

    
        
          Crow Curse

        

        
        
          Mary Catelli

        

        
          Published by Wizard's Wood Press, 2016.

        

    


Copyright © 2016 by Mary Catelli

All rights reserved. This work or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Copyright © 2000 by Mary Catelli Originally published in Marion Zimmer Bradley's Fantasy Magazine, Winter 2000. Reprinted by permission of the author. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Crow Curse

Also By Mary Catelli

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Crow Curse


[image: ]


Fritha stood by the edge of the pond, looking out over the rushes and the waters reflecting the half-full moon, and sulked.  "It wasn't theft," she thought; "the hermit had said to take the books after he died."  Fritha scowled, tossing back her dark brown curls from her pale, square face.  "The books hadn't been on his body, anyway."

The moon climbed a little higher, and the hour came.  Fritha cawed and spread her black wings.  She flew to perch on the nearest bush.  "Maybe," she thought, bleakly, "Isobel had a point; the wizard who had laid the curse, all those generations ago, might, God willing, decide they had learned to not steal from the bodies of the dead—but something that looked like stealing would change his mind."

The rest of the murder lifted up, cawing.  Fritha glared at them.  Off to steal all the seed Farmer William had planted, she thought in disgust; Lord have mercy on us all.  She flew off.  The wizard had not reappeared in seven generations, and while wizards lived long lives, they did not live that long.  And neither Isobel nor any other of the crow folk could cast the first stone about theft.

Curses on Simon, anyway, Fritha thought, settling on a dead tree; it was his fault his family was cursed, and he was so old that he had only lived with the curse a couple of years.  Fritha ruffled her feathers and wished she could leave the marsh, but where in the world could she go?  One of their foolish young men had seduced a woman in the nearest village.  His baby had been beaten to death after the first time he changed.

Golden light burst over the horizon.  Fritha squawked, lifting off from her perch.  Smoke started to rise where the light had come, obscuring the stars behind it.  Fritha started to fly back, but further bursts of light caught her attention.  Two figures, little more than doll-size at this distance, appeared in the middle of the light, floating over the tree-tops.  The crow flew in low, glancing up now and then.  Wizards, Fritha thought, and her mind conjured up a dream, of one of the wizards having laid the curse, and now she could charge in and save him, and get the curse lifted.  That would show Isobel.

A burst of scarlet light seared the ground next to her, and smoke thickly rose.  Fritha flitted back.  A dream, of course, she thought.  These strange beings lived in another world, and needed no aid from human or crow.

Fritha perched to watch the fight.  The bursts grew more and more fierce, ranging through every color of the rainbow.  Below them, fires sprung up, and some of the bursts, going astray, made the earth shake.

One wizard threw out his arms, and with a final burst of light, struck down the other wizard.  The light about the other one dimmed, and vanished; in the glow from the first wizard, Fritha could see him sinking like a leaf from a tree, but he fell past that light, and vanished.  His fall had been so convoluted that he could go anywhere after that.

The other wizard laughed, the noise suddenly so loud that the marsh grass quaked beneath it.  "Too late, too late, little Oliver!  Nothing you and your family can do save you!"

Fritha shrank back and looked the fires.  The fight could have lasted an hour, she realized, and nearly panicked.  Without attention to the surviving wizard, she flew to the ground, just barely making it before her form shifted again.  That had cutting it too close, Fritha scolded herself as she hurried through the marsh; she ought to not let even fighting wizards distract her.  She glanced over her shoulder.  The surviving wizard had lowered himself just over the height of the marsh grass.  The light around him cast fierce shadows as he peered over the water and land.  Fritha turned away, before he could find her.

"Girl!" called a voice, sounding like a man at the last of his strength.

Fritha froze.  The wizard could not have fallen this far, she thought, even with that convoluted path.

"Girl, I know you hear me," said the wizard.  "Please, I beg you, do not turn away."

What, wondered Fritha, could make a wizard beg for help?  She turned to face him.  A gray-bearded man lay against a tuffet of marsh grass.  His elaborate robe glittered a little in the moonlight, except where blood caked over the cloth.  He held out his hand; a ring glittered on it.

"Please, take the ring," he said.  "Keep it from William.  Give my brother it, when he comes."  He coughed.

He could die before I take it, Fritha thought.  To take from the bodies of the dead...she stared blankly at the ring.

The wizard's thin, haggard face worked.  "He will destroy us," he pled.  "All my family—for no crime but thwarting him."  His voice faded as he spoke, and at his last word, his head rolled back.

Taking from the bodies of the dead, Fritha thought uneasily.  She crept closed to the body and looked up at the searching wizard, whose square face was set in lines of fury.

His voice boomed out again:  "How dare you and yours question me?  I have shown you what weaklings you are!"

If that man, thought Fritha, laid the curse, it will never get lifted.

The ring glittered in her palm.  Fritha tucked the ring away and hurried through the marsh again.  The other wizard was moving and and forth over the waters, and now she had more reason not to be found.  She splashed through the shallow waters of a stream and climbed the other bank.

Bess's voice carried out of the shadows.  "Fritha!  What happened here?"

Fritha turned sharply.  Half a dozen—a dozen—of the crow folk stood on the opposite bank, among the bushes on the rise of land, and stared at the wizard.  Fritha drew in a long breath.  "Two wizards were fighting.  One of them is down."  She gestured at the other.  "He's looking for him, I think."

"Is he?"  Bess looked after him.  "How interesting."  She started down the bank.

"Bess!" Fritha said sharply.  "If he sees you..."

Bess looked over her shoulder and laughed.  "He's looking for a wizard," she said.  "Not a poor girl of the crow folk."

Fritha bit her lip.  Bess had been the only other child of the crow folk who let the hermit teach her letters, but they did not get along.  "Foolish," muttered Todd behind her.

"Who's going to stop her?" said someone else.  A murmur of agreement ran through the crow folk.  Fritha's shoulders slumped as she nodded in reluctant agreement; she had never been able to stop Bess from any folly.  The crow folk started to pull back; Fritha could not help glancing over her shoulder as the wizard drew nearer and nearer the body.  She was barely able to keep her hand from going to the pouch with the ring; it felt like an enormous weight on her belt.

Minutes later, Bess came splashing after them.  "I was right," she said, half-laughing.  "He was only interested in the body."  The crow folk looked at her, and she tossed her head.  "Said someone else must have been there first."  Her eyes bright, she glanced over at Fritha.  "He was angry."

Fritha collected her wits and snorted.  "Unless it fell out over the marsh," she said.

"He'll never find it then," Todd said.  Bess's expression fell a little as she agreed.  Fritha kept her face set, but her heart started to beat faster.  Even if Bess wanted to denounce her, she had no evidence, she reminded herself, but her heart did not slow.

* * *
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Fritha sat down at the table for her breakfast one morning two weeks later.  Her father did not look up from his porridge.  "The fires the wizards set have burnt out," he said to his wife.  "Or so Ned says.  I'm going fishing over there today."

His wife bobbed her head.  "'Cept that Meg said that her Polly saw the wizards again," she said, without turning from the fire.  "No sense in being where they are."

Fritha wondered if one of the wizards were the dead one's brother.  She bolted her porridge and announced, "I'll go weed the garden."  Her father mumbled something.  Fritha hurried from the room into the chilly morning air.  The mist lay thickly over the marsh, but half a dozen women already sat on their thresholds, patching clothing or knitting socks.  The old road, built over a century ago, when the queen consort had been born in the county, led into the marsh, but mist hid it after a few paces.  Fritha went around back and got down on her knees to weed, but she looked out over the marsh for any sign of the wizards.

As if, she scolded herself a second later, she could see anything through the mist.  She bent down over the plants and the dark earth and began to weed.  The cold and damp seeped through her skirts, and Fritha weeded faster, trying to warm herself.

A ruckus rose out of the swamp, a confusion of quacking and honking, and Fritha looked quickly up.  The air filled with ducks and geese over one pool, but she saw nothing more than their flight.  Her mouth twisted as she looked back down.  Any number of boys from the village might have tried to catch one, and set them off, she told herself; there was no clue that the wizards had been the cause.

In spite of herself, Fritha glanced back at the waterfowl.  Something flashed in the whiteness of the mist.  Fritha froze.

"Look at that!" shouted a child's shrill voice.  "Is that what you saw, Todd?"

Burst of yellow lit up the mist from with and melted it away more quickly than the sun.  The crow folk piled out of their cottages, shouting and exclaiming.  "Maybe the wizard's going to lift the curse!" one hopeful said, and they all chattered about the possibility.

Fritha sat back on her heels but could not move any further.  Her legs felt very cold, but the pouch with the ring weighed heavily against her thigh; there had been times, now and then, in the last weeks where she could forget it (though she had not dared take it off), but now, she had
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