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By Kaye Lynne Booth

I watched a program one evening, a ‘documentary’, which explored tales of curses which have been reported in modern times and some, which have been handed down over time. Now these programs are kind of like those ghost hunting shows, which explore reports of paranormal activity. With all their research and special equipment, they can’t prove it was a ghost. All they can do is rule out other possibilities. That is how this ‘documentary’ was. They presented the reported events, and then, looked for other possible causes and tried to rule them out. But they never proved if there was really a curse, or if it was what caused the reported events to occur. 

But it got me thinking about all the different types of curses there are, and what good stories curses make. In no time, I was tossing around two or three ideas which I thought would make good tales around a curses theme. And the idea for a themed anthology around curses naturally followed. 

I hope you will find the resulting stories as interesting and entertaining as I have, reading through each one, editing and compiling to create a unique collection of tales. It was interesting to see the different approaches to the theme by the authors who answered my submission call. Many of the stories are about cursed land or cursed places, as in my Caverna del Oro (Cave of Gold), or Denise Aparo’s “Mohawk Monster”, C.R. Johansson’s “Road Kill”, or Paul Kane’s “The Weeping Man”. But some are about cursed items, like Danaeka Scrimshaw’s “The Lamp”, or my own story, “The Death Clock”; or cursed people, like Molly Ertel’s “Clover’s Mirror Box”, or Abe Margel’s “Uneasy Spirit”. Robert White writes of a cursed family in “Longspeth’s Curse” and both of Joseph Carrabis’ brief stories deal with curses upon all of humanity.

Are curses real? Or are they a manifestation created by the belief in them? My ‘documentary’ couldn’t tell me, and I can’t answer that question, either. I’ll let you explore the possibilities for yourself through the following ten stories and let you come to your own conclusions.

Happy reading.
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Caverna del Oro (Cave of Gold)
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Beth was starving by the time the waitress set her Roost Burger down in front of her, medium rare, just like she liked it. She dug in with abandon, and they both ate in silence for the next few minutes. Finally, she washed it down with a drink of soda, wiping her mouth with her napkin.

“Okay, Cody. Spill it,” she said. “Why did you drag me all the way to Westcliffe with my climbing gear? It must be important. I earned a meal at my favorite restaurant just for showing up. The Rancher’s Roost isn’t cheap. What gives?”

“Have you ever gone caving?” he asked, popping the last of his fries into his mouth.

“No,” Beth said, shaking her head. “Why would I?”

“With all your climbing experience, I thought you might have,” he said, wiping his mouth. He was grinning from ear to ear, like a little kid on Christmas morning. “Have you ever been on a treasure hunt?”

“No, Cody, why?” she asked warily. “What kind of scheme have you cooked up this time?”

“We’re going on a treasure hunt,” he said, leaning in toward her, speaking just above a whisper. “I know where there’s a cave of gold.”

“A cave of gold?” she eyed him skeptically, but he shushed her with a finger to his lips as the waitress approached to clear their dishes. Cody had always been one for over-dramatizing things.

“You all save room for pie?” the waitress asked. “We’ve got chocolate cream, or apple crumble today.”

“I’ll take a piece of chocolate cream pie,” Beth replied. She hitched a thumb toward Cody, “He’s buying.” 

“Yeah, and a piece of apple for me,” Cody said, slurping down his soda. Then he held his glass up to the waitress. “And a refill, if you would?”

“You bet,” the waitress said, taking his glass. “Be right back.”

“Okay, so you’re serious about buttering me up. Going all out for pie, too,” she said when the waitress had gone. “You got me up here, so what’s the catch? No more nonsense about a treasure hunt and a cave of gold. What are we really doing today?”

“We really are going to explore a cave,” he said. “Maybe not a real cave of gold, but there really is treasure there, or so I was told. I must go to find out for myself, Beth. You’re a good climber, so I want you to come with me.”

“A cave of gold, and buried treasure? Have you lost your mind?” she said. “This isn’t some storybook. This is real life. People don’t just go around finding treasure.”

“Of course, I’ll split whatever we find with you,” he said, ignoring her comments. “After today, we could be rich.”

The waitress brought their pie, setting the plates on the table in front of them. 

Beth wasted no time digging in, putting a forkful on her tongue. The chocolate cream pie was heavenly. She swirled the creamy mixture around her mouth. It was all she could do not to moan with pleasure.

“All right,” she said. “The pie alone is worth it. So, tell me where we’re headed.”

“Marble Mountain,” Cody said. “The cave is up above timberline, so I brought my ATV. We can’t ride off the trail, but we can ride most of the way up, but it will still be quite a hike.”

“And you think there is treasure there because...?”

“There’s an old legend going back before the sixteenth century,” he said. “It was a sacred place to the Utes. But three Spanish monks brought soldiers, forcing the Indians to take them to it, and work it, in spite of the evil they feared there. They were mining the gold and melting it down, casting it into Spanish coins, or gold bars, or something. The Indians didn’t like it, so they rose up against the Spaniards, killing two of the monks.” 

The more Cody talked, the more animated he became. Beth finished her pie and didn’t interrupt. 

“The remaining monk packed up as much gold as they could carry and headed back to Spain, planning to return for the rest the following year. But the monk got sick and died on the journey home. He was the only one who knew where the cave was located, so they never returned for the rest of the gold. It’s still sitting up there, just waiting for us to find it.”

Beth was still skeptical, but she could tell Cody believed his story whole-heartedly. She didn’t have the heart to punch holes in his story with her skepticism. She hadn’t been climbing for a while, and she needed to work off all the calories she had consumed. Even if they didn’t find anything, they had nothing to lose. 

“Well, then, I guess you’d better pay the tab while I go to the little girl’s room,” she said, sliding out of the booth. “Let’s get going.” As she walked away from the table, another thought came to her. She turned back to him. “Oh, and Cody, be sure you leave a descent tip.”
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“How much farther, Cody?” Beth said as they reached timberline, where you’re so high up that the trees won’t grow. She dropped her pack at her feet, sinking to the ground at the base of a spindly pine tree which looked like it was struggling to survive at this altitude. From here on out they would have to scramble over boulders and loose shale, climbing up the sheer rock face that was the peak of Marble Mountain. “After that hike, I need a rest.”

“It can’t be much farther,” he replied, checking the GPS on his phone. “It says we’re at twelve thousand feet. Somewhere around here there should be an old fort around here somewhere, where the monk and his soldiers were attacked in the Indian uprising. We’ll set up camp there. But keep your eye out for a Maltese Cross on the rocks. That will be the easiest way to find the cave entrance. After you catch a second wind, we’ll start looking for it.”

“I thought you knew right where to look,” she replied. I should have known Cody was blowing hot air, as usual. The guy would say anything to get his way. “You drug me all the way up here, and you don’t even know where the damned cave is?”

“I know about where it is, and we’re close,” he said, taking a defensive tone, approaching a whine. He shrugged off his pack with all kinds of equipment attached. “I wouldn’t haul all this heavy stuff up here if I didn’t.” He pulled the compass from his pocket, spreading open the map, sinking down next to a boulder. “If we find the cave, it will be worth it, I promise.”

“If? Now it’s if?” Beth said incredulously. “I wouldn’t be surprised to find out there is no cave.”

“Oh, there is a cave,” he said. “I read an article which said the Colorado Mountain Club and some forest ranger explored the cave back in the early 1900s. They went down five hundred feet. They didn’t find the door, or the chamber with the gold from the legend. They’re probably down even further. But the cave exists, for sure.”

“And you really believe there’s a chamber filled with Spanish gold?” she asked, scoffing. She pulled a hairclip from her pack, twisting her ponytail into a bun behind her head and clipping it neatly in place. “I can’t believe how gullible you are. I can’t believe I went along with this. How dumb does that make me?”

“They don’t call it Caverna Del Oro for nothing,” he said, pulling two granola bars from his pack and offering her one. “It’s Spanish for Cave of Gold. They never made it back to get the rest, so it is still there. I know it.”

“A room full of gold!” Beth eyed him suspiciously as she unwrapped the bar, biting off a piece. “Is this like when we went camping and you tried to tell me I’d stay warmer if I slept naked?”

“Not at all. I was just messing with you then,” he said. “But seriously, there was too much gold for them to take it all. After the Indian uprising, the monk and his soldiers massacred all the Indians in retribution. When the monk got sick and died, the Indians said it was because of the curse of their ancestors.”

“Curse. What curse?” Beth asked, getting to her feet. She tipped her head back, drinking from her canteen to wash down the last of the granola bar. “You didn’t say anything before about a curse.”

“Oh geez, you’re not going to go all heebie-jeebies on me, are you?” he asked with raised brows. “It’s just some old Indian legend. The Spanish had to force the Indians to show them the cave and work the mine. They had primitive beliefs and were scared of their own shadows.” He picked up the remaining gear, starting out, up and over the rocks. “The Spanish guys probably picked up some disease from the natives that they didn’t have any resistance for. Superstition called it a curse.”

“Hey, wait up!” she cried, hoisting her pack onto her back to head off after him. “What are we looking for again?”

“A red Maltese cross on the rocks,” Cody replied over his shoulder. “It is supposed to mark the spot where a skeleton was found near the fort, not far from the cave entrance.”

“An Indian skeleton from the massacre?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It maybe was a Spaniard killed in the uprising because there was an arrow in his back. I think he was wearing Spanish armor, if I remember right. I think the one they found chained to the cave wall was an Indian though. What does it matter?”

“I guess it doesn’t,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. She hoisted herself up onto an enormous boulder scanning the treeless, stone landscape which made up the mountain peak before her. Nothing but cold, grey stone with moss poking through the cracks, and a few select bushes for as far as she could see. Snow left from the winter months remained in spots, covering many of the stones in white. 

A vision passed through her mind of those poor Indians being forced to work here in this cold, harsh landscape, such a stark contrast to the lush, green forest not far below, sending a shiver up her spine. She could imagine this barren place, alive with the activity of the Indian slaves and their Spaniard masters. It was a horrific sight to imagine.

“Come on, Beth,” Cody called from above her. “We’ve gotta be close.”

A chill wind came up as she jumped down to set out once again, sending chills through her, only adding to her chills from her vision of the past. Why had she listened to Cody, coming all the way up here? This was probably just another one of Cody’s hair-brained schemes. Skeletons and curses, I’ll just bet.

She’d gone another twenty feet or so when the wind pushed the clouds which had been blocking the sun, away, allowing the sun’s warming rays to shine down on her. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, allowing her skin to drink in the sun’s warmth. When she opened her eyes, she was staring at a red Maltese cross imprinted upon the rocks just above her head.

“Cody!” she yelled. “Cody, I think I found your cross.”

Cody came running back down the mountain so fast, arms swinging wildly, feet going pel-mel. She feared he wasn’t going to be able to stop his momentum as he came hurtling towards her, but he managed to skid to a halt before bowling her over. 

“Oh, wow!” he said, looking up at the rocks where she directed his gaze. “It really is here. You found it!” 

“You sound like you didn’t truly believe it was,” she said. “You really did say whatever you had to just to get me up here, didn’t you?”

“Hey, I just repeated what I heard. Maybe I didn’t believe it fully,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “But you found the cross. If it’s real, then maybe the cave of gold is, too.” He took ahold of her hand. “Come on, Beth. The fort and the cave entrance should both be right around her somewhere.”

Beth followed along, letting Cody lead her. She didn’t know what to believe about Cody. If he hadn’t really believed in the gold, then why had he brought her up here? She shook her head to clear those thoughts away, concentrating on finding the cave. 

“So, no one has visited the cave since the 1920s?” she asked, taking careful steps across the slippery shale slope. The loose shale made the footing on the slope treacherous. She struggled to catch her breath as she tried to keep up with Cody’s long legs, failing horribly. “Hey, slow down. The air is pretty thin up here.”

Cody slowed his pace. “Sorry, guess I just got too excited,” he said. “Just think, Beth. If we find the gold, we’ll be rich beyond your wildest imagination.”

“Won’t do me any good if you kill me first,” she said, inhaling deeply. To her left was a small bush, which had somehow managed to thrive in the barren landscape, growing up through the cracks between to stone slabs which lay wedged together vertically. 

“Want an oxygen booster?” he asked. “I have some in my pack.”

“No, I think I’m good now,” she said, shaking her head. “I doubt the Spaniards or the Indians had any of those things. If they can do it, so can I. We just need to slow the pace a bit.” She sat down on a boulder, leaning back against the cold stone of the mountain side, inhaling deeply. 

“Beth, look!” Cody said, climbing up to where she was from below. “You found it! Look over there.” She turned her head to the right, her gaze following the direction in which Cody’s finger was pointing. Behind her there was a long crack between the stone slab she was sitting on and the face of the mountain, which ended in what looked to be a glacier, trickling down the rocks as it melted in the summer heat.

“Well, I guess I did,” she said. “Are you sure that’s it?”

“Wow! Look at this,” Cody said, pointing up the hill behind her. “Beth, I think you found the cave.” 

She got to her feet, climbing the few feet up the sloping hill to the opening, where a small melting glacier covered the face of the stone as Cody pulled a folding spade from his pack and began to dig, throwing the snow over his shoulder. She arrived at what appeared to be the cave entrance, just as Cody’s shovel broke through, exposing an open space behind it.

“This must be it, right?” she said, taking in the extensive cavern before her. She peered into the darkness toward the back of the cave, trying to discern where it ended. A cold wind hit her in the face, driving her back outside. “Is it supposed to lead to a mine entrance, or something?”

“I dunno, but I intend to find out,” Cody said, dumping his pack and digging through it, he pulled out two sets of climbing equipment. “There’s a couple of pretty good drops, and several levels. Shouldn’t be any trouble for you though. You have plenty of experience climbing.” Then, he pulled out two Mag Lights, handing one to her. He switched his on to light up the huge cavern. “Will you get a load of this place. It’s enormous. Are those sparkles on the wall back there? Maybe it’s gold.”

“More likely, fool’s gold, or maybe quartz crystals,” she replied, shining her beam around to join his. “Most of the rock in this area is limestone.” 

Together they walked toward the back of the cave. About twenty feet in, the ground began to slope downward gradually. The ceiling seemed to follow suit. They followed the sloping path until they came to a large hole in the cavern floor.”

“This is it, Beth,” Cody said. “This is the first pit. It’s only one-hundred-and-seventy-five feet down. Piece of cake.”

“Yeah? But, where’s the gold?” she said, still skeptical. She shined her light down into the opening, seeing nothing but stone walls descending into the pitch black below. Another gust of cold air assaulted her, sending a shiver down her spine. “Wow, it’s cold. We’d better bundle up if we plan on going down there.”

“The legend says there is a wooden door five hundred feet down. It must be a level or two down. That’s where they processed the gold, I guess. That must be where they left all they couldn’t carry.”

“Are we talking about the same door that Mountain club couldn’t find?” she asked. “You said they went five hundred feet down. Why didn’t they find it?”

“Yes, they only went that far because of what some hundred-and-five-year-old Mexican woman told them,” he replied, kneeling down to pull several items from his pack: helmets with additional lighting, ropes, climbing gear, hand picks and folding shovels. “She could have underestimated the distance. She claimed her family explored the cave when she was a child. How would a kid know how to estimate the depth of the cave? It must be further down.” He handed her a set of climbing equipment. “Gear up. Let’s go see for ourselves.”

“You really think we should go down there?” she said, suddenly feeling hesitant. She swallowed a lump which was forming in her throat. Now that she had seen how dark it was, she was having second thoughts. “Don’t caves sometimes fill up with poisonous gases? How would we know?”

“It didn’t kill the Indians, or the Spaniards, or the later explorers, so I figure we’re safe,” Cody said. “Tuck the flashlight into your jacket pocket while we’re descending, so you can use both hands, but you can use it along with the headlamps as we traverse each level. That ought to be plenty bright enough.” He moved around the cavern, staying close to the wall, as if searching for something. “You’re not woosing-out on me, are you?”

“No. No,” she said shaking her head as she slipped her sweater over her head and pulling her jacket out of her pack. “I just want to be sure we’re safe. What are you looking for, anyway?”

“Somewhere in this cavern, there’s a ring embedded where they found a skeleton chained to the wall,” he said, gearing up with his climbing equipment. “I figure we can rope off to the ring, so we’ll be sure to find our way back.” He pointed to a metal ring about half-way up the cavern wall. “There! That’s got to be it.”

Chills ran through her when she spotted the chain with a large cuff on the end, verifying the story Cody had told. The cuff was too big to be used on a wrist. It must have gone around the person’s neck, like a collar. Someone had died while chained there. Although no bones remained, knowing was enough to give her the creeps. An involuntary shiver ran through her, but she shook it off, stepping into her harness.

“We’ll rope off here,” Cody said as he tied off one end of his rope to the metal ring, tugging it to be sure it was secure. “There is seven hundred and fifty feet here, so we should be able to go well past the five-hundred-foot mark, where the mountain group stopped. Even if we veer off from the main tunnel, we can just follow the ropes back here.”

“Cody, I don’t know if this is such a good idea.” She did as he had instructed, tying her rope off to the metal ring, despite her doubts. Are you sure it will hold both our weights?” she said, yanking on the rope, testing it.

“You are chickening out,” he said. “You’re a good climber. You’re scared of the stupid curse!”

“No, but this is dangerous what we’re doing,” she replied. “I’ve never climbed in a cave before. What if there’s a cave in?  There’s still ice on the ground here; it’s slippery. Or what if there is poisonous gas now, even though there wasn’t any before? Shit like that happens, Cody. It’s got nothing to do with any curse.”

“That’s why we’re taking precautions,” he replied, switching on his headlamp and placing his helmet on his head. “We’ve got the rope, picks, shovels, and lots of light, so we can see where we’re going.”

“Besides that, it’s just creepy,” Beth said, not willing to give up the fight just yet. “Someone was left to die chained right there. Doesn’t that bother you at all? What about the curse? Did anything happen to any of the mountain group from the twenties? Did the curse get any of them?”

“Oh, uh, I dunno,” Cody replied, stammering over the words as he stuffed tools into the pockets of his cargo pants. “I heard the guide of the mountain club died mysteriously a short time after they explored it, but I can’t say whether it’s true.”

“Well, that might have been worth looking into before dragging us up here, don’t you think?” she said, placing her helmet on her head and picking up her gear. She still had a bad feeling about this, but it was too late to back out now. “Let’s get going, if we’re going to do it. I know you, and you won’t give up until you’re satisfied there isn’t any gold down there, so let’s get it over with.”

“Go ahead. You’ve got the lead,” he said, nodding to her as he came up behind her. 

She was a more experienced climber than Cody, so it made sense for her to lead, but she didn’t have to like it. She moved to the edge of the pit, checking her equipment one more time before dropping over the edge. Beth placed her feet carefully as she lowered herself down slowly, the light from her headlamp jumping across the shaft’s walls with each drop she made. A chill wind rushed past her from below.

She reached out, touching the tunnel wall with her left hand. The stone was cool and smooth under her touch. “This headlamp isn’t very bright. I can barely see anything down here.” 

“Just be careful,” Cody said from above her. “Be sure of your footing. These walls are damp and slippery.”

“Thanks. That instills confidence. Maybe you should go first,” she said. As the damp air on the shaft grew colder, another wind swept through the shaft, this time hitting her from above, causing her to sway in her rig. The light from her headlamp bounced off jagged stalactites and stalagmites, which she preferred to stay clear of. “It’s getting colder, too.”

“That’s to be expected,” he replied. “The temperature down here is supposed to be about thirty-five degrees. Do you see anything yet?”

“No. Just damp, slimy rock walls. There’s actually water running down them here,” she said, pulling her hand back, she touched her wet fingers together. She placed her hand back on the rope, continued down. She dropped again, only to find the shaft wall below had disappeared, and there was only air until her feet touched the ground. “Cody, there’s another tunnel here.”

“Hold on,” he said, dropping down the rest of the way quickly. He placed a hand on her shoulder, adding the light from his headlamp to her own, illuminating the whole area. “There should be another pit just up ahead. Go on. I’ll be right behind you.”

She started off through the tunnel, keeping her hand on the rock wall. The walls down here were cool and damp, as well. This level was not sloped as the cave floor had been. “I must say, level ground makes the walking easier.”

“Go slow and easy,” Cody said. “Let’s just see what lies ahead.”

She’d only gone about twenty feet down this new tunnel when the rock beneath her feet disappeared once more, opening up into another dark pit. She lost her footing, plummeting until her rope grew taught, bringing her up short. 

“Beth, are you all right?” Cody said from above. 

She looked up to see the light from his headlamp above her in the pit opening.

“Yeah, watch that first step,” she said, chuckling at her own warped humor as she dangled below him, swaying with each cold breeze coming through. How did I ever let him talk me into this? Once steadied, she continued to drop, following the path of the rock around her until her feet touched level ground once more.

She shined her headlamp around the passage where she had landed. It appeared it was a dead end, the short passage only a few feet in length, with the stone walls rising straight up all around her. There was nowhere to go.
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