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To “Cool” Joe Landstrom. Thanks for everything. 
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A shout out to my editor, Perry Stiller.
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Rebecca’s running shoes were well-worn like the jogging path she frequented six nights of the week. The shiny pink stripes on the side had long since faded and the white leather had been smeared with so much mud and grime that it no longer came clean. By this time next season, it was to be expected that she would either have new shoes or old shoes with new holes. She tugged down her spandex shorts so her bottom was covered and did the same with her tank top to protect her stomach. She moved on to her loose stretches with the familiarity of constant repetition. Her legs swung back and forth at the knee to warm up her joints and stretch out her calves. At the same time, her arms swiveled at the shoulder to form large circles in the air; first forwards, and then backwards. The circles grew smaller and smaller until her arms were hovering in the air. She dropped her arms to her sides as she planted her feet on the soft ground. The music overtook her thoughts and she let a bass-heavy song pulse through her headphones and into her head. Without notice or a countdown, she took off down the path at steady jog.

Her feet landed on the ground following the same beat of the song. Each thump left a footprint in the dirt below. The play list, like the path and everything else about this night, was comforting and well-known to her. Her arms stayed tucked into her sides with clenched fists as she ran. It was warm enough now that her breath did not fog in the air when she let it out in controlled bursts as she chugged along. Despite the poorly lit path, she was certain of the direction she was heading. Each turn came with natural fluidity and she navigated each slope and pothole without twisting an ankle. The full moon added a pleasant glow to the route in front of her. The trees parted enough above the path to let in a faint spotlight, guiding her onward. It could have been any other night and the same routine would have ensued. Tonight only became something different when she blinked and thought she saw a dark figure cross the path far ahead of her.

For the first time since she started using this running trail, she stalled in her sure movements. Her feet skidded in the mud while her arms flailed as she tried to keep her balance. She tugged her ear buds out to listen for the sounds of someone in the forest or walking further up the trail. The heavy beat of a new song blared through her headphones as they dangled from her hand. Over them, in the distance, the sounds of the city on higher ground a couple miles away. On the trail though, she could hear nothing but the stillness of a warm night with a silent breeze for company. If something had crossed the path ahead, it was long gone and in city woods, there was little to be afraid of. She slipped her headphones back in and briefly repeated her beginning stretches before continuing at her previous pace.

She hit the hills of the trail leading downwards, further still into the woods. The tempo of her music picked up along with the effort of moving up and down the curves. Her breath puffed out quicker now as she pumped her arms a little harder and picked up her feet to avoid tripping herself mid-stride. It was about five minutes of this more vigorous pace before she landed back on mostly flat ground. Out of breath and tired from the effort, she slowed her pace until she stepped quickly, but covered little distance.

It was after ten paces of this delicate stepping that a nightmarish beast launched itself from the inky blanket of shadow the moon and woods provided. Claws—no, talons—caught her around the middle and sunk deep into the soft flesh of her stomach. Another large paw with the same vicious claws latched onto her shoulder and dug into her neck and collarbone. Rebecca howled with pain in a fashion that closely resembled that of the beast’s cry. She was taken down with speed and ease in the smooth tackle of a practiced predator. Whatever it was didn’t waste time toying with her like a cat; jagged teeth enveloped her from her lower jaw to the endings of the soft skin at the base of her throat. Like butter, her comparatively weak exterior gave way to the creature’s fangs and blood soon filled the thing’s mouth along with painting the path a brilliant red. Her last gurgling screams were swallowed up by the thing as it tore back flesh from bone and ate with incredible appetite. After tearing out her throat, it moved lower and used those talons to dig through her belly to reach the soft innards there. Slurping sounds filled the otherwise quiet air as it devoured her middle.

Twenty minutes passed before the creature gave a pleased grunt and a last long lick through the puddle it had made of Rebecca’s abdomen. It sniffed the remains and then raised its head to loose a grinding, whining roar. The sound echoed through deaf trees and scattered any small animals in the area. If this was any indication of the evening to come, tonight would be filled with blood. The thing turned its head both ways and then darted quickly to the left, back into the woods spreading out away from the city. It did not go far from the trail, though. That was prime hunting ground on warm nights and the temperature was right for feasting.

~ ~ ~
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The bus dropped the majority of the students off at the pre-determined stop and carried on with the stragglers to the end of the line as a favor to those who lived towards the outskirts of downtown. It was at the second stop with about three other students that Chloe and Grace got off with their duffel bags. By this time it was much later than they had hoped to return by. They avoided walking in the dark as a safety measure—one reinforced by the counselors of their camp before they left the grounds earlier in the day. It was hard to come from a city that did not embrace the same values as one grew up with and cherished. Both of the girls had grown up in the same small neighborhood and come to the larger city with small-town ideals. Those ideals had quickly been abandoned the first time the girls had come home to find their shabby apartment further degraded. After going through their first robbery and Chloe’s first mugging just down the block, they redefined their expectations and started locking the door religiously.

It was a lot of effort to find a congregation or even a bible study group to join in the area. A few weeks of flyers on nearby electrical posts and bulletin boards had brought in a small collective of people. From then on, the girls relied on each other and their like-minded friends to stay connected with their faith, despite the environment around them. It was not another deadbolt on their doors, but the comfort of the group and the reinforcement of their long-held beliefs provided some personal assurance to each participant that eased anxieties.

The retreat
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