
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Tales From The Hanging Tree

A WordCrafter Anthology

Compiled and Edited by 

Kaye Lynne Booth

[image: A silhouette of a tree with nooses hanging from the limbs.

]


© This book is licensed for your personal use only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. © No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the authors and WordCrafter Press. The individual authors herein maintain the Copyright © to their respective story or stories. This anthology collection book is Copyright ©2024 WordCrafter Press. All rights reserved.

––––––––

Introduction by Kaye Lynne Booth

Compiled and edited by Kaye Lynne Booth

––––––––

Cover design by DL Mullan of Sonoran Dawn Studios

––––––––

[image: WordCrafter Logo: A quill with WC overlaid

]WordCrafter Press


Editor’s Note

The language used in this book may offend some readers. My goal is to use all the tools at an author’s disposal and all the tools in my author’s toolkit to create as exacting a sensory experience for the reader and to be as accurate and authentic to the story as possible. Sometimes that means language or situations which may offend some are used to create such discerning imagery.

I have worked hard to make this anthology the best it can be, but I am human. Please be forgiving if you happen upon typos or other errors, and please, call them to my attention to help make my work better in the future.

This is a diverse global anthology with contributing authors from several countries. Authors from abroad may use European spellings, while North American authors may use American English. They are not misspellings, but simple differences found when you bring together a varied mixture of voices.

Characters, events, places and things described or depicted in this work are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, events, places, or things are purely coincidental.

“Forgotten by man, there stands an old hanging tree.”

My Bones, The Pretty Reckless
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You would think being a paranormal tree with a life spanning over eons since the beginning of time would be pretty boring, but I’m here to tell you, I am far from bored. I suppose if I was a normal tree, I would be, but you see, I am the hanging tree and I’ve absorbed the memories of every hanging victim throughout time. I see their lives, share their joys, feel their pain. It would be too much for a normal tree to absorb even one life, so I exist to absorb them all. 

And I have seen many.

I’ve seen those accused of being outlaws or witches, some guilty, some not; those hanged from pure hatred, because they looked or acted a certain way. I’ve witnessed curses played out, and spirits bound by a lust for revenge. When lives are cut short by the hands of others, or by their own doing, there must be somewhere for their life energies, their memories, to go. For hangings, they come to me.

A boring existence, no. An often painful one, yes. But here I stand on the plane between life and death, with no recourse but to experience the lives of all hanging victims over and over again. I can’t get away from them. I thought perhaps they would be easier to bear if I shared them with you here.

Between these pages, you will find their tales, for better or for worse. Many lives, many stories, with one thing in common. None have a happy ending. 
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It’s my job to absorb the essence of each victim who has died by hanging—their lives and their memories. I am immortal, timeless, and it’s what I do. I am the keeper of memories. But often hangings involve real, live trees, rather than ephemeral ones, like me. Some of those solid trunked trees absorb something from a victim who dies hanging from their boughs, as well. Not the memories. No, those come exclusive to me. It seems certain live hanging trees may absorb spirit. It is easy for this to happen to the tree, and it becomes even easier when the victim has a reason to stick around, which many hanging victims do.

Anger, rage, hate, and vengeance are among the most common reasons a spirit may not let go of the physical world they lived in and go on to the next plane, instead binding itself to the hanging tree which claimed their physical life with a curse. And if the tree is hungry with need, it will greedily absorb that spirit, enabling it to carry out the agenda which fuels it. This often results in other lives being lost and those spirits are bound to the original victim’s spirit and thus, to the tree as well. Their spirits are added to that tree’s collection, creating a powerful spirit, indeed. When this happens, it can wreak havoc in the physical world. It can... well, you’ll see what I mean. Let me show you by example. I’ll give you a few stories of this type of thing, where a spirit transfers control of the emotions that drive them to an object, leading to more loss of life as the spirit strives to carry out its agenda, continuing to feed the tree. And trees can be very hungry...
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The Legend of Cottonwood Hollow
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1865

Long Feather is walking along the tree line near the riverbank upon return from his vision quest to seek spiritual guidance. Tonight, White Cloud will initiate him in a ceremony that will mark his passage from boyhood and acknowledge him as a man. Soon, he will become a fierce brave, like his brothers.

He hears yelling voices from the direction of the white man’s stage stop, up ahead, but he pays it no mind. Today is an important day for him and he doesn’t have time to worry about what the white man’s troubles are. He lets his thoughts return to the approaching initiation.

Little Dove will be there tonight, watching as he becomes a man. She is the prettiest girl he has ever known, and he plans to mate with her when he is ready to provide for her. He kneels on the muddy bank to quench his thirst at the river, but quickly looks up at the sound of horse’s hooves approaching fast.

“Ho, there!” a big burly man in a leather coat exclaims as he dismounts from his horse, pointing a rifle right at him. “You there, Indian! What are you doing?”

Long Feather looks up at him, wide eyed. He does not speak the white man’s tongue and cannot understand his words, but the rifle pointed his way makes the man’s intentions clear. The boy’s heart beats like a war drum in his chest as three other men come riding up from behind the man with the rifle and spread out, blocking his escape from all directions. “No, tsapea,” (Let go!) he cries as the big burly man steps forward, grabbing him by the arm and jerking him to his feet.

“This the one, Charlie?” the white man asks. 

A small, mousy man wearing a striped shirt and spectacles comes up behind him and squints, examining Long Feather’s features. “Well, I... I don’t know,” the little man says, speaking barely above a whisper. “It was an Indian, b-but they all s-sort of look alike.”

“Is this the one who robbed the stage stop, Charlie?” the big man says, shaking the arm of Long Feather to emphasize his words. 

The young boy tries to pull away, repeating the words, “Tsapea!”. But the man tightens his grip, holding him hard enough to hurt. 

The striped-shirted little man, a visor partially covering his balding head, stutters and stumbles over his words. “Well now, uh, Zeek, I’m not sure. Th-the fella who did the robbing s-s-seemed older,” the little man says, wiping sweat from his brow. “I mean, uh, this f-f-feller seems a mite young to be r-robbing anybody. I mean... he’s just a k-kid, really.”

“One Injun’s as good as another, I say,” says a gray-haired man sporting a beard and mustache. He flashes a toothless smile and smacks his lips together as Long Feather continues to struggle, trying to pull away from the meaty grip of the big man. “Ain’t a damn one of ‘em worth a sow’s ear, if you ask me?”

“Nobody did, old man,” says the burly man, still holding the rifle in his other hand. “Was the fella did the robbin’ even an Injun, Charlie?”

“Well, now... It was d-dark, you know? I... uh... I didn’t get a very g-good look. C-c-could have been, b-but I’m not t-t-too sure. S-s-seemed bigger, b-but I w-was s-scared. He had a g-g-gun on me and all. I... uh... I guess it c-c-could b-be hi—”

“Oh, fer Christ’s sakes, Charlie,” says another man, stepping out from the shadow of the big cottonwood tree before the man called Zeek can reply. 

Long Feather can’t make out his features in the afternoon sun, dappled by the shadow of the tree, but he can see the glint in his eye, and it isn’t friendly.

The man holds a piece of rope in one hand, which he holds up in front of him as he says, “You better be sure. You wouldn’t want us to hang the wrong man, would you? You’re in charge of the stage stop. If this ain’t him, I guess you’re the one to take the responsibility. Ain’t that right, boys?”

The others mumble to the affirmative, some nodding their heads as Long Feather renews his struggles against the grip of the gruff, burly man at the sight. “Tsapea!” he said, struggling to pull his arm away. He doesn’t understand all the men say, but he understands the meaning of that rope. His heart races as sweat breaks out on his forehead, running down his face. He doesn’t know the why of it, but he’s pretty sure that these men intend to hang him. “Tsapea! Tsapea!”

The burly man tightens his grip and jerks back on his arm. “Settle down now,” he says. “You think you can get away?” Then he turns his attention back to Charlie, but he doesn’t loosen his grip. “Well, Charlie? We need to know. This him or not? I can’t hold on to this ‘un forever. He’s a wildcat.”

Charlie stares at Long Feather with frightened eyes. Then, he gives a nod of his head and casts his eyes to the ground. “Y-yes. I r-reckon th-that’s him,” he says softly.

“What’s that, Charlie?” says the man with the rope. “Speak up so we can hear.”

“Th-that’s him,” Charlie says, louder this time, but without looking up.

“All right then,” the dark man says, throwing a rope over the lowest branch of the big tree. “Let’s get this done. I haven’t had any lunch yet.”

The gray-haired old man leads a horse toward him, parting the circle of men, and the noose slides down over his head. The burly man lets go of him momentarily, but places both hands around Long Feather’s waist and hoists him up into the saddle as if he were a small child. 

Everything is happening too fast. Long Feather doesn’t have time to protest. His heart races faster in his chest than it ever has before, faster even than when he’s racing with the other boys in his tribe. His breathing quickens as the panic rises within him. They are going to hang him, and he doesn’t even know why. 

Little Dove will not see him pass from a child to a man, because now that will not happen. Tears squeeze from the corner of his eyes at this thought, even though he tries to fight them back. He will never see his mother again, will never make his father proud. He will not mate with Little Dove. It isn’t fair. His life is just beginning. 

Long Feather swallows back the childish tears which threaten, and determines to never leave this place. He will have his revenge on anyone who ventures here. Nothing good will ever come from this place. Just before they slap the horse’s rump, sending it charging out from under him, he issues a vow that binds his soul to the cottonwood with his last breath. “Nitea ianna.” (Curse this place).
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1872

“Jesse, have you seen my knitting?” Katherine asks, her bag of yarn and needles nowhere to be seen on the green brocade upholstery. “I’m sure I left it here on the sofa when I went into the kitchen to take the bread from the oven, but now it doesn’t seem to be here.”

Jesse Kane steps into the parlor. At first all he sees in an empty room, but he soon spots his wife down on her knees, searching under the sofa. “It must be here somewhere. It didn’t just get up and walk away by itself,” he says, admiring the view from this angle.

“Or maybe the ghost took it,” she says, looking over her shoulder and catching him staring at her hind end. Her green eyes sparkle playfully, as she brushes her dark brown hair from her eyes. “Oh, yes. Now that’s a proper way for the new postmaster to behave.”

“No one can blame him when he’s got a new wife as pretty as you,” he says, flashing her a smile as he steps over and offers her a hand to help her to her feet. She smiles up at him with love in her eyes. “But seriously, Katherine, I wish you’d quit saying things like that about ghosts and such. That really isn’t a proper topic of discussion for the postmaster’s wife. We’re new here, and we need to be accepted by the community.”

“I didn’t say it to the community. I said it to you, because I still think this house is haunted. This is not the only strange thing that has happened here, and you know it.”

“Oh, balderdash,” Jesse says, making light of his wife’s claims. It really isn’t a proper topic of conversation, and he needs to put a stop to this now, before she spreads the idea through those busy bodies that congregate over at the café each Wednesday. He pulls her into his arms. “That’s impossible, Darling. This house is brand new. I built it for us, and we haven’t lived here even a year. No one has died here. It simply cannot be haunted.”

“I know all that, Jess,” she says, burying her face in his broad chest. “But how else do you explain the noises in the night, and the disappearing items, and... and... how do you explain the cat? Daisy didn’t hang herself from the tree. If you or I didn’t do it, then what other explanation do you have? Because I don’t have any. I’m scared, Jesse.”

He places a finger under her chin and raises her face until their eyes meet. There are tears brimming in hers. “This house is not haunted,” he says, wiping her tears away with his thumb. “I don’t know what to say about Daisy. That was a horrible thing. Obviously, a cruel person hung her from the old tree. Maybe someone doesn’t want us here, and they were trying to scare us off. Perhaps someone who didn’t get the postmaster’s job. I wasn’t the only candidate, you know? But I promise you, there is no other-worldly explanation. And as to the missing things, man is a forgetful creature. I’m sure they will turn up, eventually. Did you look in the bedroom? Perhaps you set your knitting down in there.”

Katherine pushes away from him with a stern look on her face. Keeping herself at arm’s length, she places her hands on her hips. “I wasn’t in the bedroom, Jesse. I know they’re not there. Why do you always try to brush it off whenever this subject arises?”

“I’m not brushing it off, darling,” he replies. This topic stirs unrest within him and he wishes she could just let it go. He didn’t understand what had put such a ridiculous idea into her head. “I just think we should explore every possibility before chalking events up to some unnatural spirit, or ghost, or whatever it is you think we have.” He turns away from her and heads for the bedroom. “I’ll just go search the bedroom, to be sure.”

As he searches the bedroom, he mulls over the situation in his head. Jesse knows that Katherine is level-headed, so how did such a silly idea take hold of her? He just doesn’t understand it. He’d heard stirred rumors when he bought the land; rumors of an Indian curse. He had taken care not to let Katherine get wind of those rumors, so as not to upset her. But perhaps one of the local women had mentioned something about it to her. Maybe that’s what her crazy thoughts stemmed from. He can only imagine what folks will think if it gets out that she believes the farmhouse he built is haunted.

You’re not going to let that happen, though, are you? Look under the bed.

Where did that voice come from? 

Jesse scans the room with his eyes, but there is no one there. Surely Katherine just set her knitting down somewhere. There was no reason to think she might have placed it under the bed. Why would she do such a thing? He shrugs his shoulders, wondering where the idea came from, until he realizes that under the furniture is the only place he hasn’t looked. Lowering himself to his knees, he scans the floor under the bureau before taking a peek under the bed, where his eyes grow wide when he sees the embroidered bag with Katherine’s knitting shoved way under, near the center of the bed.

Reaching under, he grabs the bag by the handles and pulls it out, as he hears the mysterious voice once more. 

She’ll tell everyone the house is haunted and the new postmaster will be a laughingstock because of his crazy wife. 

He scans the room again, as he pulls the bag out from under the bed. It seems as if the voice came from inside his head. As he rises to his feet, he wonders briefly if maybe it’s not the new postmaster who is crazy.

Jesse pulls the bedroom door closed behind him, but as he walks away, it slams against the wall, as if blown open by a strong wind, and he hears the voice again. She’ll tell, Jesse. You must stop her.

Jesse turns to look for a cause for the door to slam open like that, but the window he installed in the bedroom is closed tight, and he doesn’t even feel a slight breeze. As he peers through the empty bedroom, all he sees is the old cottonwood tree, which sits right outside their bedroom window. He’d left it standing when he built the house because of the shade it would offer to help keep the house cool from the afternoon sun, but now, it struck him as being menacing, as if the voice had come from the tree. But that was crazy. Trees don’t talk. He tried to shake it off. It was probably just the horror of having to remove and dispose of the cat’s corpse.

It had been a gruesome sight, seeing Katherine’s sweet little kitten hanging from a small noose, which had been tossed over the branch above and tied off around the trunk of the tree to hold the animal in place. He’s racked his brain to think of who he might have offended so severely that they would do something like that, but he can think of no one. There had been three other candidates for the postmaster job. One of them might be disgruntled, but that hardly seemed a reason to harm an innocent animal.

“Jesse, did you find it?” Katherine’s voice came from the parlor, startling him from his reverie.

“Yes, dear, I found it,” he replied, suddenly realizing that he has somehow moved to the window and is now staring out at the cottonwood tree. He quickly turns on his heels and heads for the door once more. “I’m coming.”

As he enters the parlor, he holds the bag out to her and says, “Here is your knitting, Katherine. It had gotten kicked under the bed. It’s no wonder you couldn’t find it.”

“But how...?” Katherine says, wrinkling her brow in a puzzled expression. “Jesse, you know I always keep it in here. I don’t knit in the bedroom. How could that be?”

“I don’t know, Katherine, but that is where it was,” he said, curtly. “Now, if you will kindly refrain from talk of ghosts and spirits, I’d appreciate it. It is hardly becoming talk for the postmaster’s wife.”

Katherine looks up at him from the sofa, her brow wrinkled even more than before. “Jesse, you know these things have happened. You know they are true. I am not some crazy woman who is making things up in her head.”

“Of course you’re not, dear,” he says, reaching to brush back a lock of chestnut hair that’s fallen across her face. “I never said that. But other people don’t know you like I do. I’m fretting about what they might think. They need to know that their postmaster is a solid and stable man. We are prominent figures in this town now.”

“That’s what you are worried about?” Katherine asks, her beautiful complexion turning an angry shade of pink. “You’re worried about what people might think? Maybe you should be worried about the possibility that I’m right. We could both be in real danger if there is a malevolent spirit in this house.”

Before Jesse realizes what he is doing, he strikes out, backhanding her and knocking her from the sofa onto the hardwood floor. “I said, I’ll not have any more of that talk, woman!” he roars at her, but the voice coming out of his mouth is not his own. It is deeper, resonating in his ears. “It’s time that you learn your place in this house.” 

Every muscle in his body is tense, and it is as if someone else is controlling him. His body marches jerkily to the woodshed and retrieves a length of rope, then returns to the parlor, where Katherine has righted herself and sits crying on the sofa. She is so beautiful, and he loves her so much. How could he ever have hit her like that? 

“I’m sorry, Katherine,” he says as he re-enters the room. “I never meant to hurt you.”

Katherine looks up at him with tears running down her cheeks. “You struck me, Jesse,” is all she says. When her eyes fall upon the rope, which he’d fashioned into a noose and now holds in his hands, her eyes grow wide and fearful.

Jesse reaches out to wipe the tears from her cheek, but she flinches, pulling back from him, and it feels as if his heart has been ripped out. “Katherine, I love you,” he says, but what comes out of his mouth is no more than a whisper as he sinks to his knees.

This is his new bride, the woman he’s starting his life with, and she is afraid of him. Jesse remembers striking her, but it was strange, like he had no control of his actions. He was unable to stop himself. He doesn’t understand the anger that he felt for her a few short minutes ago. Nor did he know why he’d gone out to the shed for the rope. What is happening to him?

“I thought that you did,” Katherine says, with a sob. She rises from the sofa, backing cautiously toward the kitchen doorway. “Now, I’m not so sure. You’re not acting like the man I married. You’re scaring me, Jesse.”

Stop her. She’s getting away. She must be stopped. He snaps his head up. “Go away!” he yells aloud. “Leave me alone!”

Katherine turns and stares at him in disbelief. “Fine. If that’s what you want...” she says, with new tears spilling from her eyes.

Before he knows what is happening, he is on his feet and across the room. It’s as if someone else is controlling his body, and he cannot stop himself as he grabs her by the upper arm, yanking her toward him. “You are not going anywhere,” says the voice, not his own but coming from his mouth. “You’ll pay! They will all pay!” He laughs maniacally as he slips the noose over her head and drags her through the kitchen and out the door with it. 

Her hands fly up to her throat as the noose tightens, but her struggles against him are as futile as his own struggles to stop what is happening. Jesse is aware of his actions. He knows that he is hurting the wife he loves, but he is helpless to do anything to change them. Inside his head, he is screaming for this to stop, but nothing comes from his lips except that maniacal laugh. He sounds like a madman to himself. 

A great rage inside him becomes a burning need as he throws the loose end of the rope over the lowest branch of the old cottonwood tree. The same branch he had hung Daisy from. It was there, in his memory now. It had been him that hung that poor little kitten, and now he will do the same to the woman he loves. He pulls, hand over hand, until Katherine’s feet are dangling two feet off the ground. He wraps the rope around the wide trunk, circling the tree one, two, three times and ties it off. All the while, Jesse is forced to be a silent observer inside his own body, as he murders his wife, helpless to stop the atrocity, until finally, he collapses at the base of the tree and falls into unconsciousness.

When he awakens, his heart breaks when he sees the limp form of Katherine, dangling from the branch of the tree. “No!” he cries, as he unwinds the rope and carefully lowers her body to the ground. “No! No! No! What have I done? My Katherine.” But it is no use. There is no life left in her body. He sits on the ground next to her body and sobs until there are no more tears left in him to cry out.

The new life they were starting is gone now, out of reach. He cannot go on without Katherine. Jesse rises and walks stiffly into the kitchen. He takes a meat cleaver from the knife rack above the woodstove and returns to chop the rope off just above the noose around his wife’s neck. Then, he returns to the house and climbs the stairs to the second floor. He pulls Katherine’s footstool over to the edge of the stairs, tying one end of the rope around the light fixture above. Forming another noose with the other end, slipping it over his head. There is no expression on his face, only a blank stare, as he steps up onto the footstool and then kicks it away.
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