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Chapter One
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I have a love hate relationship with busy hours at the diner. Decent tips but high aggravation; not to mention my boss' complete lack of ability to deal with stress without trying to out scream it.

'At least Todd stayed out of sight.' I think to myself, giving my back and neck a stretch before hefting the next tray of tuna melts and stacks of pancakes. The last thing I need is that pesky genie needling Brian even further.

The rest of my shift whirls by me so fast, I don't even see Todd saunter in ready to ride home with me. When he glides into a booth across from where I'm flexing my aching feet while the reason why Todd has insisted on escorting me home plays on the news.

"The remains of a third victim were found by police dumped in a trash can at the park have yet to be identified. Police are once again advising citizens to be on their guard."

"Ahh, poor thing." Todd shook his head and crossed his legs with a flourish. "I read online what’s left of the body was mangled."

"I hope you used your own computer." I don't need viruses from those shady sites he plays around on... Again. I made him conjure up his own after that incident. Lucky for me I don’t have much of an identity to steal.

"Your gadget is as safe as houses, my dear." Todd picked at his nails and admired his rings in the bright diner lights. "Has Brian finally ended your archaic torture he poorly reimburses you for?"

"Yeah, I'm done here." I give one last stretch to give my back a chance to pop, then tug off my apron. "Brian can clean up tonight." I say loud enough for him to hear and getting a hearty "Fuck off" as a response.

"He's such a delight." Todd blew him a kiss. His olive skin flushed with delight at Brian’s discomfort as he waved, making his bracelets sing as they hit each other. He even picked turquoise hair today, like sprinkles on a sundae.

I know Brian must be tired. He didn't even flip Todd the bird.

I huddle into my jacket against the chilly night air as I make my way to my truck with Todd close by me. 

"You really think whatever's killing those people is a threat to me?" I squint as the wind blows my bangs into my eyes, making a fun game out of finding my keys.

"I like to keep my pretty things safe." Todd magics open the doors. He makes sure I'm seated before climbing in the passenger side.

"Alright, this is dumb." I start the engine to warm up and look my genie in the eyes. "You're hovering and it's driving me nuts. What is it?"

I don't like to threaten him like this but clearly something is up. I fish the little green stone from around my neck out of my coat and pinch it between my fingers. "Spill it. Why all the attention?"

Todd frowns, checking my windows. "Those mangled people were partially eaten. I can tell something is hunting around here."

I let the stone go. "And you think this is a threat to me?"

"It's a general threat but you have my gem." Todd's overly white teeth flashed in the orange glow of the street lights. 

"Gosh, I'm touched." I put my seatbelt on and back out of my space before Brian can come out and tell me to open early in the morning. Todd is not a serious being and these murders are disturbing but what really makes me anxious is watching him checking all the windows as I drive. His concern is worryingly genuine.

By the time I get home, I'm exhausted inside and out. All I want is my shower and my bed.

"Wait." Todd stops me on my walkway and I notice my front door light is out. "Who's there?"

Straining my eyes to the limit, I see a shadow near the door. A black hoodie and long legs in tattered jeans come into focus. The figure looks up and milky yellow eyes. "Need. Help."

That voice. "Thatcher?"
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"Did anyone see you come here?" Todd kept a lot of distance between him and Thatcher, who curled up on a corner of my couch with his hood over his face. He's barely recognizable; the normal reddish brown of his skin fading to chalk white around his warped and twisted mouth. Long teeth arched up his lip on one side and the disfigurement spread up to his eye, ruby red and bulbous. 

"Who this?" Thatcher ignored Todd and watched me try and get a glass of water without letting on my hands are shaking.

"I think there's some more important questions right now." I give myself credit for only flinching a little when a white, jagged, twisted, clawed excuse for a hand reached for the glass of water I offer. "What the hell happened to you and how did you find me?"

"And how long has it been since you showered?"

"Todd, shut up."

"Thanks." Thatcher maneuvered his lips to take a tiny sip but some water escaped to drip down his chin and onto the stained hoodie. "I came. Followed blood."

"Oh, I can't take this." Todd snapped his fingers in Thatcher's direction and the deformed lips painfully retreated into some semblance of a human mouth. The teeth and skin remained sharp and white, clearly inhuman. "Speak."

Thatcher reached up in awe, his more human hand touching his smooth skin.

"Can't you fix the rest?" My eyes tear up as I watch my old friend relish the feeling of his old face.

"No." Thatcher's voice came though much clearer, like plucking a memory right from my past. "This already a miracle. No cure for me."

I hate myself for thinking it but only now do I feel safe enough to sit next to my old friend. "What happened to you?"

When he looked at me, I felt thankful a human heart doesn't audibly crack. "We wanted out so bad. Remember? Didn't wanna be reservation brats sellin' ciggs to whites."

I feel my face heat up. "That's not why I left."

"Know that now." He leans back and his mangled hand fell into his lap. "We thought we were smarter than the elders. Didn't listen. Fell into the same trap. Booze. Drugs. Hurt the wrong person."

"We? Who came with you?"

"Olivia. But she was so mad." Both the swollen red eye and deep brown eye swelled with tears. "We were desperate. Hungry."

Fucking Olivia. Took all the worst vices and ran with them. "She forced you to..."

Thatcher made this sound that could have been a laugh but his throat caught the sound and choked on it. "Not innocent. Wanted. Wanted so much. Got so desperate, hungry, cold." He slumped down, hugging his long legs to make himself as small as possible. "Tired..."

"You cannot leave him there." Todd followed my every step as I got an old blanket to cover Thatcher as he snored on my couch.

"Oh, want me to call him a cab or an uber to take him to a hotel? That would be a fun conversation."

"He's transforming. And he stinks of blood." Todd snatched the blanket out of my hands. "Human blood."

"I know." I give him a sour look and take back the blanket. "He won't hurt me."

"What a dumb way to bet your life." He mumbled but I ignore him and go back to Thatcher trembling on my couch.

"The thing. Killer leaving parts. Not me." He growled, his mouth not human enough to talk normally. "Came to warn you."

"You better rest now. We can talk in the morning." I lay him down and I swear he's asleep before I can stand up again.

"Not him this time, maybe." Todd scowls down at my disfigured old friend. "But he did. That's what wendigos do. And you wanna keep one on your ratty excuse for a couch."

"He's not all the way gone."

"There is no cure for this. He will eat you if you don't kill him."

"Then we’ll just have to make sure I don't get eaten then." To make it clear this conversation is over, I walk into the bathroom and lock the door.

As I wait for the shower to warm up, I try not to let my childhood memories overwhelm me. Olivia and Thatcher were my best friends on the reservation and the three of us itched to go out into the world; get away from the heavy responsibility of tradition and what seemed like a small place when compared to off the land. We thought we were gonna go places.

'Now, none of us can ever go back.' Tears I never thought I had it in me to shed prickle my eyes but I wash them away.
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