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Stars Drifting Ever Upwards

 

Gisela paused, one foot planted on a fallen log, the other buried in a mound of long brown pine needles. The rough bark of the pine scraped against her bare sole, as rough as a rasp despite the wet dragging her hair down over her eyes. The forest was quiet, nothing but the sound of water dripping, dripping, endlessly dripping from moss-covered branches and drooping bunches of needles as long as her hand.

If it were summer, if things were different, Gisela would stoop and gather great handfuls of the needles so that she could bring them home and carefully weave them into baskets for sale. Or bundle them into loose balls to set aflame, piney sap filling the air with the scent of summer and joy and heat. But these needles were already half rotted, the clear amber color so prized during the summer turned to musty brown patched with blackish mold.

Nothing good could come of the needles right now. But at least they did not burn. That was good. Better. Safer. For the moment. They shouldn't bring too much attention to themselves, not while they fled. Someday, once they had a new home, then they could be open again but not now.

Ahead, Alli had one shoulder under Coby's arm, supporting her so that they could hobble along together, their three good legs doing what they could to spare Coby's badly broken leg. Even if Coby still had the crutches that had been taken from her they wouldn't have done much good. The forest floor was too uneven, the blanket of pine needles too thick, for crutches to help.

It still burned that they'd taken the crutches away before chasing them out of town.

Gisela shook her head, spraying tiny hot sparks all around her as the anger shifted and left her. A few yards away Liselot glowered at Gisela, sparks rising from her eyes. They'd all agreed, no fire, no magic, no revenge for the slight but it was hard to let anger go.

Necessary, yes, but still hard. Gisela shook her head again, ignored the upward drifting sparks, and lifted her skirts as she followed Alli and Coby. Her back ached where the mob had kicked, hit, beaten her. Her neck throbbed where the mob had wrapped a rope around her neck, tried to drag her to be hung before Gisela had burned it away in a flash of fury and fire that had sent people screaming in terror. When she swallowed sour bile crept back up, tainting the back of her throat like the hurt fury that wouldn't leave.

People were stupid, no matter what sweet, pale, gentle Viona claimed. Her magic was all light, all warmth, a fire so intense that it seemed barely there. She stood at the top of the ridge, staring down into the valley with her stark against the black-brown bark of a great pine. It was like staring at the sun, sometimes, or a single candle flame burning in a still, still room. Viona never had wavered, never had doubted, never had to worry about whether people accepted them or not.

Her fire burned so hot that she had little to fear.

Gisela did not have that luck. Her fire was the smoldering fire of a stove as morning came and new wood was put on old embers, the deep fires of the earth that moved continents and shoved mountains towards the sky. Slow burning, inevitable, like the turn of the seasons and the heat of the sun on a winter day. She couldn't set the world on fire but if she decided to burn something it was going to go up in flames eventually. Viona was the fast spark, the oil-fed flame that leaped up before you knew it was there.

"What do you see?" Liselot called to Viona. "Anything?"

"They're following us," Viona replied.

Her voice drifted down the hillside like snow flakes on a windless night, still and calm but still carrying the promise of smothering death. Gisela cursed, hurried up the slope to prop herself under Coby's other arm. Damn fools, they should have learned already. They'd gone. What more did they want?

"He's in the lead," Viona continued as if Gisela's curses weren't sending off waves sparks that scorched the branches overhead, sizzling water droplets and transforming them into puffs of steam. "He has a spear. That shield."

"Idiot!" Gisela shouted. "He got what he wanted. What more is there?"

"But he didn't," Viona said. She turned and looked at Gisela, her eyes glowing with white-hot light that made her look as though she was flame wrapped in a paper shell, barely alive, barely holding the flame back. "He wanted you, Gisela, you without the magic. He wanted you to renounce it so that you could breed little boys for him, powerful little mages that would give him status. Importance. Money. Rank."

Truth, that was truth, the sort of truth that punched Gisela in the chest. She'd known from the start that Harbart didn't truly love her. But it hadn't mattered. He was beautiful, strong jaw, broad shoulders, a quick wit coupled with the ability to make Gisela forget that he was a man and not even a gifted man at that.

Their romance had soured almost immediately. Harbart had resented every minute that Gisela spent away from him. He'd growled at the others, scolded Alli and Coby every time they came to take instruction from Gisela. Viona had ignored his surly attitude utterly, drifting through town secure in her own power.

It had all gone wrong when Liselot had come over to help Gisela smoke some meat that Harbart had killed, a deer, big strong buck with plenty of meat that would have supported them nicely over the winter. Harbart had scowled and forbidden Liselot access to Gisela's house. Liselot had snorted and pushed right past him only to be grabbed, punched in the face and thrown out of the house.

Gisela's temper had gotten the better of her then. Punching Gisela's sister, her twin, was the end of it all, or so she'd thought. Harbart had come back that night, hands burned, wrapped in bandages, hair chopped short from the scorching she'd given him. He'd come back the next day with a blood red burn on his cheek from where she'd slapped him hard enough to put him on the ground. Then he'd come back the third day with a mob that roared for their blood as though they didn't rely on the family to heat their homes and save their lives when the summer dried the forest to tinder and a single lightning bolt could kill them all, every single year.

"Liselot," Gisela snapped, "Come help Coby."

"What are you going to do?" Liselot asked with enough scorn that it should have been a refusal. 

It wasn't. She moved quickly, gently taking Coby's arm from Gisela. Coby's eyes were wide, her face pale. Alli's face was equally pale but she wouldn't meet Gisela's eyes at all. They looked like twins, weren't, but they looked it as much as Gisela and Liselot didn't. They'd inherited great-grandmother's fine pale hair, much like Viona. Liselot's hair was fiery red where Gisela had hair as dark as their unmourned father's.

"Stop them," Gisela declared.

"You'll burn the forest down," Viona said, calm, quiet, eyes like living torches as she stared down at Gisela. "You'll kill everyone, Gisela."

"I know," Gisela replied. "You're responsible for keeping the other safe, Viona. Only one who can handle the level of flame I'm going to bring up is you."

"Be careful," Alli whispered.

"I'm sorry I wasn't faster," Coby agreed, tears burning as they crept up her cheek and then into the sky like embers from a bonfire.

"Don't die," Liselot huffed. Sparks shot out from her nostrils.

They headed up the hill, carrying Coby outright now. Viona watched them, waited until the others passed her and then nodded down to Gisela. The air around Gisela heated, a gift from Viona that would make the coming forest fire easier to start. Gisela nodded back, waved for her to go and then planted her bare feet deep in the wet pine needles, toes digging downward until they found the wet clay underneath.

Didn't take long at all for Harbart to show up. He had more scorches, more burns. Good. Gisela'd intended to take his head off entirely but getting rid of the noose had been more important. Harbart paused when he saw her standing there, ratty skirts covered with embroidered flames drifting in a wind that only Gisela could feel. Her dark hair drifted around her face, tendrils shifting in front of her eyes to block his no-longer handsome face.

"You can still renounce it," Harbart called to Gisela.

"You can still renounce your testicles," Gisela called back. "Be glad to fry them for you, serve them with a nice sauce. Something a little sweet, bit of a bite
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