had even a semi-stable home. But at some point, it was too late. Hed just stopped caring.

She took several steps closer to him. Sam? she asked.

He just stared back, not saying a word.

It was hard to see what was in that stare. Was it the drugs? Was he pretending not to care? Or did he really not care?

His look of apathy hurt her more than anything. She had anticipated his being so happy to see her, his getting up and giving her a hug. Not this. He didnt seem to even care. As if she were a stranger. Was he just acting cool in front of his friends? Or had she really screwed things up for good this time?

Several seconds passed, and finally, he looked away, handing the bong off to one of his friends. He kept looking at his other friends, ignoring her.

Sam! she said, much louder, her face flushing with anger. Im talking to you!

She heard the snickers of his loser friends, and she felt the anger rising up in waves in her body. She was beginning to feel something else. An animal instinct. The anger in her was welling to a point where it was almost beyond control, and she feared that it would soon cross the line. It was no longer human. It was becoming animal.

These boys were big, but the power rising in her veins told her that she could handle any of them in an instant. She was having a hard time containing her anger, and she hoped she would be strong enough to do so.

At the same time, the Rottweiler ratcheted up his growling, as he started slowly walking towards her. It was as if he sensed something coming.

She felt a gentle hand on her should. Caleb. He was still there. He mustve sensed her anger rising, the animal instinct between them. He was trying to calm her, to tell her to control herself, not to let herself go. His presence reassured her. But it wasnt easy.

Sam finally turned and looked at her. There was defiance in his look. He was still mad. That was obvious.

What do you want? he snapped.

Why arent you in school? was the first thing she heard herself say. She wasnt exactly sure why she said that, especially with all the other things she wanted to ask him. But the motherly instinct in her kicked in. And that was what came out.

More snickers. Her anger rose.

What do you care? he said. You told me to go.

Im sorry, she said. I didnt mean it.

She was glad she had a chance to say it.

But it didnt seem to sway him. He just stared.

Sam, I need to talk to you. In private, she said.

She wanted to get him out of that environment, into the fresh air, alone, where they could really talk. She not only wanted to know about their Dad; she also just wanted to talk to him, like they used to. And to break the news about their Mom. Gently.

But it wasnt going to happen. She could see that now. Things were spiraling downward. She felt that the energy in this crowded barn was just too dark. Too violent. She could feel herself losing control. Despite Calebs hand, she just couldnt stop whatever was overcoming her.

Im all set here, Sam said.

She could hear more snickering among his friends.

Why dont you relax? one of the guys said to her. Youre so high strung. Come sit. Take a hit.

He held the bong out to her.

She turned and stared at him.

Why dont you shove that bong up your ass? she heard herself say, through gritted teeth.

A chorus of heckling came from the group of boys. Oh, SNAP! one of them yelled.

The boy whod offered her the hit, a big, muscular guy who she knew had been kicked off the football team, turned bright red.

Whatd you say to me, bitch? he said, standing.

She looked up. He was much taller than she remembered, at least 6 6. She could feel Calebs grip on her shoulder tighten. She didnt know whether it was because he was urging her to keep calm, or because he was tensing up himself.

The tension in the room rose dramatically.

The Rottweiler crept closer. He was now only feet away. And growling like crazy.

Jimbo, relax, Sam said to the big kid.

There was protective Sam. No matter what, protective of her. Shes a pain in the ass, but she didnt mean it. Shes still my sister. Just chill.

I did mean it, Caitlin yelled, angrier than ever. You guys think youre so cool? Getting my little brother high? Youre all a bunch of losers. Youre going nowhere. You want to mess your own lives, go ahead, but dont drag Sam into it!

Jimbo look even angrier, if possible. He took a few threatening steps towards her.

Well look who it is. Miss teacher. Miss mommy. Here to tell us all what to do!

A chorus of laughter.

Why dont you and your faggot boyfriend here come make me!

Jimbo stepped closer and reached up with his big paw of a hand, and pushed Caitlin on the shoulder.

Big mistake.

The anger exploded inside of Caitlin, beyond anything she could control. The second that Jimbos finger touched her, she reached up with lightning speed, took his wrist, and twisted it back. There was a loud crack as his wrist broke. 

She raised his wrist high behind his back, and shoved him, face first, into the ground.

In less than a second, he was on the ground, on his face, helpless. She stepped up and put her foot on the back of his neck, holding it firmly on the floor.

Jimbo screamed out in pain.

Jesus Christ, my wrist, my wrist! Fucking bitch! She broke my wrist!

Sam stood up, as did all the others, staring, shocked. He seemed really shocked. How his little sister could have taken down such a huge guy, and so fast, he had no idea.

Apologize, Caitlin snarled at Jimbo. She was shocked at the sound of her own voice. It sounded guttural. Like an animal.

Im sorry. Im sorry, Im sorry! Jim yelled, whimpering.

Caitlin wanted to just let him go, let it be over with, but a part of her just couldnt do it. The rage had overcome her too suddenly, too strongly. She just couldnt let it go. It was still continuing to course, to build. She wanted to kill this boy. It was beyond reason, but she really did.

Caitlin!? Sam yelled. She could hear the fear in his voice. Please!

But Caitlin couldnt let go. She was really going to kill this boy.

At that moment, she heard a snarl, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw the dog. It leapt, in midair, its teeth aimed right for her throat.

Caitlin reacted instantly. She let go of Jimbo and in one motion, caught the dog in midair. She got under him, grabbed hold of his stomach, and threw him.

He went flying through the air, ten feet, twenty, with such force that he went across the room and through the wooden wall of the barn. The wall cracked with a splintering noise, as the dog yelped and went flying out the other side.

Everyone in the room stared at Caitlin. They couldnt process what theyd just witnessed. It had clearly been an act of superhuman strength and speed, and there was no possible explanation for it. They all stood there, mouths agape, staring.

Caitlin felt overwhelmed with emotion. Anger. Sadness. She didnt know what she felt, and she didnt trust herself anymore. She couldnt speak. She had to get out of there. She knew Sam wouldnt come. He was a different person now.

And so was she.
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