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Jackson Stables
By Ron Ripley

 

The temperature had plummeted beneath the combined assault of rain and the sunset. Neil’s thin sweatshirt was soaked through, and each drop of rain felt like a needle as it struck his exposed skin.

He shuddered and pulled his baseball cap down lower, water dripping from the brim. He desperately wanted to hitch a ride with someone, but he hadn’t seen a car since he had left Litchfield, New Hampshire. It was as though everyone had known the storm was coming and they had hunkered down to wait it out.

Neil didn’t have that option. He had been on the move for a week, moving south in an effort to get out of New England before winter hit. His whole goal was to reach Washington, DC before autumn, and at first, he had thought that he had a good chance of doing that.

But a week in Valley Street Jail in Manchester, NH had destroyed that possibility. He had been forced to find a flophouse for a week, renting a foul little room in Nashua and sharing a bathroom with everyone else on the floor so he wouldn’t miss his court date.

And all because you had to fight a guy at St. Anselm’s College, Neil thought bitterly. He had been drunk, of course, and the younger man’s derisive comment about the Yankees baseball cap Neil favored had been unacceptable.

Campus security had pulled him off the student, and Manchester police had taken care of the rest.

I shouldn’t be leaving the state, Neil thought, trying to warm himself. I’m just going to get picked up somewhere and sent back here for parole violation.

He shook his head and refused to think about it anymore.

Too cold, he thought. Too damn cold. Need a place to sleep. Get warm.

For the first time since the storm had begun, Neil stopped and looked around. A hundred or so feet ahead he saw a small road that branched off to the left, and there was a sign hanging haphazardly from an old granite post. Neil squinted and was able to read the faded words.

Jackson Stables.

Between the words was the silhouette of a horse’s head.

Neil walked forward, speeding up. When he reached the turnoff, he saw how the underbrush had grown up around either side of the road and begun to spread across it. A sure sign that no one had traveled along this road for quite some time.

Neil hesitated, then turned onto the road. The branches of the trees on either side of the road formed a tangled canopy above him, and the rainfall was noticeably weaker.

Maybe there’s a house, he thought, shivering. Just someplace to rest.

The sound of his feet on the old pavement was muffled as the trees and undergrowth became thicker. A glance down showed the asphalt was broken and crumbling on the sides with great cracks running along the center and perpendicular to the trees. Neil paused, shifted his backpack to sit so it didn’t rub his lower back raw through the wet sweatshirt, and then continued along the road.

He felt the road rise slowly beneath him as the darkness thickened. Above him, he heard the rain striking the leaves, and while his momentum slackened due to his poor night vision, Neil felt comfortable.

Even if there’s no place at the end of this road, he thought, I’ll rest here. This isn’t too bad.

Satisfied with his decision, Neil hastened along the asphalt, slowing down only when he reached the crest of the small rise and the trees fell away, leaving a wide, open field in front of him. In the distance, he thought he saw a large structure, and a moment later lightning flickered and illuminated the landscape.

Neil blinked, the image emblazoned upon the inside of his eyelids for a moment as he began to count.

One-one thousand, two-one thousand, three-one thousand, and halfway through four, he was interrupted by a thunderous roar that ripped through the air.

There had been a house. A monstrous building at the end of the road, and even in the storm he had been able to see how far away the structure was.

Probably a quarter mile, he thought, adjusting the straps on his shoulders again. Across open ground. In a lightning storm.

Neil glanced back at the dark road he had traversed and decided to make a go of it.

The place is dark, he thought. There’s got to be a way in, and that sure beats staying out here.

With his decision made, he put his head down and forced his tired legs to jog. Within a minute, his lungs complained, too many years of smoking having done their work on his ability to breathe easily. But he kept the idea of warmth and safety foremost in his mind and did his best to ignore the pain in his chest and the rasping sound he made as he breathed.

Several minutes passed, and a few more lightning strikes cut through the sky, each one closer to him. He concentrated on the thunder, on counting the time between the noise and the light. By the time he reached the building, Neil was gasping for breath, and there had been less than two seconds separating the thunder from the lightning.

His first impression of the structure left him ecstatic. The second caused his hopes to crash.

He had stumbled upon an old farmhouse, a large, rambling creation that had seen better days. Evidence of a fire was clear, even in the near darkness. The faded white siding was streaked with black from each window, and where the roof should have been, Neil saw only exposed rafters, each one protruding into the sky like a skeletal finger.

Reluctant to give up the idea of sanctuary so easily, he stepped up to a broken window, then peeled aside and gagged.

The house was rank with the stench of death.

Something, or someone, had died inside, and the body still rotted within.

Maybe a shed? A garage? he thought. Then he straightened up and stepped further away, a small smile playing across his face. Stables. They had horses.

A desperate hope filled him as he hurried around the right side of the building.

Maybe the fire didn’t spread to the stables, he thought.

And when he turned the corner, Neil almost shouted out with joy.

Across a muddy and weed-strewn yard stood a stone and wood stable, and the roof was intact.

Neil ran to the open door and stepped out of the rain for the first time in hours.

The stables smelled of old hay and oats, horse and leather, and it was warm and dry.

Neil took his lighter out of his pocket, lit it and held it aloft, the small flame casting a surprising amount of light.

A full dozen stalls, stretched out to either side, all of their doors closed and ancient tack hanging on hooks outside of each. Saddles, equally old, hung over each door, and at the far left was a small tack room.

Neil advanced on the tack room, not bothering to look in the old stalls. When he reached the room, he found the door open, the room bare of any sort of equipment other than a small kerosene lantern hanging from a hook. He took the lantern down and gave it a slight shake.

Liquid sloshed inside, and he let out a surprised laugh. Sitting down on the floor, he raised the chimney on the lantern, adjusted the wick, and lit it with his lighter. A moment later a bright, clean light filled the room, and he lowered the chimney back into place.

“And let there be light,” he murmured to himself.

Turning around, Neil closed the door, saw it had a lock and secured it. He shivered and held the lantern aloft. For the first time, he noticed a small bench built into the far wall beneath a window covered with an old bit of fabric. Crawling forward, he saw the hinges on the bench’s top, and when he pushed up on the lip of it, the bench opened. A few spiders scrambled away from the light and the sudden disturbance of their home, but they didn’t bother him.

His attention was fixed on the thick horse blankets folded neatly at the bottom of the bench.

This is just too good, Neil thought. He set the lantern down and removed three blankets. They were made of wool, heavy, and with more holes than was good for them. But taken as a whole, they would keep him warm.

Neil quickly shrugged off his backpack and opened it, removing a plastic bag that contained his only other set of clothes, the traveling meal he had gotten from a shelter, and his only pack of cigarettes. He set them neatly on the floor, then stripped down, his teeth chattering and his entire body shaking as he hastily wrapped himself in the blankets and let the wool warm him up. A gentle heat was thrown from the kerosene lamp, and after a few minutes, his shaking subsided.

The thunder cracked overhead, and the walls of the stable shook, but Neil grinned.

He was inside.

Humming, he opened his food and quickly ate it. When he finished, he spread his wet clothes out on the bench to dry, and curled up in the blankets, resting his head on his backpack. While the wool was rough against his bare skin, it wasn’t enough to keep his exhaustion from dragging him down towards sleep.

He felt himself drifting away, hoping that the rain would be done when the morning arrived.

A soft neigh caused his eyes to pop open.

Neil lay perfectly still, listening.

The sound wasn’t repeated.

Outside of the stables, he heard the wind as it increased. The thunder roared again, but it was farther away.

I’m tired, Neil thought, closing his eyes. Sleep in a stable. Smell the horses. Think I hear the horses. Nothing more than that.

He relaxed at the thought and yawned as he made himself comfortable on the floor. The light of the kerosene lantern was bright, but he hated to put out the flame. He enjoyed the small amount of warmth it provided, and there it reassured him that he had not, in fact, left civilization behind completely.

In the morning I’ll get on the road again, he thought. I should be able to catch a ride. At least into Nashua. Maybe even over the Massachusetts border.

Another noise filled the silence, and Neil had no choice but to remain immobile.

Fear kept his body frozen in place.

As a child, Neil’s grandparents had been horse people. They had owned a few mares, horses put out to pasture before Neil had been born. But those horses, and others that followed, were a part of his childhood. He knew how to rub the animals down and to make friends with them, to get them to do what he wanted without resorting to force.

And he knew that while the wind might sound like a neigh as it coursed through an old building, it would never sound like hooves dragged across the floor of a stall.

Neil knew there weren’t any horses in the stable. There was a distinct difference between the smell of a recently used stable and that of one which had been defunct for years.

The stable he was in had been empty. Perhaps for twenty or thirty years.

Which was why the sound of hooves frightened him.

He managed to break free of the fear, reached a hand out and turned the wick down on the lantern. The light in the tack room dimmed accordingly, and Neil waited and listened.

There was a chance, however slim, that someone might use the stable to get their horse out of the rain. If that was the case, then Neil would have to wait them out. And while he didn’t particularly care for such a scenario, it wouldn’t be the first time.

Neil didn’t move as he lay on the floor. Didn’t so much as twitch a finger. His ears strained for any additional sounds that might be audible over the pulse of his blood.

Silence.

He breathed slowly, counting each inhalation until he reached fifty, and he still hadn’t heard another scraping hoof or soft neigh.

I’m hearing things, he thought, closing his eyes. I’m tired. I might even have a fever, which wouldn’t surprise me, not with me being out in that storm for so long. Try to find a hospital tomorrow, if I’m still hearing stuff.

It took him several minutes to relax, and when he finally did, it took even longer for his need to sleep to overcome his alert state.

Neil drifted off, content and warm in his small nest of rough comfort, and he dreamt of a soft bed and his mother. He had seen neither of them in over a decade, not since he had turned twenty-five.

The sound of feet on the floor outside of the tack room door yanked Neil out of his dreams. He listened, and a moment later he heard the sound again. His eyes fixated on the door and fear built itself slowly and steadily in his system.

The old porcelain doorknob turned first to the right, then back to the left. There was a strained groan as the wood pressed against the doorframe, but the old lock was secure, and the door didn’t open. The doorknob returned to its place, the dull gleam of the kerosene’s light shining in the pale white porcelain.

Then the entire door shook as someone tried to force it open.

Neil clamped his jaw together tightly, refusing to utter a single sound.

Go away, he thought desperately, just go away. There’s nothing here. Only me, and I’m not worth your trouble.

The walls rattled with the force behind the unseen person’s attempt to enter the room.

Neil pushed himself into a sitting position and reached for his dry clothes.

As soon as his hand touched his pants, the person on the other side stopped their efforts to get in. A heartbeat later, footsteps stomped away, and Neil heard an undeniably male voice muttering curses as he went.

Neil glanced at the window, saw that it was large enough for him to get out of, and decided it was time to get dressed. Even if the stranger didn’t come back and try the door again, with a crowbar or some other tool, Neil would sleep better knowing that he was ready to escape.

He dressed quickly and quietly, and when he finished, he put his wet clothes into his backpack. The only article of clothing he didn’t slip on was his boots. They were soaked through, and he hated the sensation of wet feet. His new socks were dry, and he wanted to keep them that way for as long as possible.

At least the door held, Neil thought, wrapping up in the blankets again. It’ll take a little more than rattling the doorknob and pushing to get in. Which is good to know.

That slight reassurance helped him relax, but he knew it wouldn’t be enough to enable him to fall back asleep. Not fully.

Cocooned in the horse blankets, Neil propped himself against the far wall with his backpack on the benchtop and his wet boots beside him. If the stranger returned and tried to gain access to the room, Neil could be up and out long before the door ever gave way.

A sense of satisfaction filled him, and Neil even dared to turn up the kerosene lantern. Beyond the thick walls of the stables, the thunderstorm continued to rage, the rain slamming into the glass of the window.

He allowed himself to relax, although as suspected he couldn’t fall back asleep.

It’s alright, he thought. I’ve gotten by on less.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sharp strike of hooves on the floor. Neil tilted his head and listened. The hoof beats were too many, some overlapping others, for a single horse to make in the confines of the stable.

Damn, is someone using this place to keep their stock? he wondered. It wouldn’t surprise him. Land for horses was at a premium, and the stable was in excellent condition. A little maintenance would go a long way.

But as he listened, Neil realized he couldn’t hear any of the stalls open. And even if the hinges were oiled on a regular basis, at least one or two of them should have made some noise.

The set of hooves stopped in front of the tack room, the horse on the other side of the wood snorted. A hoof scraped against the floor several times, and as Neil listened, curious as to why the horse was there, he learned the answer.

Something struck the door, the blow sounding like the crack of a cannon.

The wood split down the middle with chunks of the door spinning out into the room while the entire door sagged in the frame.

For a moment, Neil was paralyzed, unable to move from the sheer shock of the blow.

But when the second one knocked the door off the hinges, he scrambled to his feet. Without bothering to grab his boots or his backpack, with his heart thundering in his chest, Neil threw open the window and scrambled out of it, and back into the storm.

He let out a low cry as he landed on his left shoulder, feeling the sharp and unmistakable sensation of his clavicle breaking. Trying not to regurgitate his meager meal, Neil panted as he got to his feet, the rain and mud seeping instantly through his thin socks. The rain lashed at his face while the wind howled through the ruins of the farmhouse. Lightning struck nearby and illuminated the yard. Neil’s breath caught in his throat as he glanced around, his mind unable to accept the images his eyes gazed upon.

Five horses stood in the yard around him, their eyes fixed on him. They stood utterly still, and while his own exhalations crept out of his mouth and nose in white tendrils, nothing of the sort escaped from the horses.

Lightning flashed, and a moment later, a peal of thunder shook the earth. When it did, he struggled to accept the sight lightning had revealed.

He had been able to see through the horses as if they weren’t there. And as if to reinforce the image, he had seen that all the horses were dry. Their manes were perfectly combed and elegant, their tails as well. Each hoof gleamed, and their eyes showed a disturbing level of intelligence.

The horses were dark colored, each a deep chestnut as if they had all been sired by the same stallion upon the same mare.

And they were tall, easily the tallest Neil had seen. He found himself wondering how difficult it had been to break them to the saddle.

The thought vanished as quickly as it had arrived, and he focused on the animals. He knew
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