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  Introduction

By D.L. Winchester (Editor)


When I put out a call for an anthology, I try not to limit myself to a specific "vision" for how the anthology will turn out. My first priority is to find great stories (the long list), then find stories that work well with each other (the short list) to make a final anthology that is enjoyable and entertaining for you, the reader. 

Sometimes, this is easy. Other times, not so much.

Judicial Homicide turned out to be one of the other times.

For a while, I was worried about getting enough submissions to have an anthology. We got there in the end, but my long list turned out to be, well, not very long at all. But the stories that made the long list were fantastic. This anthology was probably the most difficult to cut down to the final table of contents. Every story in the long list was fantastic, and could have made the short list and the final cut. It took some gnashing of teeth, but I finally made my picks.

Then I looked at the cover I'd purchased, and realized we didn't have a story that focused on hanging as a method of execution. The great Rebecca Cuthbert stepped in and offered to write a poem, bailing me out on that front.

After that, things smoothed out. Thankfully.

And the final anthology is awesome.

I've been interested in the death penalty for as long as I can remember, so it was an easy decision to build an anthology around it. Even easier was the decision to make it a charity anthology in support of Witness to Innocence, an organization supporting exonerated death row inmates.

Interestingly, I discovered Witness to Innocence through a post in a community Facebook group. Ray Krone, the 100th person to be exonerated following the resumption of Capital Punishment in 1976 and a co-founder of Witness to Innocence, moved to Tennessee and is in a relationship with a writer. When his partner posted about her book signing, I pulled up her profile to see if I knew her and what she wrote. She had Witness to Innocence on her page, I was curious, and soon, I was reading Jingle Jangle: The Perfect Crime Turned Inside Out, Jim Rix's excellent telling of the events surrounding Ray's conviction and exoneration.

After I finished Jingle Jangle and learned more about Witness to Innocence, the ideas started to merge: execution-themed anthology and charity donation in one. Soon, it was on the Undertaker Books calendar, and now it's in your hands to enjoy.


So here you are, dear reader. Ten stories of judicial homicide, death delivered for a purpose, real or imagined. I hope you enjoy this anthology as much as I've enjoyed putting it together. 

D.L. Winchester
September 5, 2024
Newport, TN






  
  A Curse Thrown from the Old Hanging Tree

Rebecca Cuthbert


A fledgling town near an old craggy shore 
is the setting of this woeful tale—
a story of need and of lies and of greed
and a hanging that more or less failed. 

This town had a church that was led by a man
who on Sundays would preach against sin,
but by Tuesday nights with his breeches too tight
he would seek sweet relief at an inn. 

The woman he met there had dark roving eyes
and a mouth like a ripe peach just plucked—
a young widow herself, with no means and no wealth,
she would charge a gold coin to be fucked.

The preacher would pay, sometimes twice before dawn,
glad to revel in pleasures she offered,
and what did he care, since the pricey affair
was afforded by skimming church coffers?

For months this continued in shadowy secret;
the widow had pledged her discretion— 
but one hot June night in revealing moonlight
her round belly foretold her confession.

“Forgive me, my lord,” said the woman through tears,
“but I promise, you’re my only lover.”
The preacher’s mind raced, color blanched from his face;
he’d be ruined with this truth uncovered.

“There’s more,” wept the woman, “for my sister knows
and demanded I tell her who’d bed me,
she ran to our mother, who then told my brother,
and he’ll importune that you wed me.”

Ignoring her pleas, he stormed out of the inn,
how dare she give him so little warning?
All week rumors flew and the whispers did too— 
the town knew his shame by Sunday morning.

So “Harlot!” he cried, and then “Heathen!” and “Whore!”
and “Black witchcraft!” he blamed for his lusting;
the parish was shocked but he promised his flock
he was still the man they could put trust in.

“We can’t let her live!” he declared from his pulpit,
“I’ll lead tonight’s posse to get her!
A witch in our midst,” he screamed, shaking his fist,
“will corrupt every man if we let her!”

So torches were lighted and pitchforks were gathered,
and mercy abandoned for malice.
Soon, gagged and bound, she was carried through town
by a mob both bloodthirsty and callous.

They surged north and east to an infamous hill
that the local kids swore was long haunted,
and though her family cried they were all pushed aside
for a hanging was what the mob wanted. 

On that hill an oak stood called “The Old Hanging Tree”
and the doomed widow saw what awaited—
but she also knew the witchcraft charge was true
and revenge is best when it’s belated.

Her preacher ex-lover removed the rough gag
and said “Here is your last chance to pray.”
“Fool!” the witch jeered, “I’ll be back in a year
and it’s more than a gold coin you’ll pay!”

There in the gloaming he pulled the noose tight
with her words ringing loud in his ears,
then six men yanked her high into that purple sky
and the hillside resounded with cheers.

Her neck didn’t break, though it should have been quick;
“No matter!” he called, “let her strangle!”
They waited a while, stared at her frozen smile,
but then ran when she laughed as she dangled.

The preacher fled fastest and flew to his church
to prostrate himself there on God’s altar,
but it was no use; He would broker no truce,
and the preacher had no way to halt her.

He knew she’d return and in twelve months she did,
one late night as he lay barely sleeping.
He woke with a cry, pinned between her strong thighs,
and her moans almost drowned out his weeping.

“I’m almost there, preacher,” she whimpered and writhed,
and she rocked her hips harder and faster,
then she grabbed his throat and she squeezed til he choked
as they sped toward climax and disaster.

“Come for me, preacher!” she yelled and he did, 
though his vision had already faded,
he left this world shamed as someone called his name—
not the witch, but the devil who waited. 
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Rebecca Cuthbert writes dark fiction and poetry. Her books include In Memory of Exoskeletons (Alien Buddha Press), Creep This Way: How to Become a Horror Writer with 24 Tips to Get You Ghouling (Seamus & Nunzio Productions), and the forthcoming Self-Made Monsters (ABP) and The Hauntings Back Home (Undertaker Books). She comes to Undertaker with an MFA in Fiction from West Virginia University and an extensive background in editing and teaching. Some of her favorite subgenres and aesthetics are feminist horror, gothic thrillers, the Grotesque, slipstream, dark fairy tales, eco horror, and ghost stories.






  
  A Boating Judge

Kay Hanifen


The problem with executions, Judge Wharton had decided, was they were too humane. All anyone ever cared about was the murderer and their suffering.  
But what about the victims? 
Where was the justice in a quick death? 
The families of the victims would have to live the rest of their lives with what happened weighing on their souls, but the killer would experience their release from life in a swift and timely manner, courtesy of the eighth amendment. 
But sometimes, people deserve cruel and unusual punishments. 
Case in point: Wesley Rogers. He was scum, pure and simple. Over the course of a year, he murdered four teenage boys. Judge Wharton was certain of it. But the jury was not convinced. The bleeding hearts heard his story—how mental illness led to homelessness, and how he stumbled onto the body of Gregory Pierce while looking for shelter one winter day—and they believed him. Sure, most of the evidence was circumstantial, but Judge Wharton could tell just by looking at him that he was the killer of those four boys.
He hated that he had to let Wesley go, but he knew it wouldn’t be for long. Judge Wharton and the local sheriff, Sheriff Eliot, had a certain arrangement when it came to scum like this. 

      [image: image-placeholder]As he waited on the front porch of his hunting lodge, he could see the police cruiser pulling into the long driveway. It was a shame the justice system failed, but he and the sheriff were there to fill in for its shortcomings.
When the sheriff brought his car to a stop, he opened the door and dragged a wide-eyed Wesley out of the vehicle. He was a hulking man, nearly six-foot-five, with broad shoulders and massive hands, hands made to be wrapped around the throats of teenage boys. He had trimmed his beard for his court date, a far cry from the scraggly woodsman the police had booked in county jail. 
Wesley blinked in confusion as he glanced around the hunting lodge. “Where am I?” he asked in his usual whisper. Judge Wharton had been shocked when he first heard Wesley speak. For such a big man, he was soft spoken. It seemed wrong. His voice should have been booming enough to fill the courtroom. 
So, it had to be an act. 
His lawyers instructed him to speak softly to make him seem less threatening, but if anything, it added to his inherent wrongness. 
Because there was something wrong with him. Only a twisted soul would murder four innocent kids.
“Welcome,” Judge Wharton said.
Wesley’s attention snapped to him, his brows furrowing in confusion. “Your Honor?”
Judge Wharton smiled. “You don’t have to be so formal. We aren’t in the courtroom right now. Just call me Judge or sir.”
“Y-yes, sir.” Licking his dry lips, Wesley glanced around. “I thought I was going to be released to a group home. Where am I?”
“You’re at my hunting lodge.”
He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He looked like a cornered deer, ready to bolt. “I don’t understand.”
“Come on now,” Sheriff Eliot said, throwing his arm around Wesley’s shoulder in a mock show of friendliness. But his grip was tight, making any potential escape difficult. “We both know why you’re here. What you did…”
“I didn’t—”
“It’s pointless to lie now,” Wharton cut in. “We all know the truth.”
Wesley shook his head. “I’m innocent. The jury said so.”
“You can fool a jury, but you can’t fool me, son.” Mood abruptly changing, he clapped his hands and smiled genially. “Now, what do you want for dinner? I can whip up just about anything you’d like.”
“What?” 
“For your last meal.” He turned and opened the door to the lodge. Wesley froze, his breath coming out in short pants as his wide eyes darted around, searching for a means of escape.
“Come on.” Eliot growled, giving him a shove forward. The sheriff entered, his arm still around Wesley’s shoulders, gripping him in case he tried to run. Wharton followed close behind. 
Eliot sat Wesley down at the kitchen table. The judge followed the prisoner’s gaze out the window to the boat floating on the lake. It was a unique contraption, more like a coffin on water than a rowboat. The bottom portion was a regular canoe, but the top had a hinge and a roof. There were five holes. The largest sat at the end of the canoe. Two parallel holes had been carved near it while the other two had been carved near the bottom. 
“What’s that?” Wesley asked, his voice shaky.
“Don’t worry about it just yet. Let’s focus on dinner. What can I make you?”
“Duck confit,” he replied, much to the surprise of the judge. Wesley struck him as more of a fast-food guy.
He arched an eyebrow. “You have a refined palate.”
Wesley didn’t take his eyes off the boat. “I was a chef before…before I was on the streets. It was my favorite dish to make.”
“You learn something new every day.” With his hands behind his back, he wandered to the mantle, where he kept his father’s rifle, a vintage M-1 Garand. The late judge started his career as a military executioner, using the rifle to execute war criminals and spies during the Second World War. Wharton considered it his prized possession.
Taking the rifle, he checked that it was loaded. It always was, but it still didn’t hurt to make sure. Satisfied, he headed back to the kitchen with the gun in hand. “Sheriff, if you don’t mind running to the grocery store, I wasn’t expecting to make a confit.”
The sheriff gave him a quizzical look, but still nodded in acquiescence.
Wharton could see what Wesley was doing. It was obvious he picked a time-consuming recipe so that he could plan his escape. The judge had seen several of his condemned try it, and all had failed. But it wouldn’t hurt to humor the man a bit before dashing his hopes. 
Eliot pulled out his handcuffs. “Take that chair next to the metal ring in the wall there.”
Wesley glared at him but did as he asked, letting the sheriff handcuff him to the ring. 
“One wrong move and the judge will blow your brains out. Understood?”
“Yeah.”
“What was that?” The sheriff’s jaw tightened.
“Yes…sir.” The words dripped with venom, but both judge and sheriff chose to ignore it.
“That’s right.” With that, he left to pick up the items for Wesley’s menu. 
“What are you going to do to me?” Wesley asked, his gaze burning a hole into the floor.
Judge Wharton arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure you want to know?”
He still didn’t meet the judge’s gaze. “Yeah.”
“Gregory Pierce, Keenan Smith, William Patterson, and Joseph Archer. Were their deaths quick?”
“You tell me. I’m not the one who did it.” 
The judge rolled his eyes. “Are you really going to keep up this charade?”
The only response was Wesley’s sullen silence. Judge Wharton expected nothing less.
“I’m a student of history. Did you know that?”
He shook his head, still not speaking.
“The ancients knew how to get rid of criminals and deter anyone else considering a life of crime.” Judge Wharton smiled as he stared out the window, watching the boat bobbing gently on the water. “They were as cruel as they were creative. Personally, I’ve always been fond of the Bronze Bull. That was a hollow metal statue. They’d place the victim inside and light a fire underneath it. The prisoner would slowly roast alive, their screams warping and emanating from the bull’s mouth like the bellowing of a living animal.”
Wesley’s head shot up at that. He looked vaguely nauseous. “And you want to do that to me?”
The judge sighed. “Unfortunately, a bespoke bronze bull statue is outside my pay grade and far too suspicious. No, my execution method of choice is the boats out there. They call it scaphism, from the Greek word meaning ‘to hollow.’ You’ll learn why it’s called that soon enough.”
He bit back a smile at the memory of the last execution he had conducted. The condemned was a man named Tom Wilson, a scumbag who raped and murdered his girlfriend, only to be freed on a technicality. Like Wesley, he maintained his innocence until the end.
Tom Wilson decided to forego his last meal, yelling obscenities at the judge and sheriff until the sheriff punched him out. The two men carried the condemned to the boats and secured him while he was unconscious. In ancient times, they force fed the condemned milk and honey to make them defecate themselves before smearing it all over the exposed parts of their bodies. The two honored that tradition by using milk and honey on the arms, legs, and face, but to make him go, they force-fed him laxatives. 
Then, they set him adrift. For days, the condemned screamed while insects buzzed around his head and burrowed into him, devouring him from the inside out. To keep him alive, they pulled him to shore once a day to make him drink water and force feed him whatever they had on hand. Then, more laxatives. 
Tom Wilson lasted for two weeks. The sheriff and Eliot had to wear masks when they pulled him to shore for the last time. Insects still buzzed around his sunburned face, the burns so severe that the skin looked leathery in places and had bubbled and blistered in others. A second- and third-degree burn. These burns covered all exposed skin, but the real horror show was when they opened the top boat.
The odor was horrific. Excrement and urine mixed with blood. A swarm of flies, freed by the opening of the top, buzzed away, revealing rancid flesh in the process of being eaten by writhing maggots. Though he’d been through this several times before, the reveal never failed to make Wharton gag.
He and Eliot punctured the lungs to prevent flotation and make sure he was dead before dumping the body in the lake to become fish food. Then, they used a power wash to rinse out the boat for its next use. 
“So, you’re gonna trap
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