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REPRISAL





The mare’s leg is laid open to the bone. Her skin and sinew separated in one jagged stroke from shoulder to knee. She stands lopsided on the other three, sinking into the stall’s carpet of straw, her head drooping and her ears wilted. I lay one hand on her nose, gently stroking the white blaze, her lead in my other hand.


Jack is crouched by the wound, his hands bloody. There is an edgy tension in my limbs as my husband’s mouth thins and his brow furrows like the freshly tilled fields. He shakes his head. My heart sinks.


He puts his hands to his knees and pushes himself upwards. “She’ll have to be put down.”


I stroke the mare’s nose. She is a faithful creature, placid with age and years of hard labour. Without her, the fields would not be tilled nor grain taken to the village market. “We can’t afford another horse.”


“We’ll make do.” Jack looks past me, towards the open barn door. “I can hitch Daisy to the plough.”


I follow his gaze. The cow awaits her morning milking, lazily swatting flies, untroubled by my son’s clumsy pets of her broad shoulder. Her honey coloured coat is again glossy and her udder full after the lean months of winter but unlike our neighbour’s oxen she is small and delicate.


I turn back, raising my eyes to Jack’s. “There’s another way.”


Jack’s shoulders tense and the centres of his eyes grow large till only a thin line of blue rings the black. He stares at me for several long seconds and I smile softly, willing him to agree. The Reverend’s sermons, full of shaken fists and dire warnings, have frightened us all, inviting suspicion into the village. Our friends and neighbours peer from around their curtains and hold themselves ready to point and cry alarm at the slightest hint of devilry, but there is little choice. We need the mare.


Finally Jack shakes his head. “It’s too dangerous, if the Reverend should find out ...”


“There’s no one here to carry tales.” I widen my smile, gesturing around the barn, empty except for us, the horse and little Devon, petting the cow.


His lips tighten. For a moment, I fear he will refuse and wonder what I will do if he does.


Jack nods but his expression remains grim as he holds out his hand for the lead. I place it in his palm and step around him to the mare’s shoulder, touching it lightly just above the wound. The unmarred skin is warm and smooth, her chestnut coat silky beneath my fingers and for a moment I stand there, the dusty scent of horse strong in my nose.


I crouch and place my other hand on the mare’s knee, a bare inch below the ragged tear. Here her coat is tacky with blood as it seeps from the wound and an iron tang mixes with her dusty scent.


I close my eyes. A few moments of concentration as I summon the coil of warmth that lives in my belly. It shivers and then leaps to my will, flooding through my chest in a rush that lightens my head.


I take a breath, quieting the magick, before drawing it through my hands and sending it into the animal’s flesh. The warmth twists and turns, wrapping itself around veins and muscles, pulling them together. It is not enough though, the injury is too great and my power too small, so I steel myself and reach down, through my feet and into the earth, seeking more. It comes quickly, flowing hot and rich, burning its way through my hands and into the horse. Behind my lids I can see skin knit together, unblemished and whole, and my head spins.


My eyes open and I smile, barely noticing the grass at my feet, brown and dry, its life taken for the mare.


There is a gasp from behind me. I turn. Euphoria vanishes.


Little Devon stands at the stall’s gate, jumping and waving, and next to him – Oh Dear Lord – next to him in her heavy black skirts is Hetty Jones, the storekeeper’s wife, a hand over her mouth and a covered basket hanging from the crook of her arm. Her wide brown eyes stare at me with such fear that I think my heart may stop.


Beside me Jack moves, taking a step forwards, his face as pale as mine. Hetty’s eyes snap from me to Jack, to his outstretched hand. She stares at it like she would a snake, or the Devil himself. She draws back, her eyes growing wider.


“Hetty,” Jacks says and takes another step forward.


The basket falls to the ground, a crock of honey spilling from under the white covering.


Hetty runs.
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I stumble in the dark and my heart leaps before I recover my footing.


I pause, clutching little Devon closer, terrified of dropping his precious weight and just as terrified of the stillness of his form. I squeeze my eyes shut and send a prayer to God that my magick wasn't too much.


The mob had come so fast, so much faster than we had thought. Hetty’s feet must have flown her to the Reverend. There had been no time to pack the cart, less to hitch it to the mare and take ourselves to safety. Only my magick had allowed our escape, allowed us to slip past the storekeeper, waiting at our back door with a torch.


There had been so much confusion, so much fear, and the mare had taken all of my magick to heal. I had reached past the empty tangle of power in my belly, reached once more for the earth, when little Devon had clutched at my leg. Thick and rich the power poured through me, igniting the spell on my lips and wrapping confusion around the storekeeper’s eyes. My son sank to the ground at my feet, his face pale, a small part of his life absorbed by the spell.


For several moments I stood horrified, looking down at my son’s crumpled form. Then Jack yelled at me to run and I scooped little Devon into my arms, feeling his heart beat against my chest, and fled, dashing past the storekeeper’s sightless eyes.


Now the breeze at my back brings the whiff of burning wood and my heart leaps. I glance over my shoulder and see the vague glow of the mob's torches over the rise. They are gaining on me.


A faint noise escapes my lips as I look frantically towards the tree line. I have to reach it before they top the rise or all is lost.


Jack is already gone, taken by the mob. I heard our front door splintering as I ran, and knew my husband was not running behind us as he had promised. I dashed through darkness towards the barn, Devon still clutched close, his arms and legs dangling limp by my sides. I reached its dense shadow and turned. The mob had surrounded our house, lighting the night with fire, the Reverend at their head.


People spilled from the front door and my heart clenched when I saw Jack struggling in their midst. They jerked to a halt before the Reverend. The old man leaned forward. Jack screamed. I wanted to scream with him and bit my lip till it bled. I saw Jack crumple, disappearing behind a curtain of bodies. The Reverend shouted and raised something that glinted in the torchlight. I didn’t see him bring it down, instead I turned and ran. From behind me Jack screamed again.


The field is soft and my feet sink and slide in the furrowed earth. I cross the field as fast as my sodden skirts will allow. My breath comes in rasps and the faint taste of blood coats the back of my throat. My limbs are tired and Devon is heavy in my arms, but the knowledge of the mob at my back and the memory of Jack’s horrifying screams keep me moving.


Faster, faster until I fear tripping over my own feet. Twice I risk a look over my shoulder and each time the glow over the rise is brighter. The tree line is close, but not close enough. My heart pounds in my ears, louder and louder as I run. It’s not loud enough to drown the sudden braying of the hounds.


Oh my Lord, let me reach the trees before they see me.


Only a dozen yards before I'm safe and again I glance over my shoulder. My blood freezes and my feet with it. A silhouette, torch in hand, stands against the sky.


Convulsively I clutch Devon tighter.


They've found me, oh dear Lord in Heaven, they've found me!


A movement from the figure on the rise
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