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A LARGE BROWN WOLF climbed through a stony ravine step-by-step. Under normal circumstances he preferred to trot at a fast pace—invigorated by the wind rushing against his muzzle. At the present, he mourned. A grief so deep it wounded the very roots of his soul. His life-long friend from his youth had gone the way of all the earth, to beyond the firmament where all life went when their time on earth was finished. He would have laughed at himself out loud if only he were physically able to. There he was—alone with his thoughts—reciting one of the Elder’s preachings already! He missed his friend more than he thought, and it had been only an hour.

While normal wolves did not name each other, the brown wolf had been called Ansolam from his birth over two hundred years before the present day. Large was an understatement for his true size. Compared to his distant cousins—common gray and brown wolves—Ittaries like himself boasted a stature that rivaled the greatest bears. Ittaries were unrivaled in speed and strength as well, time being the only enemy their swift legs couldn’t outrun—their teeth and claws unable to dispatch.

Ansolam was aware the time for the Elder’s passing was soon to come. The Elder, or Rovanok as he was named at birth, waxed old in years. The Ittaries species of wolf lived much longer than their distant cousins. Rovanok was nearing his third century of life and Ittaries generally did not live passed three-hundred years. Even Ansolam—being a Seer and knowing things of the future—could not have predicted the exact day of the Elder’s passing, or even the manner in which it would happened. He still held onto the hope that Rovanok’s soul was on earth and failed to move on to the Hereafter for the time being. 

A small hope.

Aside from grief, Ansolam had regrets as well.

If Ansolam had known it was to be the last time he spoke to the Elder he would have handled his frustrations in a different manner. He argued with Rovanok. Not with audible voices as humans communicated with, but in their thoughts. Ittaries communicated telepathically, interpreting each other’s emotions and speaking words across a great Void that connected the Ittaries together. Ansolam would never forget the sadness and disappointment he felt from Rovanok for the rest of his days.

The Elder would never have admitted it, but the great wolf could be stubborn—more so when it came to important matters of life and death. Ansolam had tired to convince Rovanok of the danger that was coming, as he often did when visions came to him. When he initially brought up the subject, Ansolam had no intention of being cross with his friend, but at times, Rovanok refused to listen to reasonable concerns. 

Ireniken—the Dark Wolf as he was appropriately named—sought the Elder’s life on multiple occasions, as well as all those who opposed to what he believed was the Ittaries’ ultimate destiny. This particular time around, he had gathered the support of a substantially large pack to assist with his designs. 

Rovanok defeated Ireniken several times over the last century and a half. Always, he left Ireniken with his life in hopes the young wolf would change his ways. At times, Ireniken walked upright and yielded to the Old Ways, but he never could walk the straight path for long. 

Ireniken was born a Shadow Wolf—Ittaries that were almost the equal of an Alpha in strength and size. However, Shadow Wolves lacked certain qualities and abilities that only an Alpha possessed. The Elder always hinted it was something greater than pride or jealousy that drove Ireniken to his actions, but it was a topic he would not even discuss with somebody as close to him as Ansolam. All Rovanok said on the matter was that Ireniken firmly believed in his cause, and given enough time, the Dark Wolf would come to the pure senses the Creator gave him from birth, so he could see the truth with open eyes.

In Ansolam’s opinion, the Elder’s greatest folly was allowing his enemies to leave in peace. He let dangerous creatures go with their lives intact—a more grievous folly. It was all because a naïve hope for change in the individual Ittaries. 

The Dark Wolf wasn’t the only one to seek the Elder’s life in his almost three centuries walking the earth. There was Baelstorm the Jackal and the dreaded Juggernaut, who even Ansolam didn’t think Rovanok would be victorious when he faced the humongous Ittaries alone. The Elder, by luck or divine intervention, always was victorious over every foe—the only adversary impossible to survive being time itself. Even then, he might have found a way to do so.

More recently, Ansolam witnessed a terrible vision. It was of Ireniken, who amassed an enormous pack to wage a war, not just on Ittaries, but humans as well. Any human and wolf alike that stood in his way were slaughtered.

In the vision, Ansolam saw the Elder leading an equally sized pack to stand up to Ireniken. The war was bloody, and the death toll so great it was to the point of the extinction of their race—but the Elder won. Ireniken was defeated and the world was at peace again.

Ansolam’s visions were never wrong and came true one way or another. It wasn’t always in the exact pattern he saw things play out, but the end result never changed. With the Elder’s passing, Ansolam was unsure of himself. Somehow, the Elder would defeat the Dark Wolf. He had to. If the legends were true there was still a way for it to happen.

Ansolam had almost reached his destination.

There was a secret meeting place where the rest of what he called the ‘Elder’s Pack’ was in hiding. The pack wasn’t as large as he liked. Ideally, he had hoped to return with the news that Rovanok agreed to lead them to war against the Dark Wolf. With the Elder’s backing the pack had potential to swell in numbers overnight—perhaps within hours. Now, Ansolam was unsure what the fate of the fledgling resistance would be. The Elder agreed to lead before he falters the world, but news of his death had potential to very well break apart the pack Ansolam struggled to put together.

He approached the bushes, making his presence known hundreds of paces in advance. They would already know he was coming. Ittaries possessed a heightened sense of perception and could sense each other for miles, some for hundreds of miles. 

The pack had already turned to face him well before he completely exited the bushes. A scent of anticipation filled the area, but was replaced by worry just as fast. Ansolam had a strong heart and mind, but not even he could conceal his anguish over the Elder’s death—nor did he want to.

“Ansolam,” a voice entered his mind, “what troubles you? Did the Elder give an answer?” It was a large tan wolf named Dorado. He was probably the closest friend to Ansolam besides Rovanok. 

Ansolam put his head down and opened his thoughts so all Ittaries in the vicinity could hear his mind. “The Elder has gone the way of all the earth,” he said with more callousness than he meant. However, blunt was his why, and besides, it was the only way he could say the words he needed to.

Sorrow filled the patch of trees and rocks where they gathered like a flood of water. Some wolves howled in grief, while others mourned in silence. Ansolam would let them grieve. As Rovanok taught, cleansing the body of sorrow was a strength—not a weakness. A negative emotion trapped inside was a toxin that needed expulsion.

“How?” an Ittaries named Pylonis asked.

“The Elder was stricken with years,” Ansolam answered, “he passed from the world in peace. He died in the land of his birth.” More howls came, more sorrow filled the air. Also a new scent—defeat.

Dorado came forward. “I have deep respect for the Elder as everyone knows, and my heart grieves for the loss of a great teacher and leader. But what does this mean for our resistance?”

Ansolam expected this. While others continued to mourn, some were upset over Dorado’s question. A good number thought as Dorado did, and looked to Ansolam for an answer.

“His orders were clear,” Ansolam said to them, “do not engage Ireniken until he makes an official move towards war.” The gathering was filled with confusion and frustration. Ansolam felt the same way they did. It was what caused all the arguing before the Elder died. Many voices cried 'why’, while only one asked how they could even fight the war now.

“With the Elder gone,” Dorado’s voice came, “who can defeat Ireniken? Only an Alpha is strong enough to defeat a Shadow Wolf.”

“The Elder said his two brothers that still walk the earth should be willing to assist if asked,” Ansolam said. “They are Alphas just like him. The Elder also mentioned that Orion the Guardian and his pack would help. I’m certain any friend of the Elder will come to our aid when the time is right.”

“But ... did you not say in your visions it was the Elder himself that would defeat the Dark Wolf?” the voice pained Ansolam. It belonged to Ilenya, the Elder’s life-mate. Strange ... she wasn’t filled with sorrow like the others. She should be the one  mourning the most. “That was in your visions, correct?” She walked into view now—pure white fur and about half his size. She was a thing of beauty amongst Ittaries. 

“My visions don’t always happen exactly as I see,” Ansolam sent the thoughts in a careful manner as to not betray he was concealing details, “but the end result is always the same. The Dark Wolf will be defeated.”

“What do we do?” a few Ittaries asked at once.

“We do as the Elder asked,” Ansolam turned from Ilenya, “we wait. When Ireniken decides to move, so do we. Go to your families, spread the news of the Elder’s death. I will speak to Orion and the Elder’s brothers personally.” With that said, the wolves dispersed and left the meeting place. 

One remained behind. It was Ilenya, and Ansolam didn’t need to be a Seer to know why she stayed. She would wait until all were well out of range before talking to him. “You lie, Ansolam,” she finally said.

“I wish it was a lie, Ilenya,” Ansolam put his head down. “I know how hard this must be. You were one of the last subjects he spoke of before his eyes closed for good.”

The white wolf growled, and anger filled her emotions. “There is something you hold back, Ansolam. Tell me the truth! If any Ittaries deserves to know it is I.”

Ansolam strengthened his thoughts and spoke. “This is where his body lays.” He sent the image to her. “Go and see. I am really sorry for your loss.”

She growled again and trotted away. Ansolam went on his way in the opposite direction. When he was miles away from her it was safe to think the dangerous thoughts he held back. Ilenya was right, he did hold back information. He did lie in a way, but it was all necessary. The Elder wanted it that way.

Rovanok had died in the natural sense. When Ilenya would come to the spot she would find the Elder’s body. His spirit though—if the sayings were true—was still on the earth right then in another vessel. Ansolam would reveal that information to no Ittaries until he absolutely had to. Rovanok ordered everyone to follow in his footsteps if and when the time called for that action. For Ansolam’s visions to come true, it would come to that. 

Ansolam continued the long journey to where Orion and his pack were. He was planning too much in his head for grief to completely overtake him. 
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CHRISTOPHER BLYTHE sweated from exertion and intense pain, the adrenaline still pumping hundreds of beats per minute making his heart feel it would burst and splinter his ribs. The summer night was surprisingly cool, but his whole body felt on fire from the open wounds still bleeding. The rage he felt moments before dissipated, leaving him so empty it was difficult to remember what happened the last few minutes. The incident ended so fast everything was a blur. 

He looked down at his hands to see them covered in blood, and it wasn’t his own. “What have I done?” he groaned, and his eyes fell on a mangled corpse at his feet. It was a grown man, probably in his thirties by the looks.

Though his face was bloodied and broken, Chris could see the look of shock frozen on the man’s eyes. Though, when he attacked Chris he wasn’t a man at all. Chris had no idea there were others out there like he and Brittney, yet alone a malevolent sort.

He was starting to shake now—the disturbing realization setting upon his consciousness. He was a murderer! What was he to do at that point? He could call the police, but what would he say? They would think him mad and lock him up for sure. Perhaps he deserved that fate. Chris looked around. There wasn’t a soul in sight, maybe he could hide the body somewhere nobody would find it.

Chris was startled as the park sprinklers turned on and began to water the grass. He quickly ran to one to get the blood off his hands and clothing. While he thought of what to do next, a voice whispered, “Christopher. ...”.

The young man froze. He looked from side to side and saw he was alone. “Christopher. ...” The voice came again, a little more clear.

“He ... hello?” he asked. Not only was he a killer, but he was hearing voices now?

“You are not hearing voices,” the same voice came, “I am as real as you are, young cub.”

“Who are you?” Chris asked out loud.

“Somebody who has been with you for a long time,” the voice answered, and Chris felt ... sadness coming from the voice. “I apologize for what transpired tonight.”

“I’m a killer,” Chris muttered, wanting to cry but the tears would not come.

“It was self-defense,” the voice said trying to comfort him, “and if anyone is responsible for the death, it is I. I am the one who made you what you are.”

Chris nodded. “If you gave me this ability, then do you have any advice as to what I should  do now?”

“Your life is in danger,” the voice said, and a feeling of urgency came with it. “I saw a brief glimpse into his mind. I know who he served and the threat it represents. I can make all of this go away. You will be safe for a time, but it will come with a heavy price.”

Chris thought a moment and nodded. “Whatever the price is, I’ll pay it.”

The voice carried remorse. “You won’t remember any of this. Anything having to do with your Gift—it will be gone. Including all memories of the one you love. It will be physically and mentally painful, unlike anything you’ve experienced before.”

It meant all of his memories of Brittney would be gone. Everything he felt for her, the whole wonderful school year they had together—the best moments of his life. But, if she knew he was a killer? ... It was better this way. “Please, do it,” Chris said 

Chris’ head started to hurt. A dull throb and then excruciating pain. His whole body felt as if it was tossed through a furnace full of sharp objects. He screamed and ran blindly into the streets. The last thing he remembered seeing were the headlights of a truck heading right for him. When it struck at full speed, everything went dark. 
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: An Ordinary Day


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


5 YEARS LATER. ...

It was a downpour, a relentless torrent of raindrops so thick they were visible even without the glow of bright yellow headlights. Christopher Blythe squinted his eyes tight to see beyond the large windshield of the ambulance he drove. Even with the aid of the two lamps in front and red lights flashing on top it was hard to navigate through the endless wall of water. He was grateful the other drivers on the road had the common decency to pull over to the side so he could pass with ease. From what the dispatch reported, the accident they raced to was serious. As with any call, he only hoped they were fast enough to make a difference.

“Where are we, Rich?” Chris asked. The two men were well used to each other’s ‘stressed out tones’ already. “I can’t see a thing in this storm!”

Rich, his taller and more slender partner checked the portable GPS. “The street up ahead should be Hampton,” he scanned the gadget some more. “The wreck is off a country road called Riverton.” Chris nodded without a “thank you”. He could trust Rich—they had worked together since graduating the paramedic program.

Chris kept his foot on the gas, adrenaline pumping almost as hard the rain hitting the ambulance roof—but at least it was working. It was a near impossibility to do the job without that particular gland kicking into overdrive. Everything shut off but his sheer physical strength and stamina until the patient or patients were at the hospital and free from their medical responsibility. Chris squinted, and through the rain saw the four-way stop that he was trusting as a landmark. He approached the intersection at a crawl, and made a right-hand turn.

The flashing lights of the fire engines and police cars were visible—if minimally—but Chris drove the ambulance forward without apprehension until he came to one of the officers directing the EMS traffic. The scene was secure from the looks, road flares with their bright burn were in place to block oncoming cars, and Chris was directed where to park. Another ambulance or two would be coming within minutes of his arrival. A quick look around, Chris could see the scene was as bad as the dispatch described. 

A black SUV—at least that’s what he thought it used to be—looked split in two by the sturdy oak tree it must swerved into when flying off the main road. A smaller vehicle, silver Chevy of the sedan type, had its front end smashed in like a tin accordion. To make matters worse it was turned on its side. 

Without a word to each other, Chris and Rich hopped out and opened the back to pull out the gurney and whatever other supplies they thought were needed. It was routine to both of them by then, but each case had to be treated with delicacy. Sure, they were used to the sort of thing, but caution and keen wits were always a must when dealing with the lives of other people. An officer walked up to them and before the older man could speak Chris asked, “What’s the situation?”

“I only spoke with one party so far,” the officer pointed to the Chevy. “The teens driving said it was a head-on collision. Couldn’t see each other through the rain until it was too late.”

Chris nodded. “Any casualties? What kinds of injuries do you know of?” There were bound to be obvious signs of trauma. It was rare anyone escaped without any major or minor injuries from a wreck that severe.

“SUV passenger is unresponsive,”  the officer replied, “probable head trauma. The driver is unconscious but breathing. The firemen are still trying to pry them out. The two kids from the Chevy have minor lacerations and bruising, but are standing on their own two feet at the moment.”

Chris nodded again and signaled to Rich. They spoke with the passengers of the Chevy and the teens insisted they didn’t need treatment, but instead begged them to help the passengers of the SUV. Chris and Rich walked on through the slippery mud towards the tree where the firemen worked hard to get the door off the battered vehicle.

Chris was startled a little when the man in the driver’s seat sprang to life. “My son!” he shouted. “My son, is he okay?” He tried to turn in a frantic motion. “Gloria? He looked to where his wife should have been but likely only saw the tree. “Gloria!” He shouted again. “Are you? ...” He started to wail. Chris pulled out his flashlight and shined it into the window of the back seat.

In a booster seat was a six year-old boy with a dark purple bruise on his forehead. Chris’ heart almost came to a stop. He was used to seeing trauma and death, but gazing upon a child in such conditions was something he would never get used to. “Back here!” he shouted. “We have a little boy—looks like he’s still breathing!” He tried to open the door but realized the lock was jammed.

“Get my son!” the father cried out. “Save him!”

“We’re going to have to pry the door off,” one of the firemen said above the wind.

“Just tell me what I can help with,” Chris shouted, but his stress made it more contentious than he meant. The fireman nodded and they began to work.

At moments like that Chris had learned to leave his mind in a way. Sure, he was physically and mentally there—aware of everything that was happening around him and cognizant of the actions he was required to do. However, in his thoughts he whisked himself back to happier times. 

If it wasn’t happy memories, it was inspiring things that soothed and calmed his nerves so that he didn’t crack under the pressure of saving a life. It was sometimes a difficult feat to achieve—and when a child’s life was at stake almost impossible—but for whatever reason, right then it came with ease. A miracle.

His thoughts drifted to his hometown of Grafton, West Virginia—the small town where he grew up. There wasn’t always any rhyme or reason for where his mind wandered to, but it was always where it needed to be.

His house growing up wasn’t the greatest. He didn’t live in a poor neighborhood, but his house never seemed big enough for needs of himself and his family. There was always something malfunctioning whether it be electrical or plumbing in nature. His dad, however, was some kind of genius when it came to working with his hands. When he wasn’t busy working as an engineer for the city, he was patching up all the things that went haywire in their home. 

His income was modest—only able to cover the necessities with little extra. It was a disappointment at times, but the older Chris grew the more he realized how lucky they had been to have what they did. They would have been better off financially if his mom worked, but Chris was grateful she decided to be a stay-at-home parent. It was always nice, if not necessary, having one of them there at all times.

He was the middle child. He had an older brother and a younger sister. Daryl joined the Navy when he turned twenty and it was rare that Chris saw his older brother anymore. He was always deployed at sea or in some other country—whether it be for business or pleasure. His little sister, Elizabeth, got married at eighteen—despite their parents wishes and mild discouragement. She moved with her husband a couple of states away up north. She at least came to visit with her two kids on the holidays. 

Chris viewed his life as average, never thinking himself extraordinary or anything in the fine arts or sports throughout his life. He had friends like everyone else, but only a few had ever been what he considered ‘close’. As far as academics went he wasn’t an outstanding student. He did sports but was never the over-achiever or award winner. In fact, he was never sure why growing up in Grafton was amongst his fondest memories. Fond might not have been the right word, but his subconscious pulled him to his younger life often. 

His junior year in high school always seemed the highlight of his younger life.

It was hard to tell why, since he had memory loss that wiped out any recollection of it. He had been struck by a truck one night when he was out walking—which was odd enough as it was since he wasn’t a stickler for casual exercise. It was a miracle or stupid luck that he escaped any serious physical injuries, but for some reason he couldn’t remember much of what happened that entire school year. The doctors at the hospital said he must have hit his head and was ailed with short term amnesia, though there were no tests that came back positive to prove he had any sort of head injuries. 

It was strange. He had lost a whole year of his life. For whatever reason, he remembered feeling extremely happy and lucky that year even though he never figured out the reason why. 

His senior year went by as though his junior year never happened, but near graduation he realized what wanted to be when he ‘grew up’. There was a career fair that had a booth set up by the local EMS that intrigued him. 

Chris spoke with a couple of paramedics, and one of them happened to be part of the pair that took him to the hospital after his accident. Chris always had a yearning to help people and  a desire to save lives for a living, and after learning more about what paramedics did he decided that was what he would be the rest of his life. It was a line of work that would never make him rich, but it was a rewarding career in other aspects.

After graduation, Chris went to work at a small grocery store in town and saved up enough money for college tuition. It took some time, but he was accepted at Pierpont Community and Technical in a city called Fairmont. He was excited to move from the small town that started to feel more like a prison, and live in a big city. 

While in school a lot of his classmates went out to party on weekends, but not Chris Blythe. He pledged early on in the school year to put all his time and energy into his studying. After all, it wasn’t his parents supporting him, it was himself. If he failed it was his time and money lost. With his efforts he managed to graduate with a 3.7 GPA, and highest honors when getting his associates degree. More importantly, he passed the test to get licensed to work as a paramedic in the state of  West Virginia.

It was fortunate for him that his father was friends with the owner of an ambulance company in a city called New Castle. Chris snatched up the job he was offered and went to work right away—it was an opportunity he couldn’t refuse nor afford to pass-up. At age twenty-one, he was already doing what he wanted to do in life.

“He’s out!” shouted one of the fireman. The boy was rescued. 

Chris was relieved by the news, and surprised by how much he was sweating even in the cold rain. It was still a downpour, but the faint claps of the policeman could be heard. It was always a good feeling when something that could have been tragic had a happy ending. Happy for the boy anyway.

The boy was freed from the seat belt with some cutting sheers, and he was lifted in an overcautious manner from the mangled van to the backboard they had on the gurney. Chris was no doctor, but he didn’t suspect any neck injury. There was definite head trauma, but they always played it safe regardless of the scenario. The boy was secured to a back-board while Rich took the vital signs. 

“Normal BP,” Rich said over the wind and rain, “respiratory rate is a little too slow. ...” Chris nodded and reached for a hand pump and mask. “Other than that,” Rich said as he finished his examination, “there appears to be no other visible injuries except the bump on his head.” He would be okay at least—Chris had seen people come out on top of it from worse.

The boy was loaded up in the back of the ambulance and Chris took the wheels while his partner took care of the boy in the back. The rain started to calm a little, which made one less stress getting to the hospital. He blared the sirens and lights and sped away—it was still an emergency. The boy could have had a brain bleed that needed tending to. The faster he got a CT in the emergency room the better. He radioed the West New Castle Hospital dispatch to let them know the injured child was in transit.

Chris looked at a picture he had taped up on the dashboard. It portrayed a beautiful woman his age with blonde hair and the most amazing green eyes he had ever seen.

Kylie Owens. ...

The woman he was in love with. The source of all his happiness. His thoughts often drifted to her when he was racing back to the hospital with the injured or sick. With her on his mind he seemed to be able to get through anything.

He clearly remembered the first day he ever saw her. It was almost love at first sight for him, though for her it was a much slower process. It was a time when Chris’ savings were running low and he picked up a part-time job as a bag boy at a Shop-n-Save in Fairmont. Kylie was a clerk working in the floral department. 

She was going to school at the time also, finishing up her credentials for teaching. Chris immediately started talking to her everyday, but Kylie seemed annoyed for the most part— at the beginning. After an unrelenting persistence of talking to her in the break-room enough times they developed a friendship. The casual conversation turned to dates, and the dating turned into the best relationship he could ever have hoped to have.

When she was finished with school one of her professors helped her get a job at one of New Castle’s two high schools. Chris was happy and depressed at the same time for her. He was stuck in Fairmont when she moved away. It was a trial, but they made things work with the distance until he got his license and moved there as well. Things had been wonderful ever since. 

Chris and Rich got the boy to the hospital in under twenty minutes and passed him off to the emergency room staff. As he often did for patients he brought in, Chris said a silent prayer the boy would be fine. He felt bad. The boy’s mom was gone and he didn’t even know it yet. Chris tried not to dwell on circumstances like that—it was the only way not to crack when seeing tragedies everyday. To him, it was always more a tragedy when kids were involved.
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THE REST OF HIS FORTY-eight hour shift was rather typical. 

There were several other calls he and his partner had to respond to. Some were serious, while others were what they referred to as ‘nose bleed’ situations. They pulled over somewhere to eat when needed, and went back to the company station to sleep whenever they could. Several times they had to restock supplies, and toss out any expired or damaged products. There was always something to be done.

Finally, it was six in the evening when his shift was over. He showered up, changed into some normal clothes and hopped into his car. His next order of business was going to meet up with a couple of friends at a place they frequented called Dallen’s Bar and Grill. They were the only two friends he really had growing up—and stayed in contact with.

One of them, Danny Fisher, he was friends with for as long as he could remember. It was easy since they lived next door to each other throughout their childhood. Danny was the athletic type, and in high school, dragged Chris along on the football and baseball teams. While Danny excelled at any sport, Chris was never really good but did it anyway. It was hard to believe Danny would ever settle down with one woman for the rest of his life, but he was married to a good friend of Kylie’s, and working as a policeman in New Castle of all places.

Then there was Jessica Sandsburry—now Jessica Flores. He didn’t meet her until his freshman year of high school. He had a crush on her when they first met, but they were never more than ‘just friends’. She had to be the coolest girl he had ever met. She was calm and easy going, and not only that, but really attractive. It came as a big surprise when he learned she was going to school to be a PA. He was happy when she got a job in a physicians group that was contracted with one of New Castle’s hospitals.

Since the three of them were closer in distance, they promised each other that at least once a week they would come together to hang out. It still amazed Chris how much each of them had grown up over the last few years. They all had the same unique personalities, just a more mature version of them. Most of the time anyway. More often than not, Kylie would be joining him but she had some sort of school activity going on and couldn’t make it.

“Table for one?” the hostess asked when he walked through the door.

“I’m meeting some friends here tonight,” Chris answered. He looked over and saw Jessica waving at him from their favorite table in the back. “I see them,” he smiled and thanked her.

Kylie was always uncomfortable around Jessica. Jessica was a very pretty woman and Chris started to think that aspect troubled his girlfriend. Or it was the fact that Kylie knew Chris thought his friend was attractive, despite him reassuring Kylie hundreds of time that he thought of Jessica as ‘just a friend’. More like a sister if anything. Chris was grateful Jessica wasn’t wearing anything revealing this time, just a t-shirt and jeans. Kylie would be asking. ...

“Sit down, Chris!” Jessica shouted. “What took you so long?”

“Traffic as usual,” Chris muttered and took a seat next to Danny and his wife, Phylis. He tried not staring at Jessica too much, not only because he was in love with Kylie but also because Jessica’s husband—Hugo—was present.

“Glad you could make it!” Danny slapped him on the shoulder a little too hard. The guy was built even before he joined the police academy.

“Kylie wasn’t available tonight?” Phylis asked in her usual timid voice.

“She got caught up in a school thing,” Chris apologized. The dark haired woman looked disappointed. At least Kylie was friends with Danny’s wife and wasn’t apprehensive around her. Sure, Phylis was pretty and all, but she didn’t flaunt her looks like Jessica. Minimal if any make-up, modest dress apparel all the time. She wasn’t the most out-going either, but she was nice.

“When are you going to propose to that poor girl, Chris?” Danny teased. “How many years now and no engagement?”

Chris shrugged. “I will when the time is right,” then he quickly changed the subject. “I’m starving! Let’s order, I’m ready for some real food!” Frozen dinners in the microwave just weren’t good enough to live off of.

He ordered his usual—a large two patty burger and a huge plate of fries on the side. His food always seemed to vanish faster than everyone else’s, a fact they liked to remind him about every week. There was always desert though. ...

They all got caught up on the week’s activities, though nothing seemed to change. Some big news would be if Jessica or Phyllis showed up to announce that they were pregnant! Danny and Jessica being parents ... now that was a strange thought. It could happen though, Chris just didn’t think he was ready for it—even if they were.

“Hey, Chris,” Danny said with a grin, “why don’t you show Phylis your tattoo? She hasn’t seen it yet!”

“It’s not in any inappropriate areas, is it?” Phylis asked, looking worried.

Chris gulped down his last bite of burger. “I don’t have a tattoo,” he told Phylis.

“Well, whatever it is,” Danny turned to his wife, “it’s pretty cool. Like a birthmark or something.”

“It’s not a birthmark either,” Chris muttered. He never liked it when Danny wanted to show off his strange mark.

“Well, what is it then?” Hugo asked. Everyone looked at Chris now.

“I don’t know,” the Chris shrugged, and pulled up the shirt sleeve on his right arm with a surrendering sigh. There it was—a dark silhouette of a lateral view of some wild dog. “It’s a scar or something, at least that’s what doctors have said.”

“Is that? ...” Phylis studied it. “It looks like the outline of a wolf’s head!”

“Sure is,” Danny laughed. “That thing made Chris really popular with the ladies back in high school.” Chris shook his head and laughed—a mixture of nervousness and embarrassment. He was never popular with any girls!

“That can’t be a scar,” Jessica felt it. “Feels completely normal. Not cold, doesn’t look necrotic. ... If it’s not a tattoo I don’t know what it could be.”

“It’s for sure not a tattoo,” Chris said annoyed. “It first showed up when I was five or so. My brother and I were attacked by a wolf while on a hike.” Chris took notice of a man with blonde hair from across the room—he was staring at him. Strange. ...

“You never told us that before!” Danny looked offended. “A wolf you say?”

Chris nodded. “Luckily for us my dad was able to fend it off and get us to safety. Darryl still has a few scratches from the ordeal, but I don’t remember any of it.”

“Well that had to be pretty traumatic,” Phylis said with a frown, “and you were so young. No wonder you forgot.”

“Chris is a little forgetful,” Danny told his wife. “He forgot one whole year of his life! He even acts as if Kylie is the first girl he ever fell in love with!”

“She is!” Chris said defensively—maybe too much so.

“Danny,” Jessica looked at him with a disapproving glare, “it’s best not to bring it up. He forgot about all that with the truck accident.”

Danny’s smile faded and he nodded. “Like I said, forgetful.”

What were those two talking about? How could he forget falling in love with somebody? He did forget his whole junior year, but if he really was in love with a girl at that time wouldn’t she have come forward with it? Maybe he didn’t want to know. Perhaps it was one of their pranks. He would just ignore it for now. “Excuse me, I have to use the restroom,” Chris said and stood up. He wasn’t faking either—he must have drank four glasses of soda, all thanks to unlimited free refills.

No need to ask for directions, he knew the diner almost as well as the townhouse where he lived. When he got out of the bathroom the same blonde man from earlier who eyed him funny was outside the door. “Excuse me,” Chris said politely.

“An interesting mark you have on your arm,” the man said—his tone a little too casual. Chris stopped in place.

“You saw it?” Chris asked. It seemed impossible considering how far away he was. “It’s just a scar.”

“It’s more than that, Christopher Blythe.”

A shiver went down his spine. “I prefer ‘Chris’, but more importantly, how do you know my name? Who are you—do we know each other?’

“The name is Jason Brown,” he extended a hand to shake and Chris took it with hesitance. “We haven’t met yet, but I know a lot about you,” Jason went on. “Also about all the things you have forgotten. The whole year of memory you lost, and why it really happened.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Chris was starting to get nervous.

“Your dad lied to you,” Jason said with a little more persistence. “A wolf never attacked you.”

“How do you know any of this?” Chris asked. “Do you have me bugged or something? You were too far away to hear us talking.”

“I heard every word with my own ears,” Jason said, “but I knew all of this before coming here tonight. The mark on your arm only confirmed your identity.”

“You must be mistaken, or crazy,” Chris said, wanting to be far away from Jason.

“Am I?” Jason rolled up the sleeve on his right arm. Chris stared in awe when he saw a mark exactly like the one he had.

“I don’t understand. ...”

“You will soon enough,” Jason stepped towards the front door of the diner and hid his arm again. “Tonight is when it all begins.”

“Wait!” Chris shouted. “Who are you really?”

“I’m a friend,” Jason said, and left the diner.

Chris was left stunned by the odd encounter. Did any of it happen, or was the lack of a good night’s sleep making him hallucinate? He walked back to the table. “What’s wrong, Chris?” Jessica asked as he sat back down. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“Maybe I did,” Chris muttered.“I just bumped into the strangest guy. ...” He looked down at his watch. “Shoot! I have to go pick up Kylie!” he left some money for his dinner and a little extra for a tip.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Jessica asked.

Chris nodded. “I’ll be fine. I just got off a forty-eight hour shift. I think with some rest it will perk me back up.” She gave a grudging nod and they said their goodbyes.
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