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    For my wife Sharon, and my parents.


    


    You guys made it possible for me to pursue my dreams,


    and that is a debt that I'll never be able to repay.
  


  Author's Note (Second Edition):


  This book was originally released in November of 2013.  It's now the middle of 2017, and in the past three and a half years or so, I've written and released twenty-two full length novels.  Needless to say, my writing and editing skills have improved exponentially, and as such, I've decided to put my next writing project on hold so that I can go through the entire Unseen Things series and do a full re-edit on each book in preparation for the print versions.  This is the first one getting the second edition treatment obviously, since it was the first book in the series.

I didn't change the story in this second edition, and I won't be changing it in any of the others aside from a couple of character names and a few small details.  What I've done is, I've made it better.  The writing is better, the editing is better, and I've added almost eight thousand words to this second edition version of the book, which should tell you a bit about how detailed I got with the editing.

I'm quite aware that I'm supposed to use a different ISBN number for a second edition, but I don't feel that this would be fair to my readers.  I'm going to keep the same ISBN number, so that the people who've purchased the e-book in the past can simply just re-download it to get the second-edition version.  I will be doing this with each of the books in the series, so if you've purchased them in the past, don't worry.  It won't cost you anything to get the new version.

There are two things that I want you all to be aware of.  First, I know this book sort of reads like a young adult novel, mainly because the main characters are in their senior year of high school, but this series is not a young adult series.  The characters are only in high school in this particular book because it was a necessary plot element that allowed me to bring them all together.

The series as a whole is geared toward college age readers and up, though it should be fine for those in the later years of high school as well.  It starts out as contemporary fantasy, but in book five it morphs into a contemporary fantasy / sci-fi hybrid.  From that point on, the sci-fi elements become more and more prevalent.  Unfortunately, it's quite difficult to nail this series down to a particular genre, simply because it incorporates elements from a variety of different genres.

The one thing I want you to keep in mind as you read this story is that it's a necessary introduction to the series, and as such, many of the more exciting elements that come later aren't going to be present.  All the juicy and exciting stuff starts happening in book two, and then it continues on from there.

I hope you enjoy this updated, second edition version of Origins.  No matter what I end up writing in the future, this series is my flagship, these characters are my family, and that's something that will never change.

-- Duane L. Martin - June 2017
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  Chapter 1


  Summer was over.  It always seemed to be over far too quickly for Sarah's tastes, but hey, at least this was her final year of high school.

She'd never been much of a student.  Nothing bored her more than listening to her teachers spew out long, involved lectures on subjects that she couldn't possibly care less about.  Unfortunately, her lack of interest meant that she didn't really absorb much of what was said, so she was always playing catch up with her textbooks after the fact.  Truth be told, she'd always considered herself more of a student of life.  Whenever she found something she was interested in, she'd immerse herself in it until she'd learned all she possibly could.  She'd managed to struggle through school up to this point with fairly decent grades, but the end was now in sight.  Just one more year to suffer through, and then she'd finally be free to move on with her life.



  What friends Sarah had made throughout the years had all either drifted away, or had been left behind now that she'd moved half way across the country.  Her father had recently received a promotion that had forced them to relocate to Seattle, which meant that they had to start all over again in a whole new town.  Her mom wasn't particularly thrilled about it, and neither was she, but hey...at least she had her new school to look forward to.

It was seven in the morning when her Hello Kitty alarm clock started blaring at her.  The only thing that kept her from throwing it hard enough against the closet door to shatter it was the fact that it was just so damned cute.  Well that, plus the fact that it had been a gift from her grandmother.  Her grandmother had always been the one person in her life that truly got who she was.  She could talk to her about anything, including things that neither her parents, nor her closest friends would understand.  She'd always been an open book to her grandmother, but when she passed away after suffering a massive stroke late in the previous year, it left her feeling completely and utterly alone.  Her best friend and confidant was gone from the world, and the world was a poorer place for it.





 Once she finally found the energy and the ambition to get out of bed, she headed to the bathroom for a quick shower, and then spent some time choosing what she was going to wear.  She wanted something hot, but nothing that would make her stand out too awful much.  After a bit of rifling through her closet and her drawers, she finally came up with what she thought was the perfect ensemble.

Breakfast consisted of little more than toast, hot tea, and a granola bar that she'd found in a box on the kitchen counter.  It wasn't much, but they'd only just finished unpacking, and they hadn't had time to get to the store to do any shopping.  Hopefully her mom would have time to pick up some groceries later on in the day.  If not, they'd probably end up having pizza for dinner, which suited her just fine.





 "Oh well," she said with a heavy sigh as she rinsed out her mug in the sink.  "There's no point in puttin' it off any longer.  I might as well just get it over with."





 Grabbing her backpack and her keys, she yelled out a quick goodbye to her parents, and then headed out to her car.


  *   *   *


  After following the directions she'd written down, she managed to find the school with no problem at all.  The streets were laid out in a fairly logical way, and other than having to pay close attention so that she didn't accidentally go the wrong way down any one way streets, the ten-minute trip was relatively uneventful.





 She'd gotten there early enough that it wasn't too awful hard to find a decent place to park.  She selected a spot on the side of the lot that was closest to the school buildings, and carefully pulled into an empty space.  After she shut off the engine, she sat there for a few moments and looked around at the place where she'd be spending her final year of school.  It looked a lot like her old school, only there were more buildings, and it looked a bit more modern.  Not that her old school was antiquated, but there was something more homey about it.  The buildings at this school had all been painted over the summer, and the landscaping had been meticulously prepared for the new school year.  It was beautiful, but there was also a coldness to it that was a little off-putting.





 When she finally got up the courage to get out of the car, she closed the door, and then leaned over to take a look at her reflection in the car window.  She wanted to make sure she looked ok, because the last thing she needed was to start off her first day at a new school by showing up with a great big old horn of hair sticking up out of the side of her head.  A quick glance confirmed that she needn't have worried.  She'd always been considered quite beautiful by any standard, and today was no exception.  Her deep auburn hair cascaded down over her shoulders to end in gentle curls, while her dark brown eyes always seemed to be shining, no matter how tired she was.  At 5' 11", she was quite tall as girls go.  She never really knew how she ended up so tall, because her parents weren't all that tall.  Her mother was 5' 5'", and her father was 5' 10".  She'd taken some ribbing about it over the years, but she found that people had become more appreciative of her height as she grew older.





 She was just about to head off to find the school's office, when something occurred to her that stopped her in mid-turn.  She leaned over to look at her reflection again, and pulled her lips back so she could do a quick granola check on her teeth.  Sure enough, there was a rather large piece of granola stuck right there between her front teeth, just off center on the top.  It was so big and obvious that it might as well have been a whole chicken wing.  She dug the piece out with her tongue, and then absentmindedly spit it out of her mouth.  It flew through the air and stuck firmly to the glass.  She stared at it for a moment with an amused look, and then not bothering to remove it, she turned and headed off toward the main building.  She wasn't sure what the day would bring, but she did feel confident about one thing.  She was absolutely positive that all of her classes would bore the ever living hell out of her, just as they'd done at her old school.  Sure the scenery would be different, but the boredom would always be the same.





 As she walked toward the main building, she noticed that it had three floors, and was much bigger than the main building at her old high school.  There were also many satellite buildings that housed a variety of other classes that wouldn't fit into the main building.  The library looked large and impressive, and there was a really nice looking sports field where she was sure all the jocks spent as much time flexing for the cheerleaders as they did playing sports.  She'd never seen much point in that practice, but then again, she was more interested in a guy for who he was rather than how big his muscles were.  Just then, she happened to walk by a particularly muscular guy whose six-pack abs showed plainly through his seemingly painted on t-shirt, and suddenly she found herself questioning just how into personality she really was.  The guy smiled at her as he passed.  She smiled back at him, but then as soon as she was behind him, she turned around to check out his other side.  Yep, he was just as tight going as he was coming.  If this was any example of the type of guys that she'd find at this school, then it just might just prove to be an interesting year after all.  Unfortunately, she knew that probably wasn't going to be the case.

A few moments later she suddenly realized that she was still standing there staring at his butt like some kind of an idiot, so she forced herself to look away, and then resumed her walk toward the main building.





 As she made her way through the milling throngs of people that were walking around the campus that morning, she thought to herself how familiar it all was.  The cliques were all plainly on display, just as they were at every high school.  There were the jocks, the cheerleaders, the hot, bitchy girls, the girls who were bitchy because they weren't hot, the nerdy guys who drooled over the girls they'd never get, the nerdy girls who drooled over the guys they'd never get, the goths, the emos, the rockers, the rappers, and every other clique she'd come to expect.  Right in the middle of all of that nonsense were the norms, which was the clique that she tended to fit into.  These were the people who were just normal folks.  They were typically rather intelligent, nice to be around, and generally unconcerned with trying to impress everyone.  They were people you could talk to and be friends with without all the social pressures that came with getting involved in a clique.  They were also the only people she could really identify with, because in her opinion, they were the only ones that were actually genuine.





 After stepping around a pair of overweight goth girls who were blocking traffic on the sidewalk, she approached the front of the main building and immediately noticed a girl who was leaning against one of the hand rails that lined the steps up to the main doors.  She was staring down at a piece of paper she was holding with a mixture of disgust and irritation.

The girl was easily as beautiful as Sarah was, but in a slightly different way.  She had a natural beauty that would be there whether she was made up or not.  It was an effortless sort of a beauty that Sarah had always envied.  The girl's hair was a rich, honey blonde, and she wore it down around her shoulders.  She was slender, but she had a chest that most girls would give their eye teeth for, and a pair of the most intensely blue eyes that Sarah had ever seen.  She was slightly shorter than Sarah, but not by more than an inch, if even that much.  As pretty as she was though, she didn't seem like one of the hot girls.  She had the air of a norm about her, which is why when Sarah heard her let out a long, exasperated sigh, she felt somewhat obligated to ask her what was wrong.





 "Are you ok?" she asked.





 "Yeah, I guess," the girl said, still staring down at the paper in her hand, which Sarah now recognized as a class schedule.  The girl didn't elaborate on what the problem was, so Sarah just gave her a little half-smile and a nod before resuming her trip to the office.  She still had to check in and get herself a campus map, and then she had to figure out how to get to her first period class, so she didn't end up starting her first day with a tardy.





 "It's just...," the girl said as Sarah was turning to walk away.  Stopping in mid-step, Sarah turned back around to face her once again.





 "What's wrong?" she asked.





 "Everything," the girl said with another heavy sigh.





 "You wanna narrow that down a little?  Everything sort of encompasses, like...everything.  I mean, everything can't be wrong all at once now, can it?" she asked.  The girl smiled at that, and then showed Sarah her schedule.





 "See that?" she asked, pointing to her fourth period class.  It was a biology class, and over to the right it listed the teacher's name as Mr. Stephenson.





 "Not good in biology huh?" Sarah asked.  "It's ok, I'm not very good at it either.  Looks like we both have that class actually...and third period English together as well."





 "No, it's not that I suck at biology.  I'm fine with biology.  It's just that Mr. Stephenson is kind of a letch.  The girls who flirt with him skate through his classes with an A, and I mean girls who are as dumb as a box of rocks.  He pretty much ignores everyone else as much as he can get away with, so if you start havin' trouble in his class, then you're kinda screwed unless you're willing to lean over his desk in a low cut top so he can get a good look at your tits.  Either that, or you can skip the panties and flash your beave at him once in a while.  He won't give you the time of day otherwise.  Thing is, I've worked really hard for my grades, and I refuse to stoop to that level just to get a teacher to do their job.  Unfortunately, I need those units to graduate, and he's the only biology teacher.  So basically...yeah, it pretty much sucks.  I knew I was gonna have to take it, but seeing it on the schedule here is just sorta depressing, ya know?"





 "Yeah, I hear ya.  We had a teacher like that back at my old school, only in my case it was a woman.  Tits and beave would get you an A in her class every time.  Since I'm generally a C student anyway, I figured an A would look out of place on my report card, so I just flashed her the tits and the beave for fun, and told her to give me a C instead of an A.  That way, no one would get suspicious," Sarah said with a totally straight face.  The girl looked up at her in stunned silence for a moment, and her expression was absolutely priceless.  After a few moments of staring at each other, Sarah flashed her a huge smile.  It was then that she figured out that Sarah was just kidding, and she let out a relieved laugh.





 "Hi, I'm Sarah.  I'm new here," she said, extending her hand for a shake.





 "I'm Tina.  It's nice to meet you," the girl said, still smiling as she shook her hand.  "We have third and fourth period together, so if you're up for it, maybe we can have lunch together after, and I'll fill you in on all the dirt about this place."





 "I'd like that," Sarah said with a smile that made her eyes sparkle.





 "Good, it's a date then."





 "Awesome!  Now, if you could just point me toward the office, I guess it's time for the fun to begin."

"Come on, I'll show ya where it is," Tina said as she turned and led Sarah into the building.


  *   *   *


  With the campus map provided by the office, finding her classes was a relatively simple matter, and she was having no problem at all in navigating the school.





 Her first period class was math, which was a subject that she'd always hated with a passion.  She was never any good at math in general, but she was especially befuddled by algebra and geometry.  Much of it boiled down to the fact that she couldn't see any use for them in her day to day life, and as such, she had very little interest in learning any of it.  She knew enough math to do the things she needed to do, and that was good enough for her.  Still, if she wanted to graduate at the end of the year, she'd have to muddle on through it and somehow get a passing grade.  At least the teacher, Mrs. Faladil, seemed like a nice lady.  She even offered to stay after school now and then to help out anyone who was struggling.  It was a nice change to finally have a teacher who actually cared if her students learned something or not, and as a result, it gave her some small bit of hope that she might get lucky with some of her other teachers as well.



Her second period class was art, which was probably not the best class to have that early in the morning.  It was hard to muster up any creativity that early in the day, and especially hard when you spent most of first period struggling to stay awake.  The teacher was a youngish woman named Julia who was probably in her early thirties, and very attractive.  She didn't give her last name when she was addressing the class, even though it was printed on the class schedule.  She wanted everyone to call her by her first name, because she felt that it fostered an air of friendship and cooperation.  The boys in the class all seemed to have a major hard on for her, so they pretty much hung on her every word.  She was incredibly nice, and as she walked the class through their first assignment, which was designed to assess the ability levels of the students she was dealing with, Sarah was very pleased to note that she wasn't the least bit judgmental about her students' work.  Even the worst artists got a compliment, some constructive criticism, and a smile.  She was the kind of a teacher who was more about help and encouragement than she was about pointing out every little mistake.

Two for two, Sarah thought to herself as she watched the teacher weave her way around the classroom.  She knew it wouldn't last after what Tina had told her about their fourth period biology teacher, but so far, things had been going pretty well.


  It was during this class that Sarah noticed a guy who was sitting off on his own at the back of the room, like he didn't even really want to be there.  His dark hair was a bit shaggy, and swept carelessly over his forehead.  At the back it stopped just above his shoulders, and then curled just ever so slightly at the ends in a way that made Sarah's heart flutter a little.  She couldn't tell what color his eyes were, but from where she sat, they looked dark and striking.  He was incredibly good looking and had a killer body, but he gave off the vibe of someone who couldn't care less about whether he was attractive or not.





 Judging by the glowing comments she overheard Julia making about his drawing, he apparently had quite a lot of talent, though he didn't puff up with pride at her comments like most people would.  What was it about this guy?  She couldn't quite put her finger on it, but there was something sort of off about him, and yet wildly intriguing at the same time.  Oh well, maybe Tina would be able to tell her something about him when they met up later.  She'd overheard the teacher calling him Jarrod, so at least she had a name to give her when she asked about him.



During the first fifteen-minute brunch break, Sarah hit the vending machines, and then stood around doing a bit of people watching until the buzzer sounded to mark the end of the break.  With a great deal of eagerness, she headed off to her next class, excited about the prospect of seeing Tina once again.  They'd only just met, but she felt drawn to her in a way that she'd never felt with anyone before.  Their meeting that morning had felt so natural, that it was almost felt like they were supposed to be friends, and had been all along.  Then again, that could just be her own wishful thinking coming into play.  It was her first day at a new school where she didn't know anyone, but hey...why fight it if it was meant to be?





 Unlike her old school, which had this electronic dinging sound that was broadcast over the P.A. system to alert students to the start and end of the various periods and breaks, this school had a really obnoxious buzzer.  If you were unfortunate enough to be close to one of the speakers when it went off, it almost made you feel like you'd taken one of those hand held vibrators and pressed it against your skull.  It only buzzed for around three seconds each time, but she still made it a point to note the location of every speaker she could find, just so she could avoid that area like the plague when they were about to go off.  She even circled them on her school map to make sure she remembered where they were, and drew in a little skull and crossbones next to each one simply because she found it amusing.





 This period they had English with Mr. Slater.  He was an amiable, middle-aged guy, who for all intents and purposes looked like an amiable, middle-aged guy, who also happened to be an English teacher.  Think about the most generic looking, middle-aged English teacher you could possibly imagine, and that was him in a nutshell.  As soon as Sarah walked in, Tina's face immediately lit up, and she started pointing to the empty seat next to her in an exaggerated, almost comical fashion.  Sarah flashed her an excited smile as she walked over and dropped herself into the indicated seat.





 "So, how's the first day goin' so far?" Tina asked with a smile that could only be described as infectious.





 "It's not as bad as I thought it'd be.  I've been pretty lucky with my teachers so far, but there's someone I wanna ask you about.  There's this guy in my art class...," Sarah started to say, but she was interrupted when the buzzer sounded to indicate the start of class.

The teacher was nice enough to ease them into the new school year by assigning them a book to read.  Their first assignment was to read Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, and he specifically wanted them to think about the various themes in the book as they read it.  Themes like creation, destruction, obsession, alienation, hatred, and fear.  They would be expected to write a paper on the book in two weeks' time, in which they were to discuss how they viewed each of those themes, and they were to talk about the general impressions they took away from the book as well.  As soon as the books were handed out, he allowed them to spend the entire rest of the period reading, so he could make sure they all got started on it.





 Since everyone was supposed to be reading, Sarah didn't have a chance to ask Tina anything more about Jarrod during class.  She found another opportunity though during fourth period biology.  Mr. Stephenson rolled in a television with a DVD player connected to it, and informed the class that he was going to start them out on the first day with a film about the basic concepts of biology.  That was the last they heard from him for the rest of the period.  When Sarah gave her a puzzled look, Tina leaned over to her and whispered something about him looking like he was nursing a bad hangover.  Sarah looked back over at him, and when she saw him there kicked back in his chair with his feet up on the desk and a book over his face, she figured that Tina's observation probably wasn't too far off the mark.





 "Oh well, no beaves for him today I guess," Sarah whispered to her.  Tina giggled as Sarah gestured to a couple of empty seats at the back of the class.  Quietly, they got up and moved to them so they could whisper to each other without attracting too much attention.





 "So who was that guy you mentioned earlier?" Tina whispered to her.  Sarah was just about to tell her, when she suddenly spotted him sitting three rows over and two seats up from them.  He wasn't paying attention to the movie at all.  In fact, he seemed to be totally engrossed in the drawing that he'd been working on in art class earlier.  Sarah pointed directly at him, so Tina turned around to see who it was.





 "Oh, that's Jarrod Grant," she said, only stating what Sarah already knew.





 "I know, but what's his story?  He seems so...I don't know...distant, or damaged or something.  It's like he's not really interested in anything that's going on around him."





 "Well, I don't really know him, I just know of him," Tina whispered.  "I'll tell you about it at lunch.  It's too much to get into here."





 Since they couldn't discuss Jarrod right then, they spent the rest of the period whispering back and forth about various personal and school related things.  The film ended about ten minutes before the end of class, but everyone kept quiet so they wouldn't have to deal with Mr. Stephenson, who appeared to have fallen asleep under his book.  When the buzzer finally did go off, he jerked awake so hard that he practically fell out of his chair, causing more than a few giggles to ripple through the classroom.





 As the people started filtering out of the room, he reached into the upper right drawer of his desk, pulled out what looked like a bottle of pain killers, and popped a couple into his mouth.  He washed them down with the last gulp of his coffee, and then leaned back in his chair once again, trying desperately to stay awake long enough to start the movie again next period.  He'd tried to teach his first three classes of the day, but by the time fourth period rolled around he really couldn't take it anymore, so he finally just gave up and went the educational film route for the rest of the day.





 Jarrod stuffed his notebook into his backpack, and then stood up and threw it over his shoulder.  After he reached up to brush the hair out of his eyes, he let out a tired sigh, and then headed for the door.  He'd been one of the last to leave, which seemed a bit odd.  It was almost like he didn't want to be near any of the other students, who practically crawled all over each other in their eagerness to exit the premises.  Tina and Sarah hung around until he was actually out of the room before they got up and started following him toward the cafeteria.





 Despite her repeated prodding, Tina refused to tell her anything about him until they'd gotten their lunch and sat down.  The curiosity had been driving her mad to the point of distraction, so she was practically ready to strangle Tina by the time they finally sat down with their lunch.  Jarrod had seated himself at a table in the far corner of the room with a tray full of the cafeteria's daily lunch offering, but he didn't seem to be the least bit interested in it.  He had his notebook out in front of him, and once again seemed to be completely immersed in whatever he was drawing.

"All right, we've got our food and everything now, so spill it," Sarah demanded.

"Spill what?" Tina asked teasingly.

"You know what!  Don't make me hurt you, because I'm not above stabbing you with this spork!"





 "No, not the spork of doom!" Tina said with a breathy laugh.

"One and the same.  Now come on, stop messin' around and just tell me already!" Sarah demanded once again.

"There's not much to tell really.  It's just sort of a sad story.  See, Jarrod didn't go to the same elementary school that I did, so I didn't like grow up with him or anything.  Aside from seeing him around school and whatever, I've never had much contact with him.  No one does really, and he doesn't seem to mind.  Mostly he just keeps to himself and draws in that notebook all the time.  The only stuff I really know about him is what I read in the papers."





 "The papers?" Sarah asked with a puzzled look on her face.  "What do you mean?  What happened?"





 "I think it was about four years ago now, so he was in the eighth grade at the time, same as us," Tina said.  She noticed that Sarah couldn't seem to take her eyes off of him, so she turned around and stared at him herself for a moment before she continued.  "It was winter, so I guess this was probably around November or December.  I don't remember exactly, and I wasn't really a newspaper reader in the eighth grade, as I'm sure you can imagine, but his story really caught fire here in the local news for a while.  I guess I was interested because he was my age, so I used to pay quite a bit of attention to what was goin' on with it."





 "So what happened?" Sarah asked as she sat there with her eyes still glued to him.  She didn't know why, but for some reason she just couldn't stop staring at him.  Actually, she did know why.  It was because he was both hot and interesting, which was a deadly combination.





 "Well, that's just it.  No one knows what happened, and no one ever found out for sure," Tina said.  Sarah suddenly looked at her curiously.





 "What do you mean?"





 "From what I remember, he only had his mother and his little brother.  His father had been a soldier, and several months before it all happened he'd been killed in some crap hole on the other side of the world, so it was just the three of 'em after that.  That is, until they just up and disappeared.  His little brother was like five years old at the time I think."



 "Disappeared?  What do you mean disappeared?  Like, ran off or something?" Sarah asked, now more curious than ever.





 "No, they didn't run off or anything as far as I know.  They just sorta vanished into thin air, and Jarrod was left there all alone in the house.  Apparently he called 911 in an absolute panic and started screaming incoherently about something or other.  When the cops showed up, his family was gone, and whatever he had to tell 'em about what happened was no help at all.  He kept sayin' all this stuff about some big monster or something that had taken 'em, but no one took him seriously.  It was all just really bizarre.  He ended up in a foster home after that, and I guess he's doin' ok there.  He doesn't look like he's not well taken care of or anything, and he comes to school all the time.  He's just really quiet, that's all.  He doesn't go out of his way to hang around with other people, at least not that I've ever seen, and he's constantly drawing in that notebook of his.  I think some of the idiots around here try to fuck with him sometimes, just because they think he's weird.  I feel really bad for him to be honest.  That's a pretty suck ass way to live."





 "What's he drawing in that book? Have you ever seen it?" Sarah asked.





 "I got curious one day last year, so I kinda nonchalantly walked behind him and looked over his shoulder.  He was drawing some kind of a monster or something.  He's actually a really good artist.  The thing looked like it could jump right off the page and come to life."





 "Really?" Sarah asked, a tinge of surprise in her voice.  "Well that's cool.  I mean, after whatever happened to him and stuff, I guess it's only natural that he'd want to find some sort of an escape to help him deal with it."





 "Thing is, that wasn't the only time I checked out that notebook of his."





 "Oh really?  Well now, aren't we the curious little kitty," Sarah said with an amused look.





 "Well, curiosity is the root of all knowledge after all.  Anyway, the second time I checked out what he was workin' on, he was drawing the exact same monster...and the third time too.  That's all he draws.  He draws it in different positions and what not, but it's always that one particular thing, and it always seems to be in a bedroom."





 Sarah looked over at him again, and suddenly he looked up, as though he could feel that someone was looking at him.  He quickly scanned the room, and in less than two seconds his eyes locked with hers.  She wanted to look away, and she knew it was rude to sit there staring at him like that, but she just couldn't seem to manage it.  He didn't look away either.  Every second that passed felt like minutes, and she could feel her heart pounding in her chest.  She didn't know why, but for some reason she felt drawn to him.  A sad sort of a half-smile played at his lips, and then he looked back down at his notebook and returned to his drawing.





 Even after he'd looked away, Sarah found that she couldn't. Tina finally snapped her fingers in front of her face a few times, but even then she couldn't stop staring at him.  Jarrod glanced up once again, just briefly, but then he quickly re-focused himself on his drawing.  Finally, Tina picked up her tray and slammed it back down with a bang.  Sarah jerked back in surprise as she grabbed her chest, and then looked at her apologetically.





 "Oh god, I'm so sorry!  I didn't mean to fade out on you like that," she said.  Tina looked back at Jarrod over her shoulder for a moment, and then back at Sarah.





 "It's ok.  He's cute, isn't he?  In fact, some girls might just think he's a serious piece of hotness," she said with a knowing grin.





 "Yeah, he is...I guess," Sarah stammered.





 "Would you happen to be one of those girls?" Tina asked, giving her a sly look.





 "Me?  Well, uhhh...yeah, I think he's...nice...I guess," Sarah said awkwardly.  She wasn't sure why she was having such a hard time getting the words out, but she was slightly embarrassed about the fact that she was so transparent.





 "Tell you what.  How about we just go over there and find out if he's nice or not?  I mean, no one ever talks to him hardly other than the teachers, so maybe he could use a friend or two," Tina suggested.





 "Yeah, I guess so.  I mean, if you don't think he'd mind.  Sometimes when someone's a loner, they just wanna stay that way, ya know?"





 "I don't think he's a loner by choice.  I've thought about trying to talk to him a bunch of times, but there never really seemed to be a time where it felt right.  I feel really bad for him though.  First he loses his dad, and then to lose the rest of your family the way he did...well that just sucks.  Having no friends to talk to about it sucks even more.  That's why I'm thinkin' that maybe he'd like some company.  Hell, maybe you'll even get lucky and he'll want more than that," she said with another grin that made her eyes sparkle.  Sarah looked back at Jarrod and smiled as some rather impure thoughts filled her mind.



"Yeah, ok.  Let's do it.  The worst he could do is to tell us to leave him alone," Sarah said as they picked up their trays and then headed on over to where Jarrod was sitting.





 He didn't seem to be aware of their presence as they approached the table, so they stood there awkwardly for a few moments, waiting for him to notice them.  When he didn't, Tina finally announced their presence by clearing her throat loudly.  That got his attention, and as he glanced up at them, Sarah noted with a great deal of sadness that it almost seemed as though he couldn't believe that anyone wanted to talk to him.





 "Hi, I'm Tina, and this is my friend Sarah.  We just thought you might like a little company.  You seemed so lonely sittin' over here all by yourself."



"Oh, uhhh...yeah.  I mean, please...sit down," he said as if he hadn't even considered any sort of a need or desire for company for a very long time.

Standing up in a gentlemanly fashion, he waited for them to take their seats opposite him before he sat back down.





 "Sarah here was asking me about the gorgeous guy in her art class this morning, so I thought that rather than just telling her who you are, I'd bring her over here to meet you.  That way, I could meet you as well," Tina said.  Sarah blushed several shades of red, and then smiled in a way that made her feel like a total idiot.  Reaching under the table, she gave Tina a hard smack on the leg, which only served to get a little giggle out of her.





 "So...I see you're an artist," Sarah said in an effort to get the conversation going.





 "Smooth...," Tina whispered sideways to her as she tried to hold back her laughter.  That earned her another smack on the leg, but she didn't care.  She was having way too much fun watching her squirm, and was simply delighting in the awkwardness of it all.





 "Yeah, I guess so...if that's what you'd call it," he said.  His voice was even, and he seemed as though he wasn't used to interacting with anyone his own age.  Sarah wondered if he was really that much of a loner, or if it was it more that he was just alone and lonely?





 "May I look?" she asked, genuinely interested to see what was in the book.  He considered her request for a moment, and it seemed as though he were having some sort of an internal debate about whether or not he should allow them to see what was in his notebook.  Finally, after a few moments of deliberation, he reached out and slid it over to her.





 There was something about the look in his eyes as she placed her hand on the notebook and turned it around in front of her.  He was staring at her intently, almost like he was waiting for something.  For what though?  To see what she thought of his drawings?  No, there was more to it than that.  She wasn't sure what it was, but she could sense that there was more to him than he let anyone see.  Some pain inside that only he understood.  She smiled at him awkwardly, and then carefully opened it to the first page.  His expression remained impassive, but those eyes...there was something in them that said more than any words ever could.  Tina seemed to be somewhat oblivious to it.  She was far more interested in looking at the drawings, since this was the first time she'd been able to get a really good look at them.  She'd been curious about them for so long, and now here they were, right in front of her.





 The book was filled with hand drawn pictures of some kind of a monster, though it wasn't readily apparent what it actually was.  The closest comparison she could make to anything she'd seen before was that it was something akin to a troll.  The pictures at the beginning of the notebook were very rough and amateurish looking, almost as though...  It was then that it hit her.  He must have started drawing these after his family disappeared.  As she went from page to page, the drawings subsequently became more detailed and artistic.  Obviously as he'd gotten older, his drawing skills had developed exponentially.





 From the scale of it compared with the surroundings in the pictures, she figured that this thing had to be well over six feet tall, if not closer to seven.  Its muscles bulged under mottled skin, and it seemed to have scraggly hair growing sparsely over its shoulders and back.  Its arms were thick, and its hands were large enough that they seemed almost out of proportion with the rest of it.  It had no hair on its head, a relatively small nose, and long, terrifying looking incisors.  Its forehead was low, and its brow protruded out above its eyes.





 It looked as though the creature had emerged from what appeared to be the closet in his bedroom, and each drawing showed various moments of the horrific encounter.  One drawing showed the creature grabbing his little brother.  The next showed his mother trying to save him from the creature by grabbing its arm and pulling with a terrified but determined look on her face.  The next showed Jarrod desperately tugging on her waist in an effort to help pull her and his brother away from the creature.  Finally, she came to a drawing of Jarrod standing in his room alone.  The look he'd drawn on his face in the picture was absolutely heartbreaking, and Sarah quickly realized that it was the same look he had in his eyes now.  It was a combination of sadness, loss, and desperation, but there was more to it than that.  She finally understood why he drew these pictures.  Whatever happened, it had traumatized him in ways that were unimaginable, and compounding that with the fact that no one had ever believed his story, that left him with absolutely no one to talk to...no one he could share his pain with.  He was truly alone.





 Sarah closed the book and slid it half way back across the table.  She didn't know what to say.  It was finally Tina who broke the silence.





 "Jeez, you're a really great artist.  I had no idea you were that good."





 Jarrod said nothing as he sat there with his eyes locked on Sarah's.  His look was so intense that she became hopelessly lost in it, and was unable to look away.  Finally, Tina started feeling a little awkward, so she smacked Sarah's leg under the table to snap her out of it.





 "Oh, yeah!  I mean, they're amazing!" she said blinking her eyes rapidly as she sat there looking embarrassed again.  "I...well, I mean, Tina told me what happened.  I'm new here, but I guess everyone around here at the time heard about it."





 "They believed what they wanted to believe," Jarrod said bitterly as he reached out and pulled the notebook the rest of the way back across the table so that it was lying directly in front of him.  "They never wanted to hear the truth.  The more I tried to tell 'em what happened, the less they wanted to hear it.  Finally, they sent me to talk to some stupid therapist who said I that was deluding myself with manufactured memories to cover up the trauma of losing my family.  But hey, I was just some stupid fourteen-year-old, right?  I couldn't possibly know what I'd seen.  Hell, for a while they were even questioning me like they thought I did something to them."





 "Wait a minute.  So you're saying that thing in the drawings...that's what you saw that night?  That all actually happened?" Tina asked, though she wasn't really sure if she wanted to know the answer.





 "What difference does it make?" he said incredulously.  "If I say yes, then I'm a total psycho.  If I say no, and that this is all just something that I draw for fun, then I'm a liar.  I can't win either way."





 "I believe you," Sarah suddenly blurted out.  She didn't even know what had possessed her to say it, she just knew that it needed to be said.  Tina looked at her for a moment and then looked back at Jarrod.  For once, she really didn't know what to say.





 "What?" he asked, his eyes narrowing.





 "I believe you.  If you say this is what you saw, then I believe you," Sarah said again.





 "Why?" he asked.  He was looking at her suspiciously now, like he expected this to all be some sort of a joke to ridicule him.





 Tina was grabbing her leg and squeezing it in warning.  This was all starting to get a little too weird for her, but Sarah just shrugged it off.  She reached out and pulled the notebook back over to her again before opening it.





 "Think about it Tina," she said as she flipped through the pages.  "Why would he draw this one particular scene over and over again.  I mean, look how detailed that thing is.  What would be the purpose of any of this if it wasn't to deal with what he'd seen that night.  If something normal had happened to them, he could have just told the cops what it was and been done with it.  I mean, he was fourteen at the time.  He wasn't just some little kid who got so traumatized by what he'd seen that he had to make up some wild story just to deal with it, so why insist to the cops that this is what he saw if it wasn't the truth?  He had to have known how it would sound."





 As Sarah flipped to the last page, Tina examined it closely and then looked up at Jarrod.  It was then that she saw the same look in his eyes that Sarah had seen all along, and she knew at that moment that he'd been telling the truth.





 "My god, you really did see this, didn't you?  This really is what happened," she stammered nervously.  "What the hell was it?"



He didn't have a chance to answer, because just then the buzzer sounded the end of lunch, and they all had to head back to class.  Jarrod stood up, swung his backpack over his shoulder, and then took the notebook back from Sarah.





 "I have to get to class.  It was nice meeting you," he said, once again sounding like someone who wasn't used to people actually wanting to be around him.





 "It was nice meeting you too finally," Tina said.  She didn't know what else to say.  The whole conversation had shaken her in a way that she hadn't expected when they first approached him.





 "Jarrod," Sarah called after him as he started walking away.  He stopped, and then glanced back around at her.  Once again, the look in his eyes had her falling apart inside.





 "Jarrod, I uhhh..., I mean...I'd really like to hear your story.  The whole story.  I know no one ever believed you, but if you'd be willing to share it with me, I'd like to hear it."





 "I'd like to hear it too.  Would you maybe like to get together with us tonight?  I mean, if you're free that is.  Maybe we could meet at the park and have some take out for dinner or something.  I'm buying," Tina said.  Jarrod looked indecisive for a moment.





 "Yeah, I guess.  What time?" he asked.





 "How about seven o'clock.  That'll give us some time to rest and get settled after school.  Burgers ok, or would you prefer Chinese?"





 "Burgers would be fine, thanks.  I'm sorry, but we gotta get goin', or we're gonna be late for class.  I guess I'll see you guys tonight," he said, still looking incredibly uncomfortable.



Sarah realized that she was still staring at him.  It made her feel like a total creep, so she forced herself to stop and smiled at him instead.  He flashed her another one of those sad, half-smiles like he'd done earlier when he caught her staring at him from across the room, and then he turned and headed for the door.  Just as he was about to leave the cafeteria, he stopped for a moment and looked back her, catching her eye for just one last second.  Her heart started pounding in her chest again, but then he turned back around, and a few seconds later he was gone.





 "So, do you really believe he saw what was in that book?  I mean, that's pretty crazy, isn't it?" Tina asked.  She'd found the whole encounter rather unsettling.  Not because of Jarrod, but because of what might have happened to him.  The whole story was just surreal beyond words.





 "I don't know.  I know how crazy it sounds, but whether it's true or not, it's obvious that he believes it happened.  I guess we'll find out more about it tonight."





 "You know, I almost got burned back there," Tina said playfully.





 "Huh?  What are you talkin' about?"





 "I've seen dogs that were in heat less than you.  All that staring you guys were doing at each other was pretty crazy," Tina said with a huge grin on her face.  Sarah let out an embarrassed laugh, and then smacked her on the shoulder playfully.





 "Yeah well...I mean, look at him!  He's drop dead gorgeous, but there's more to him than that.  I don't know what it is, but I feel drawn to him for some reason.  It's like I have this burning need to find out all of his deep, dark secrets."





 "Maybe he's your soul mate," Tina suggested.  She dodged out of the way to avoid another expected smack, but Sarah only laughed.





 "Hey, you never know.  I must have a soul mate out there somewhere in the world, right?  It could be anyone.  Hell, it could even be that kid over there," she said as she pointed to a rather nerdy looking kid getting bounced around between a few of the jock types.





 "You mean the big guy with the letterman jacket?  Man, if he is your soul mate, would you consider loaning him to me for a while?  How about we work out some sort of a time share arrangement?" she asked, almost drooling over how hot the guy was.





 "No, not him.  Actually, I was talkin' about the nerdy kid," Sarah said, pointing more directly toward the poor guy who was getting bounced around.  "I was just saying that it could be anyone.  If it happens to be Jarrod, then I ain't gonna complain."





 "No, I wouldn't either if I were you.  I suppose you're right though.  Love is where you find it, but lust ain't too bad either, is it?" Tina asked.  Sarah didn't answer. She just rolled her eyes and laughed.





 "Come on, we're gonna be late to class. What do you have next?" she asked.





 "I got P.E. next.  Why can't I have it in the morning when it's cool, instead of in the afternoon when it's all hot and stuff?  I'll end up a nasty, sweaty mess by the end of it.  Plus, it's not exactly fun having it right after lunch either.  If I have to run track or somethin' like that, I'll probably puke all over the place," Tina complained.  Sarah shot her a sympathetic look.

"Well, on the bright side, if you do puke all over the track, at least you won't have to run anymore."





 "Yeah, but I can't puke every day, and what if they make me clean it up?  Ugh...anyway, let's get goin' so I can get this over with," Tina said as she threw her backpack over her shoulder.  "Meet me outside of the main building where we met this morning after sixth period.  We'll swap numbers, and I'll give you directions to my house.  We can meet up there tonight, and then we'll go from there to pick up the food before we head down to the park."





 "Sounds good," Sarah said as they exited the cafeteria.



  Chapter 2


  The rest of the day went far more easily than Sarah had anticipated it would.  Usually after lunch she was ready to pass out for an afternoon nap, but their encounter with Jarrod had her brain working overtime.  So much so that she almost got in trouble during her fifth period history class.  As she sat there staring out the window with her mind racing, Mr. Davidson, another one of those generic looking teacher types, broke her out of her trance by dropping a heavy book on his desk with a loud bang.



  "Miss Berman," he said casually as he picked the book up and set it aside.  All eyes were suddenly on her, and a few of the other students started giggling. "I know this is a history class, but I do expect you to be with us in the here and now when you're in my classroom."


  "Sorry Mr. Davidson," Sarah replied meekly as she sunk down into her desk.


  She lucked out on her sixth period class.  Somehow she'd managed to score study hall as her last period of the day.  She'd purposely knocked out her P.E. credits during her first two years of high school just to get them out of the way, so she wouldn't have to suffer through it now like Tina had to.  Then again, sweating her butt off in P.E. probably would have been far preferable to getting embarrassed in front of her whole history class.





 Once she'd settled herself into a desk, she pulled out a book and pretended to read it.  The teacher that was in there with them seemed more interested in her fashion magazine than she was in watching over the class, so she probably would have been safe just sitting there doing nothing at all.  Miss Silverstone was a young woman, probably in her mid-twenties, and couldn't have been out of college for all that long.  Sarah wondered briefly if she just wasn't a very good teacher, and as such had been relegated to watching over a room full of kids without having to actually teach them anything.  That thought passed as quickly as it appeared though, as her mind quickly drifted back to their encounter with Jarrod.  She just couldn't stop thinking about him.  He seemed so broken.  Something really traumatic obviously happened to him, but she was having a hard time wrapping her head around the whole monster thing.  When she'd looked into his eyes, there weren't lies in there looking back at her.  There was nothing but sorrow, loss, and loneliness.  As impossible as his story sounded, she was convinced that he was telling the truth, at least as far as he remembered it.



After a while she grew tired of the charade with the book, so she put it away and pulled out a few pieces of paper instead.  She started doodling a little cartoon dog she always enjoyed drawing when she was bored, only this time she made a bunch of little hearts around it and wrote Jarrod's name in a swirly pattern between them.  When she was finished, she smiled to herself, thinking what a girlie thing it was to be doing that.  Why had she become so instantly obsessed with someone she'd just met?



With nothing else to do, she spent the rest of her study hall time doodling, until at last the buzzer sounded announce the end of the school day.  There must have been a speaker she'd missed noting on her map, because wherever it was, it damn near shook the fillings out of her teeth.



She grabbed her backpack and quickly made her way to the front of the school where she found Tina standing there people watching with a really amused look on her face.  Seeing her standing there, Sarah wondered how someone as beautiful as she was had avoided falling into the hot girl clique.  She certainly would have fit in appearance-wise, but Tina lacked the shallowness and arrogance that would have been required to hang out with those types.  She just seemed so normal and funny, and Sarah absolutely loved that about her.





 Tina waved at her and flashed her a great big smile, which Sarah returned enthusiastically.  She noticed immediately that Tina didn't look any the worse for wear after her fifth period P.E. class.  In fact, she looked like she'd spent the whole of sixth period making herself up again, though she knew that wasn't the case.  Tina's beauty
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