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Dear Reader, As the saying goes, “The best editing and proofing happens, embarrassingly, right after publication.” I—a human who creates stories from my imagination and not by artificial intelligence means—will correct imperfections in this book (e.g.typos, formatting errors) once I know they exist. 






  
  

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out ev’n to the edge of doom.

Sonnet 116

William Shakespeare
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  October 1, 1892 — Ancestral Destinies


The sight of the sandbag swaying at the end of the hanging rope sent a shiver scuttling through Mercy Pontiere’s body. Quickening her steps, she couldn’t get to Fulgate’s General Store soon enough. 
The bell over the door jingled when she entered.
“Hello, Mercy,” Mrs. Fulgate greeted. “I thought you’d be here today. Your display cabinet is nearly empty. What’s wrong, dear? You seem flustered.”
“I didn’t realize there was a gallows by the jail. It was frightful. I would have avoided that street had I known.” Mercy crossed to the glass-fronted cabinet and put her two wicker baskets full of Harmony Springs products on the floor. “Listening to the scaffold being built must have been terrible.”
“Oh, my dear, it certainly was. The hammering and sawing went on for two days. I’m so glad we can’t see it from here.”
“I’ve lived here all my life. I don’t remember there being a hanging in Rousselle.”
“There hasn’t been. In fact, the last hanging in the valley was twenty years ago at Fort Harland.” Mrs. Fulgate bustled about dusting this and rearranging that. “There are so many people who’ve come to town to make a picnic-spectacle of seeing a man hang. It’s barbaric as far as I’m concerned.”
A shiver of uneasy anticipation crawled along Mercy’s spine and raised goose-flesh on her arms. Her family didn’t hold to the belief that a sudden shiver meant someone was walking over your future grave. That was baseless superstition. Ancestors sent shivers and goose-flesh as portents that something important was going to happen.
Mrs. Fulgate leaned in front of Mercy and swished the feather duster around the inside of the cabinet. “Do you remember that troupe of traveling actors who put on the shows during the harvest festival?”
“Yes. The Calliope Theater Company. I attended all of their performances. They were wonderful.”
“Well, one of the actors shot a man during a card game.” Mrs. Fulgate mumbled mm-mm-mm as she shook her head.
“Oh,” Mercy said, nodding thoughtfully. “I did hear gossip about a cheating disagreement between drifting gamblers.”
The bell over the door chimed. “Excuse me, Mercy,” Mrs. Fulgate said. “Hello, Mrs. Homsher. I’m so glad you stopped by. Your catalog order from Montgomery Ward arrived yesterday.”
Mercy took the opportunity to get on with arranging her Harmony Springs products inside the cabinet. While she worked, Mercy thought about the community’s pride in their theater house. This year having been the fifth anniversary of the building’s opening the town council and the theater committee had added additional activities during the annual September harvest festival to draw in more people from farther out in the valley.
The Shakespearean plays had been Mercy’s favorite. The stories unfolding on stage had taken her away from her everyday routine, which wasn’t unpleasant. She just wished something out of the ordinary would happen now and then.
To be honest, what she longed for was children. For that to happen, she needed a husband. Unlike many women in her family’s history who’d had children outside of marriage, Mercy wasn’t going down that familial road, nor would she settle for just any man. Consequently, at her age, the opportunities for marriage and the likelihood of having children weren’t on her side, especially since the Brystile women were…different. 
Her mother and grandma understood her longing for a family of her own. As a matrimonial boost, her grandma had braided a string bracelet and infused it with a mixture of rose water for love and a solution made from dried orange cosmos petals for happiness. On the September full moon, she’d tied the bracelet around Mercy’s wrist with a true lover’s knot and finished the spell with a simple love blessing. May true love bring two hearts together.
Mrs. Homsher left, and Mrs. Fulgate returned to Mercy. “As I was saying, one of the actors shot and killed a man during a poker game. When the actor called the man out for cheating, the cheater pulled a gun, but the actor fellow was fast with his concealed derringer. Witnesses agreed the cheating gambler got what he deserved. I even heard Grover Aikers saw it with his own eyes that it was self-defense. But the actor insisted he murdered the man. He said no one could know what was in his mind when he pulled the trigger. He couldn’t be trusted not to kill again.
“When the circuit judge came through, he asked the man if he wanted to die. The man said he was ready. That plumb made the judge mad, so he passed sentence and arranged for a guard from the territorial prison in Cañon City to do the hanging.”
“Do you know which actor did the shooting?”
Mrs. Fulgate wiped the feather duster over a shelf she’d already dusted. “Reid Leighton.”
That set Mercy back. “I’m sorry to hear this. We were introduced after his performance in Hamlet. We spoke for several minutes. He seemed like such a cultured and refined gentleman.”
Mercy recalled their brief visit with fondness. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and darkly handsome with a gentle smile. She’d been disappointed there hadn’t been time to talk longer, and she’d sensed the same from him.
Mrs. Fulgate traded the duster for a broom. “Leighton sent the acting troupe on without him. His last requests were for all the whiskey he could drink and a quick hanging date. The first time the Reverend Moser visited him, Leighton refused him. Can you believe he actually told Rev. Moser he was wasting his breath to pray for a man whose soul couldn’t be saved?
“But you know Rev. Moser. He doesn’t give up on anyone. He plopped himself down in a chair outside the cell and ten minutes hadn’t passed before they were talking like lifelong friends.” Mrs. Fulgate swept her small collection of dirt behind the counter.
“What time is the hanging?”
“Five-thirty. He said he wanted to die at sunset. Oh, and he asked for gallows instead of being hanged from the back of a wagon at the old Linden tree across from the jail. He paid with his own money to have it built. Doesn’t that just beat all you’ve ever heard?”
“Yes, it does.”
Mercy twirled the end of her long braid as she considered what sort of man faced his execution like that. What was in his past that caused him to confess to a murder he apparently hadn’t committed and then ask for no clemency? Dying drunk and alone on purpose seemed a terrible way to leave this world.
She didn’t want to see the actual hanging. She’d seen more than enough hangings in her dreams. However, she was curious to see Reid Leighton again. Just a glimpse, then she’d go home.
Customers entering the store sidetracked Mrs. Fulgate, which allowed Mercy to finish her task without further interruption. She organized the bottles, tins, and boxes of medicinal tinctures, salves, ointments, powders, and other items her family made. She closed the glass door and stood back to admire the neat rows and the attractive labels. Harmony Springs products sold well in the valley.
During her two-week business excursion with her mother last June along the eastern foothills of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, they’d sold their products to the general stores, mercantiles, apothecary shops, and ladies boutiques in La Veta, Walsenburg, Trinidad, and Colorado City. All of those businesses had since requested shipments of Harmony Springs products.
It was the first time Mercy had ever been out of Dulcet Valley, and the only time she’d traveled by train. The trip had doubled as a gift for her upcoming July birthday. While she’d enjoyed getting a glimpse of how people outside of the valley lived, it wasn’t the life for her. She was happy to return home and stay there.
The train ride through Dulcet Valley had also given her a different view of the miles of great sandy hills piled high at the foot of Medano Peak. All her life she’d been fascinated with the legends and myths—the tale of a sheepherder village buried by the moving sands, stories of phantom horses with webbed feet racing across the dunes, and reports of hearing humming sounds when the sands shifted. Maybe someday she’d go there, if she had someone to go with.
Mrs. Fulgate brought the Harmony Springs’ ledger up-to-date and deducted the cost of Mercy’s purchases from the credit on-account. Mercy put her items in the wicker baskets, said goodbye, then went to her buckboard where she stowed the baskets in the back with the sacks of grain.
She spent the remainder of the afternoon making her way around town visiting with older folks and anyone she’d heard was under the weather. She always brought little gifts and favors she’d crafted or baked to give away.
Just before five-thirty, Mercy returned to the buckboard and spent a few minutes with Juniper and Aspen where she’d picketed the horses to graze on the grassy bank of the Castorine River at the outskirts of town. On her way to the hanging site, she greeted everyone she met with cheery words and a smile, whether she knew them or not.
She agreed with Mrs. Fulgate that morbid curiosity prompted people to travel miles to see a hanging. She didn’t count herself among them, since she wasn’t staying. She wanted to remember Reid Leighton alive.
Standing on tiptoes behind the crowd, all Mercy could see was the gallows platform, which didn’t interest her in the least. She hiked up her skirts and climbed the trunk of the Linden tree to the wide fork three feet off the ground, where she had an unobstructed view.
“Here he comes!”
Like a giant, many-headed bird, the spectators craned their necks to see over the people in front of them.






  
  The Brystile Curse


Reid Leighton cut a fine figure in his dark blue tailored suit as he approached the scaffold stairs with the bearing of a man accustomed to garnering a crowd’s attention. For a man whose solace had come from a whiskey bottle, his strides were remarkably steady. Mercy wished she knew his thoughts when he paused at the base of the plank stairs and gazed up at the platform. 
What drove him to commit suicide by legal hanging? Was he sorry? Did he have dark secrets in his past? Had he known love and happiness? Would his family mourn his passing?
With his arms tied behind his back and Rev. Moser following him, Reid ascended the stairs with an easy gait, the ball of each polished boot touching lightly upon the next step. Once on the platform, he turned toward the crowd with his head bowed and his hat brim casting a shadow across his face. Leo Mosch, editor of the Dulcet Valley Courier, wrote in his notebook, while the newspaper’s photographer, Milton Slovak, prepared his camera for another photograph.
Sheriff Samuel Dunne and Rev. Axel Moser, the valley’s sheriff and the town’s minister for most of Mercy’s life, flanked Reid just off the trap door. Deputy Grover Aikers stationed himself behind Reid. On the ground in front of the scaffold, Deputy Robert Stratman served as a deterrent to anyone wanting to get too close. The executioner from the territorial prison stood beside the lever that
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