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First Ride

"The problem," said Jisi, "is that you're a giant big clumsy idiot."

"Uh huh," said Gail. "And the reason why you had me come here to help you with your incantations instead of going to the beach is because…"

They were sitting at the picnic table in Jisi's front yard, eating the lunch that Gail had brought. In the past, she'd invited Jisi over for food, but… well, the thing about eating in a goblin's house was that when you left you didn't have to clean up after them. And when you brought them food, they were generally happy enough about that not to ask questions about things like cleaning up afterward. Also, Jisi liked leaving a few crumbs here and there after she was eating, because that meant that there might be raccoons or squirrels or other things that would come onto her property which could either be eaten or which had pelts, or both. She was only about twice the size of one of the bigger raccoons, so it wasn't like the fights always went her way, but she found them invigorating.

"It's because," said Jisi, stressing the word like whatever was going to follow was extremely obvious,  "The beach is hot and terrible and the water is cold and terrible and filled with salt and it knocks me down and takes the sand away from under me so that I fall down. What a good idea you had!"

Gail frowned at  Jisi, who grinned impishly back up at her. Goblins were a lot smaller than people, so sure, it was easier for Jisi to get knocked down by waves. Which she loved—she'd laugh hysterically whenever she got hit by a big wave, and ogle girls in bathing suits when she wasn't in the water, and eat ice cream and chase seagulls, who'd learned better than to try to steal ice cream from goblins.

"Yes, fine," said Jisi. "The beach is fine. But it's not magic. Going to the beach means just wearing a bathing suit and sitting somewhere uncomfortable, but now that I have completed my wizardly apprenticeship, I can show you secrets of goblin knowledge that few living under humanlaw have ever seen, to delight and instruct you. Of course, if you want to change into a bathing suit when you watch, that's fine, no problems there, go right ahead."

Gail crossed her arms over her chest, her frown deepening.

Jisi giggled. "Oh, come on, come on. You're a giant big clumsy idiot, but I am a paramount wizard, master of the arts, and I can make use of someone even as large and and as stupid as you are."

"Uh huh," said Gail. "I mean—"

"Oh, you know you want to see magic.  And what am I going to do, chop all those carrots myself? Come on, it's fine, it's safe, I completed a correspondence course with the highest possible grades that could be achieved on every examination, and you shall be amazed and enchanted by my works."

"A correspondence course," said Gail. "So you're a mail order wizard who cheated on all the tests."

"Exactly!" said Jisi. "Isn't it amazing? This is the best and safest of all possible side hustles. Come in, I'll show you, and then we'll go on a nice walk in the forest and you shall see magic done by a wizard paramount, and you haven't even… here, come on."

Jisi wasn't much more than twice as big as a raccoon, but when she tugged on Gail's hand, Gail did wind up going where she was tugged. Also, yeah, Gail wanted to see magic, even if it was extremely dubious mail-order magic. Humans couldn't work magic, and goblins could, which was why humans ceded portions of their land to goblinlaw, and why goblins could afford to buy houses at the edges of forests despite working in the same accounting department as Gail, who couldn't afford her student loans.

However it was that Jisi had gotten the money for it, she'd bought an ordinary human house and turned it into an impenetrable warren of miscellaneous stuff.  The garage was mostly clear—not that Jisi drove a car, but apparently sometimes maybe she'd need a place to keep something where people couldn't see, and a garage and a driveway were perfect for that. Only now she'd turned about half of it into a witch's cave, and, to be honest, it looked a lot more like a real witch's cave than a fraudulent mail order witch's cave. It looked more like a garage than either of those, but still: little bundles of herbs were tied up to the rafters of the garage, there were pots and cauldrons and a fire under the cauldron, and faintly glowing gems sat on the table next to the cauldron, along with a pile of squirrel skins and a disgruntled-looking bullfrog in an aquarium.

"Oh, wow." Gail, against her better judgment, reached for the gems. "Those are—"

"Pick one up, pick one up, pick one up," said Jisi, scrambling up a ladder to get up on top of the rafter. "Those things are great!"

Gail picked one up gingerly, expecting it to sting her or catch fire or something. It didn't; it was warm to the touch, and pulsed faintly in her hand. Long, and oblong; It felt… it just felt nice to hold, really. And it was genuinely beautiful; the sort of thing that you'd see in shops which turned little bits and pieces of magic into things that people would pay a lot of money for. "What is it?" she asked.

"It's a source?" said Jisi. "Look, if you didn't know what it was, why would you pick it up?"

Gail frowned up at Jisi. Jisi grinned down at her and untied a bundle of herbs, which dropped down onto the table. "You need a source if you want to work magic, some of the time. What do they teach you in school, anyway?"

"Not magic," said Gail.

"Right, right, because humans can't work magic, I forgot," said Jisi, who absolutely hadn't forgotten, and didn't have any intention of ever forgetting that, or letting Gail forget that. She went along the rafter, graceful as an acrobat, pulling up another bundle, considering it, and let that one swing back. "It's weird, though, because you can use humans as a source. You'd think that something that wasn't magical couldn't be turned into a source of magic, but—"

"Wait," said Gail. "This is a person?"

Jisi leapt from the ladder down directly onto the table, which rattled it enough that Gail was afraid that she was going to knock her sources to the floor. "No," she scoffed. "That's small and pretty. Humans are… ."

"Jisi," said Gail.

"Come on, come on, say it, people aren't small and pretty, humans are?"

"Humans are large and gorgeous," said Gail.

Jisi laughed, hard and long and honest. "Yes, true, fine!. It's not a person, It's from a person. Like how milk is from cows? Anyway, that's not the point. The point is, you can chop those carrots there—only the wizard who is brewing the potion is allowed to handle the wasp galls or the golden apples of the sun or the ears of wisdom, but you can do a lot of the work if you're properly supervised."

The carrots that she was pointing to weren't carrots as much as they were some sort of weed, but it wasn't like Gail had cheated at a wizard correspondence school, so what did she know? The roots cut, anyway, and they went into the cauldron, along with some of those herbs, and some frogspawn that Jisi had to milk from the bullfrog in the aquarium, and other things. Not the source, though—apparently they were working on a hair growth potion, and those didn't need a source? But those were magic.

Whatever was true about everything else, that part was true. There was something going on with the cauldron that wouldn't have happened if Gail had done it, no matter how careful she'd been with the measurements. The potion in the cauldron thickened and bubbled and changed, with little bursts of light when Jisi added this or that.

Also, it was fun? Gail hadn't really expected magic to be as much fun as it was. Jisi didn't seem to enjoy milking the bullfrog much—and neither did the bullfrog—but it was kind of funny, and then Gail had to chase the frog to the park out back, where Jisi could catch it again when she either needed frogspawn or was hungry. It was a bit like cooking with a friend, only instead of cooking they were doing magic. Every new shift in the potion surprised Jisi about as much as it surprised Gail, because while Jisi had done the written exams, the school was in goblinlaw, and there wasn't fast enough internet anywhere in goblinlaw for them to do the practical exams by streaming.

"Also I'd just have cheated," she added, after a gout of flame that left singe marks on the ceiling of her garage. "I mean, everyone does, if they've got any sort of ability. Magic really isn't for people who follow rules, because the rules say that magic doesn't work. I mean, obviously?"

"So you're saying that humans can work magic, because—"

"No, obviously not that. There are still some rules?" Jisi waved it off. "Anyway. Now that the first ingredients are in the broth, now we can go get the ears of wisdom which are shelves from hemlock trees, and the golden apples of the sun, and we have to be back before nightfall or the potion will turn… bad."

"Bad?"

"Oh yeah, bad." said Jisi. "Like… I mean, you're parked far enough away so it shouldn't be a problem for you? But anyway. The golden apples of the sun are a little complicated, because that means yellow crabapples, but they have to be from particular trees, and I'm pretty sure I know where to find them, but there are deer there sometimes, because you assholes don't kill enough deer. And the hemlock shelves are mushrooms I think? Anyway, come on. You like taking walks in the forests."

Gail did kind of like taking walks in the forest. Before she'd met Jisi, she'd have described taking a walk in the forest as fun. Afterwards… well, it was fun, provided that she kept in mind the fact that she wasn't in any legal sense responsible for Jisi, and that it would probably be a good idea to make sure that she didn't let Jisi get too close to her backpack, or, failing that, that she didn't let park rangers look in her backpack, because there were all sorts of things that you weren't supposed to take from the borderland forest, and Jisi would do her best to take all of them, and chase the ones that she couldn't take.

Only this time, she didn't really have a backpack; they'd agreed that they were going to go to the beach the day before, so she had a hamper with towels and a bathing suit and some books and so on, none of which was really helpful for walking in a forest. At least she had her sneakers on, instead of changing into flip-flops before she went over to pick up Jisi on the way to the beach.

Who told her that she was stupid for not bringing hiking boots, and also tried to convince her that really it would help the magic work properly if she changed into a bathing suit before they went out to go hiking, because why was it okay for her to dress like that in a beach and not okay in a forest? If she wanted to go swimming, there was the pond where Jisi caught the bullfrog, and it wasn't like Gail spent that much time actually in the water when they went to the beach?

She didn't spend quite as much time as trying to convince Gail to change into something that showed more skin as she might have, because it seemed that there was a time limit on getting those ingredients and getting them into the potion, whether or not magic respected people who didn't listen to its rules. So they went out, and this time, Jisi spent a little less time chasing chipmunks and arguing with bluejays than usual. She'd convinced Gail to wear a backpack, because well, you know, how much could you expect a goblin to carry, really, and besides, what were even the odds of them meeting a park ranger, the borderland forest wasn't one of those popular parks with families full of children who got all mad when someone was a good enough swimmer to sneak up on the ducks from underwater.

Which was true, more or less. The other houses on Jisi's street which had backyards facing the forest either had those backyards filled with goblin nonsense and trash, or were fortified against intrusions from the border forest. The fences weren't that high—people loved the views of the forest—but there were very strong fences, and plenty of them had high voltage signs as well.

The forests weren't that dangerous, but they definitely weren't places where people took their families. Except for goblin families, but as Jisi explained, goblins had lots of kids because sometimes those kids were a little too aggressive about trying to steal bear cubs from bears, or fell off of things, or wound up being tempted away by another goblin family looking for someone to clean the chimneys. There weren't a lot of park rangers in the borderland forests, and what rangers there were didn't necessarily mind too much if you were taking ducks without a hunting license, even if the treaty said they were supposed to.

Aside from migratory bird treaties and rules about hunting and fishing, the borderland forests were a place where people who were living under goblinlaw could live according to goblinlaw, and people living under humanlaw could live under the responsibilities and protections of humanlaw. Kidnapping children who were living under humanlaw, for instance, was one of those things which goblins were reasonably careful about not violating, largely because goblins sold humans the magical trackers that made that particular crime a difficult one to pull off effectively.

The creatures of magic in those forests weren't as dangerous as their reputations suggested, either. Gail wasn't at any risk of being molested by a unicorn and hadn't been since, like, sixth grade. Even the less picky magical fauna were shy—Gail had seen a dragon once, flying high up and far away, and on another occasion, something that might have been a white stag, or which might have been a regular stag that was slightly paler than most deer. Other than that, it was mostly a regular forest, just with a few mushroom circles that you really shouldn't cross over into, and some streams that were a lot better than bottled water.

If Jisi had suggested going to the forest instead of the beach, Gail would've agreed—it was nice weather out, and she'd have been walking with hiking boots and a proper backpack, instead of one that Jisi had picked out of the trash and patched up a little.

"But on the other hand," said Jisi, "what if you got frightened of the forest and didn't come? If I told you what we were doing on Thursday, you'd have two days to decide you were frightened, and then you'd pretend you were sick, or menstruating—" Goblins didn't menstruate, and Gail was pretty sure that Jisi didn't know what it meant—"and then how were we going to get the hemlock shelves and the golden apples of the sun?"

"The yellow crabapples."

"The yellow crabapples!" said Jisi. "Good job remembering! I don't know who would say that you're a giant big clumsy idiot—could a giant big clumsy idiot remember that?"

Well, yes. It wasn't funny, and Gail pressed her lips together to keep her laughter from escaping.

"I mean, a giant big clumsy idiot might… oooh, a crow!"

The crow in question was sitting on a tree near the trail they were following. Maybe it had a nest there, because instead of flying away, it decided to harass Jisi as she climbed up after it. It wasn't a particularly big or sturdy tree, and Jisi had… Gail got underneath them, and managed to catch Jisi when the crow pecked her fingers enough to make her let go of the branch she'd been clinging to.

Jisi, standing on Gail's shoulders, shook her fist at the crow and swore at it. The crow gave a self-satisfied caw, and then finally did fly away, once it was clear that nobody was making it fly away. And Jisi kissed Gail as she climbed down her, a sudden quick kiss on the mouth, before she leapt and turned and landed on the forest floor, spotting a mushroom on a rotting log that was probably the hemlock bracket that she was looking for.

As they went through the forest, Gail kept touching her lips and looking sideways at Jisi. Jisi had never made any secret of ogling Gail in her bathing suit, but she'd never kissed her before either. Probably she didn't mean what a human would mean by it, or mean anything by it at all. She acted like she'd forgotten about it as soon as she'd done it. While Gail was stealing glances at Jisi, Jisi was scampering ahead, making extremely confident identifications of lichens and flowers that left Gail considerably less confident about Jisi's potions. Gail was reasonably certain that pine trees had needles, for instance, rather than leaves, and that blueberries were blue, rather than an extremely vivid red.

But for all Gail knew, maybe Jisi really needed all the hemlock brackets she kept putting in Gail's backpack, and maybe they really were all the same mushroom. Either way, Gail was pretty sure that they were getting heavy, given that it was kind of a crappy backpack. But, the fact was, Jisi had done her course of study in wizardry, even if it was a correspondence course which she'd cheated on.

Maybe Jisi didn't know everything that she was supposed to know, and maybe someone who took one of Jisi's potions because they were losing their hair would be making a poor decision. But there was something real there. Gail could see that pretty clearly, when they came upon the golden apples of the sun.

Because, yes, it was a crabapple tree. Tiny little fruit, maybe an inch or two across, but they were a soft, golden yellow, instead of being mostly green, like a normal crabapple. And there was something about them…

"Picked over!" shouted Jisi, angrily. She stamped her foot, and then her other foot, and then jumped up and down. "How dare other wizards trespass upon my domain!"

"Um," said Gail.

"What," said Jisi.

"Well, two things. Maybe three."

"And those two things are?"

"Well, first," said Gail. "This is the borderland forest? Which is technically speaking, public land? Which isn't your domain."

"For now," said Jisi darkly. "Soon, all these lands shall bow to me, and then they shall see. Then they shall all see."

"And second," said Gail. "There are plenty of apples left on the tree?"

Jisi waved that off. "The apples that remain are all out of reach."

"No?" said Gail. "I could—"

"For the golden apples of the sun to have any virtue," said Jisi, "they have to be picked by the hand of a wizard. Anything that I can reach from the ground is gone, and look—everything that I could get from any branch that's strong enough to support my weight is also gone, or is nowhere near right."

"Uh huh," said Gail.

Jisi drew herself up angrily. "And just what are you implying?"

"I'm implying that you've got some sort of plan as to how you're going to deal with this," said Gail. "That was kind of the third thing."

"Well, obviously, I have a plan," she said. "I'm a small and clever young woman, unlike some giant stupid clumsy idiots that I could mention."

"Uh huh," said Gail.

Jisi laughed, delighted. "Well, yes. Maybe a little. Now, kneel, so that I can get up on your shoulders, and we can get some apples."

Gail looked down at Jisi, and Jisi grinned back up at her, with a smile wider than could possibly fit on any human face. If Jisi had been a little bit less confident about how things were going to turn out, Gail might have… she definitely would've been less tempted to argue. On the other hand, when she dropped to her knees, Jisi's smile got even bigger, and she clapped, and she kissed Gail bruisingly hard before climbing up on her shoulders.

And then she picked some apples.

Given that there were other wizards who were using the borderland forests to get the supplies they needed, it seemed like it might be a good idea to leave some of those apples behind for them, because some of them might have come up with similar plans, and might get mad if they found out that all the apples they could reach when they were standing on someone's shoulders were gone.

Jisi wasn't very impressed with that suggestion. "There are other wizards, yes," she said. "but they are my rivals. I'm not going to leave apples for them. Also, apples grow back. That's what's so crazy about trees! You pick all the fruit, and then later, there's more fruit. Trees are idiots."

"That's true in a sense," said Gail. "But in another sense, they're—" she stopped, because Jisi had decided that, if a certain apple was out of reach from her perch on Gail's shoulders, maybe she could get it if she stood on top of Gail's head, and it was hard to talk when there was someone standing on top of your head.

"Got it!" she said. "This is great! You're the best. Oh, man, I can sell these, and we'll make back everything we spent on this trip."

"I thought I was a stupid ugly idiot," said Gail. "Also, I thought that the apples had to be picked by the wizard who was casting the spell. Also, what did I pay for this trip, I didn't pay anything for this trip, right? You aren't—"

"You think too many things, sometimes," said Jisi. "Also, I've never said that you were ugly, not even once, and I could've said it lots of times." She put the last apple into Gail's backpack. They'd been walking around the tree, and it looked like they'd gotten all the apples that were in reach of a goblin who was standing on a woman's head. Jisi plopped back down onto Gail's shoulders. "But whatever else you are, you are taller than me, and you have longer legs, so really, it makes sense for you to just go on to the next tree like this really."

Jisi was sitting on Gail's shoulders, her elbows digging into the top of her head, so it wasn't like Gail was going to be able to look her in the eye and see her. But she could feel her grinning, where she was sitting. Well, at least this way, Jisi couldn't see Gail smiling—if she thought that Gail liked it when she did things like that, she was absolutely going to ramp it up even further. And she'd be a little sad that Gail had somehow seen through her scheme.

"And why do we need to go to another tree?" asked Gail. "I thought—"

Instead of answering, Jisi stuffed an apple into her mouth.

Gail had tried crabapples before. They were a little sweet, and very, very tart, and there was a lot of seed there, relative to how much fruit there was. This one was… it was impossibly tart, but it was also impossibly sweet; there was a light, airy flavor to it, that was the most intense thing that she'd ever tasted while she was eating it, and then melted away when it was gone. Also, there weren't any seeds.

Jisi was sort of hanging off of her shoulder, so that she could look her in the eye. Gail wasn't sure what to say to that, to any of that.

"There you go. See?" Jisi settled back to sitting on Gail's shoulders. "Now, if you're a good girl and go to the next tree, you'll get another treat."

"Or I could just pick the fruit myself?" said Gail.

"Wouldn't work," said Jisi smugly. "Has to be picked by a wizard who is a true master of the arts, otherwise, it doesn't taste good. Now, giddyup!"

She'd got hold of Gail's hair—a handful on either side of her head, and she shook them like they were a horse's reins. Gail stood there, considering.

Jisi shook her hair again. "Giddyup?" she said, sounding deeply uncertain.

Gail wasn't used to Jisi sounding uncertain, and she really didn't like it. So she started walking, which made Jisi so happy that she couldn't stop bouncing up and down on Gail's shoulders. It also made her decide that the best way of telling her which way to go was by pulling her hair. When Gail objected to that, she was willing to switch to using her legs, which wasn't much better—Jisi had sharp little heels, and while she started with the idea of pushing her thighs against the sides of Gail's head, she quickly shifted to driving her heel into Gail's chest.

Obviously, Jisi wasn't just going to talk to Gail and tell her where to go.  That was a dumb idea, from an idiot.. What if she wanted to say something else instead?  No, pulling hair, or digging her heels into her chest, much more sensible, once Gail got the hang of it.

Also, Jisi kept trying to steer Gail into walking into trees.

It was kind of fun? It was weird that it was kind of fun, but it was. It wasn't any faster than just walking, but Jisi was sure that sooner or later Gail would get the knack of it, and then everything would be fine, and she shouldn't worry, Jisi was going to help her. Then she tried to steer Gail into a tree again, and laughed so hard that she nearly fell off of Gail's back.

They did get to the other tree, though. The apples on that one were a little bigger than the ones on the first tree, but there were fewer ripe fruit. And also, Jisi only gave her one of them, and it was so good, and gone so fast. And it turned out that Jisi hadn't been lying about them tasting wrong when Gail picked them, which was a surprise. Not that Gail expected Jisi to lie about everything, but that really seemed like the sort of thing that she was likely to be lying about.

"Okay," said Jisi, when she'd picked out all the golden apples of the sun that she could find on that crabapple tree. "Now, to home!"

"Ahem," said Gail.

"Giddyup!"

"Ahem," she repeated.

Jisi giggled, and dangled an apple in front of Gail. If it weren't for the fact that she'd just proved that if she touched it, it would've tasted like a regular crabapple, she'd would've grabbed it. As it was, she opened her mouth. And Jisi pulled it away. Gail gave an irritated stamp, which made Jisi's eyes go wide. She tossed the apple into Gail's mouth, and it was wonderful, just like the last one had been. Better, maybe. Those things were…

"Good girl," said Jisi, settling back into her perch on Gail's shoulders. She patted Gail's hair. "Such a good girl. And if you run all the way back home, you'll get another treat. Even better treat. Go on. You can—"

So Gail turned and started running. Jisi yelped, nearly fell off. Maybe she's been expecting Gail not to run home at that point? If so, that was dumb. Gail had been letting Jisi steer, because she hadn't known where the second crabapple tree was supposed to be. But they hadn't actually gone that far—at first, Jisi had been getting distracted by chasing crows and squirrels and messing around with berries, and then they'd been picking apples and getting steered into trees.

Jisi wanted a run? Gail ran. It'd been a while since she'd really stretched her legs like that, just running, full out.

After the first few steps, Jisi got her grip back, her hands tight in Gail's hair, and she was screaming with delight. "Gogogogogo, yes! Run so fast! Pretty girl! Gogogoggggooo!" and then nothing but maniacal laughter. Which… Gail had done track competitively in high school, and she'd kept up with it in college, even though she hadn't been on the track team then. But she'd never done track with a lumpy backpack filled with mushrooms and crabapples, and someone pulling her hair.

She also hadn't ever made anyone as happy when she was doing track as she was making Jisi as she ran through the forest. She didn't know if Jisi had ever been quite so happy; there was nothing but pure joy in the way that she screamed, as Gail barreled down the trail. If they ran into someone… well, if they ran into someone, it wasn't going to look that much weirder than what goblins living under goblinlaw got into, and which they could legally do in the borderland forest.

It wasn't that much more than a mile back to Jisi's house, and it definitely wasn't the fastest mile that Gail had ever run. But it was definitely the fastest mile that Jisi had ever run. She could jump surprisingly high for someone who was barely three feet tall, and she was as agile as a housecat, but goblin legs were a lot shorter than human legs, and that mattered when you were running.

There was a stone fence that went across the trail that they'd taken to get out to those crabapple trees; when they'd left Jisi's house, she'd made fun of Gail for not being able to get over it as easily as her, despite being so tall that she could just step over the fence, couldn't she, what was so hard about climbing?

This time… Gail was running hard, Jisi jouncing on her shoulders with every step, and while she'd been enjoying it thus far, Gail could feel her tensing up when she didn't slow down. "Whoa?" she said, sounding uncertain. Which was definitely something that should've made Gail reconsider, because it was always Jisi who was pushing for something stupid. If it was too stupid for Jisi… but Gail could feel the pulse in her ears, and the fence wasn't that high, really, and there was grass on the other side.

"Whoa," said Jisi, louder. She pulled at Gail's hair, but a little halfheartedly. "Whooa… ah fuck it. Gogogogo! Jump!"

The fence wasn't that high, and Gail was running flat out for the first time since college, and it felt good, and she'd always done okay at hurdles. Up and over in a single leap, and Jisi was whooping and hollering and then kissing the top of Gail's head, and whooping and hollering some more, as Gail pounded down the trail back to Jisi's house.

The problem was… well, one problem was that the backpack was terrible, and it was banging against the small of Gail's back with every step. Another problem was that because people didn't really like going to the borderland forests with their families, the trail maintenance in the borderland forest wasn't nearly as good as it could've been, so Gail had to slow down a little, here and there, or she'd have gotten tripped up by some tree roots and taken a header when her balance was already messed up by a terrible backpack and an overexcited goblin, whose crotch was rubbing into the back of her neck in a way that almost certainly wasn't an accident. And the longer she took, the heavier that backpack got.

The main problem was that she hadn't kept up with running. She'd meant to make time for it, and then… and now, she could feel her heart pounding like it was trying to burst out of her chest, and it was getting difficult to get as much breath as she needed, and there, up ahead of her, she could see the edge of the forest. Another burst of speed, everything that she had left. Coach had always said that there wasn't any point in saving anything for after the race. This was it; Jisi yelling… something in her ear, pulse too loud for her to make out whatever it was, and then out, into the sunlight, into Jisi's backyard, where she'd stacked up some furniture that someone had thrown out, along with wood that she'd stolen from the borderland forest, and Gail stumbled, collapsed down to her knees, breathing hard.

Jisi slid off her shoulders, patted her cheek, ruffled her hair. "Oh, wow. Oh, wow, Gail, that was amazing. You have to do that all the time."

Gail was too tired to even say anything. She just glared at Jisi, who thought that was hilarious. And who was smiling tenderly at Gail between bursts of laughter. "Okay, not all the time maybe. But more often. We can be jogging buddies!"

Sure. Jogging buddies. Gail was on her hands and knees, after her run. She tried to get up, and Jisi grabbed her head, held it down. "No!" she said. "Not yet. Your treat!"

Gail's treat. Those apples were… she could eat an apple standing up, but it was easier not standing up after running like that. Just a little, while Jisi rummaged around in the backpack—things had gotten a little shaken up while Gail had been running, and—

And Jisi was pulling down Gail's shorts

"Jisi!" Gail shouted. She was tired, but she wasn't that tired, and they were outside—there were neighbors, and if there was anyone in the forest, they'd see—

"Shush! Your treat!" Jisi had been having a little trouble getting the shorts over Gail's hips. Then she did, and they came down, and her underwear with them. "Oh," said Jisi, sounding atypically solemn. "Oh wow."

"Jisi," said Gail, warningly. This was… as soon as she caught her breath, she'd… Jisi's fingers were thin, and long and strong, and the way she touched Gail's pussy was almost reverent. It wasn't making it any easier to catch her breath.

"Oh, wow," said Jisi, again. 'It's so pretty, though. So…"

Jisi's fingers found Gail's clit. Gail's breath caught, and she fixed her eyes on the grass in front of her. She couldn't say anything. She couldn't explain the choices that she'd been making to herself. But… she'd run really hard. She was supposed to get a treat. She definitely didn't want Jisi to stop. Then Jisi pushed a finger inside of her, slowly, curious, and Gail moaned softly, her hips moving back toward Jisi, hoping.

"Good girl!" said Jisi, one hand on Gail's pussy, her finger pushing in—two fingers pushing in—the other one on her ass, feeling her move. "That's a pretty horsey, that's how you move, there you go, good girl."

It wasn't the way Jisi normally talked, joking and laughing at her own jokes. For the first time since Gail had met her, Jisi sounded calm. And she had three fingers in Gail's pussy, and her fingers were so long and flexible, and she'd gotten her thumb on Gail's clit.

Maybe it had been something in the apples? More likely, though, it was the way that Jisi had kissed her and the way that she'd come up with that whole scheme to ride her, and how happy she'd been about all of that. More likely, though, it was the way that Jisi was touching her, her fingers long and firm and silken smooth and finding just the right points… it was getting a little hard to think. It had already been a little hard to think, but it was getting harder to think. Gail's hips bucked, pushed down, and Jisi's hand met her, strong enough to hold up against her, inside her, on her, and Gail just fell apart, collapsing down to the grass in Jisi's back yard, arms and legs and back and everything tensed so hard, so filled with pleasure that she couldn't move or breathe or anything, and then it broke like a wave, leaving Gail face down in the grass, her whole body turned completely to jelly.

"Oh wow," said Jisi, again. Again small and awed. "That was something, you know?"

Gail groaned faintly.

"And it's all because of me!" continued Jisi. "The greatest lover and wizard that the world has ever seen!"

"Wizard," said Gail, weakly, still not moving. "I thought that was all part of your scheme."

"What could you possibly mean by that?" said Jisi. "I am both a wizard, and—"

"I mean," said Gail. "That when you were pretending to be a wizard, you'd said that the apples and mushrooms had to go into the potion before sunset." She'd kind of lost track of time, what with one thing and another, but it was getting kind of late.

"Oh no, my potion!" Jisi ran toward her house, dragging the backpack behind her, golden apples of the sun jouncing loose with every step to scatter across her yard.

Gail watched her go, feeling absolutely zero temptation to watch the final step of Jisi brewing her potion, no matter how fun the first part had been. Eventually, she recovered enough to drag herself over to a lawn chair which Jisi had either stolen from someone and then neglected, or which she'd picked up from the trash, because the bottom of the legs had started to rot a little. She wiggled back into her shorts, and then, exhausted from the effort, collapsed back into the chair. It was pretty comfortable, either way, and she could sit in it and look at the borderland forest and try to figure out what had happened, and what was going to happen next. Or just sit and watch the sunset over the trees, the sky turning gold and red and orange, the trees waving in the wind.

Jisi found her like that a little late. "I," said Jisi, portentously, "have made your apple into a tisane of rare virtue. And this is how you reward me."

"Rare virtue," said Gail.

The lawn chair had big flat wooden arms, where you were supposed to put your drinks. Jisi put down a cup of something that smelled a bit like apple, and a lot like other stuff, and then plopped herself down on Gail's lap. "Open," she said.

Gail looked at her.

Jisi giggled. "Or drink yourself. Go on, it's good."

Gail picked up the cup and drank. As it turned out, it was good. Not as good as those apples had been right from the tree, but it was good. Light and airy and a little bit sweet. The sort of thing that she needed for looking at sunsets, and trying to figure out how she was feeling about things. When she put the cup down, Jisi picked it up and drank, holding it in both hands. "See, good, right? And I managed to find most of the apples that you dropped."

Jisi curled in against Gail, her small, hard little body wedged in between Gail's side and her arm, also looking out at the borderland forest. "This is where you say that you didn't drop the apples, Gail," said Jisi.

"Uh huh."

"Ugh," said Jisi. "Fine, you didn't drop the apples. But maybe if you'd… look, somehow, it was your fault, and I'll figure that out later."

"I'm sure you will," said Gail.

"Ugh!" said Jisi. "Anyway. You have to get undressed and lie down on your back."

"Do I?" asked Gail, who was pretty sure that she didn't have to do any of that. Also, if she did that, Jisi wouldn't be curled up next to her drinking her hot apple… what was it? A tisane of rare virtue? Hot apple tisane.

"I mean, not necessarily," said Jisi. "But, you know. I'm going to ride you a couple of different ways today; that's how it's going to go. First way was pretty great, and now that I don't have to worry about a stupid potion running out of time, we can get started on the second way."

It took Gail a little bit to parse what Jisi was talking about. And then she blushed furiously, because…well, it wasn't that she was mad about what Jisi had done. Furthest thing from it. But it wasn't exactly… Jisi wasn't acting like she was talking about anything serious. She was acting like she did when she was trying to order pineapple and anchovy pizza again, after never liking pineapple and anchovy pizza.

"Yeah," said Gail. "I'm not—"

"Oh, I see," said Jisi. "Not reciprocating! Very selfish."

Gail snorted. "Reciprocating would mean trying to ride you around the forest for a while."

Jisi giggled.

"Also, I'm not really sure why I have to get undressed?"

"Ohhhh," said Jisi. "That's because I want to see your tits."

"Obviously," said Gail.

"Obviously!" said Jisi. "You see, before I decided to make a move, because you weren't going to, because you are a coward, I would look at them sometimes, but you always have clothing on them? And they're huge! Are they soft? I think they're soft."

Jisi was still snuggled into the chair next to Gail. If she wanted to, she could've reached out and grabbed. Gail certainly didn't have the strength to fight her off if she tried it.

"Also," said Jisi, "it's very important that you do everything I say, because while you have a wild and untamed spirit, you need my hand on your bridle if you are to fulfill your true potential!"

"Uh huh," said Gail.

Jisi giggled. "Okay, yes, it's for fun, but it's so much fun, Gail. You'll do what I tell you to do, and we're going to have so much fun. And then sometimes you'll have clothing on, I guess, and you can argue and stuff. But right now, if you want another treat, you should do exactly what I tell you to do."

"Which is get undressed and lie down on my back," said Gail. "Right out in your back yard, where anyone looking over your fence can see."

"Oh, that's the problem!" said Jisi. "That you're a coward! I almost forgot. But hold on, hold on, I have an idea!" She pulled a scarf out of her sleeve. Like a magician, which, apparently she was? That trick wasn't a particularly good one—there was kind of a lump in her sleeve before she pulled it out. And then she wrapped it around Gail's eyes, standing up on her lap. "There! Now nobody can see you."

"Okay," said Gail. "But there are two problems with that."

"There are no problems with that," said Jisi.

"The first problem is that sometimes people can see me, even when I can't see them. Things keep existing even when I can't see them, Jisi."

"That's what people want you to believe, but really—"

"The other problem is that the way you tied that scarf, I can still see; it's more over my eyebrows than my eyes."

"Ugh, fine," said Jisi. "If you want to go inside, I can—"

Gail stood up, and Jisi did a half tumble down to the grass when Gail's lap disappeared from under her. She watched quietly as Gail took off the scarf and put it on the arm of the lawn chair next to the apple drink. If Gail stopped there… then she took her shirt off, which was a little bit of a surprise to both of them. But, on the other hand, why not? Shirt, and then her bra, and Jisi's eyes got big and round, pupils widening like a cat that had just seen a laser pointer for the first time. And then she dropped her shorts, and underwear, and stepped out of them.

"Okay," said Jisi, sounding deeply uncertain. "Just like I said, everything is going like I said it should, hands and knees first, Gail, that's a good girl okay, good… ."

It was easy to smile at Jisi, was the thing. Gail couldn't think of anyone who made her smile as often as Jisi did. So she got down on her hands and knees, still looking at her.

"Right, yes. I absolutely thought that would work, and I'm not surprised at all." Jisi reached out and stroked the side of Gail's breast. "Oh wow. That's soft."

Then she slapped it, and giggled. There wasn't anyone who made her smile as much as Jisi did, but there also wasn't anyone who she'd had to spend as much time frowning at as Jisi.

"Wow, those are fun," said Jisi. "How do you ever get anything done, Gail? You could just be playing with those things all day."

"You make a good point," said Gail. "There really is a lot I should be getting done. Maybe I should just go home, and—"

"No!" said Jisi quickly. "No, that's not a good idea at all, no. Just, uh, just lie down, that's it, on your back, that's a pretty horsey, there's an apple in it for you, you like treats, remember?"

Well, that was what they were going to do, wasn't it? She'd gotten undressed and everything. The patch of grass in front of the lawn chairs wasn't exactly carefully tended, but at least there didn't seem to be anything hiding in the grass when she lay down. Up above, the sky was still sunset colors, but night was coming on quickly.

Jisi had gotten her trousers off, and she was sort of dancing, jumping from one leg to the other. "So, okay, you've probably been spending all your free time looking at goblin porn, who wouldn't? But maybe if you haven't, it's a little different, and… oh, don't worry about it, you'll do very well, you have—"

"A wild, untamable spirit," said Gail.

"A giant tongue," said Jisi. "Like a cow, or a hippopotamus."

"Uh huh."

Jisi giggled, and then she straddled Gail's head, and lowered herself down, her pussy covering Gail's amused smile.

It was a little different; the shape of it, the texture—it was the softest skin that Gail had ever touched, and it was so small, and so tight; Gail's tongue was wider than the whole thing, and longer—she got hold of Jisi, pushed her down, and pushed her tongue up into her, and it took a little effort to get it in there.

Judging by the effects on Jisi, the effort was appreciated. Jisi stiffened up completely, and made an inarticulate noise, and then was grinding down as hard as she possibly could, making odd little yelps and half-moans.

It was kind of nice to have that sort of effect on someone. And it wasn't just the noises that Jisi was making that made it clear that she was having that effect. There was the way that Jisi's thighs were fluttering against Gail's cheeks, and there was the taste of her arousal, strong and musky and sweet. Gail tried to hold back, make it last a little longer, but Jisi wasn't having any of that; she wriggled down, hard, pushing against Gail's mouth. Then she bent over and buried her face in Gail's breasts. She came, hard, shaking in Gail's grasp, but that barely slowed her down; she kept moving, had a second orgasm, and then a third, and then she bit Gail's breast with a mouth full of sharp little teeth, and Gail tossed her off to the side.

Jisi bounced when she hit the ground, came back up, and kissed Gail on the mouth, hard. "See? I'm not sure which way is better, but you're a fun ride either way."

"Where's my damn apple," said Gail.

Jisi laughed and fed Gail one more of the golden apples of the sun, as the stars came out overhead.


The Vet – Excerpt

Jisi tugged on Gail's hand as they left the office where they both worked. She had a strong grip and pulled hard for someone who only came up to about the height of Gail's thighs. "Come on. We're going to have to hurry to make it to your vet's appointment."

"My what," said Gail. There were things that she still hadn't entirely processed about the weekend she'd spent with Jisi. It'd started with Jisi insisting that she'd needed Gail's help to brew a potion, which somehow meant that Gail had to let Jisi climb on her shoulders to pick apples in a magical forest, which somehow turned into Gail running through the forest at top speed, Jisi bouncing up and down on her shoulders and screaming with delight. It'd all ended up with Gail flat on her back in Jisi's backyard, too blissed-out to remember her name.

So it was theoretically possible that at some point during all that there had been some mention of a vet, and maybe Gail had agreed to it? None of which meant that it was a good idea to do everything that Jisi wanted. They were drowning in work, and when Gail had suggested that maybe they'd do something, Jisi had been mysterious about her plans, which was… well, there was definitely a chance it was going to be fun. But there was also a chance that it wasn't going to be fun. Vet? What the hell did Jisi mean by that?

"It's very important that you pay attention to your health," said Jisi sententiously.

"Sure. I get a yearly physical, and I go to the dentist regularly, and—"

"What's a dentist?" Jisi looked back up at Gail with a puzzled frown, and then waved it off. "Who cares? Those are human doctors, and what do they know?"

"Humans, mostly," said Gail. She'd been dubious when Jisi had announced that she had plans for the weekend, but at the same time, Gail hadn't made any other plans for the weekend. Not that they were necessarily going to do the same thing they'd done last time, and not that she'd necessarily agree to doing all of the things that she'd agreed to last time, but… well, that didn't mean that she was going to a goblin doctor. Certainly not a goblin doctor who called themselves a vet.

"Well, maybe," said Jisi. "But, first of all, they don't know magic, so how much do they really know, anyway? And second of all, what they know about humans, they learned about when they were living in humanlaw, and there's all sorts of things that doctors aren't allowed to do to their patients in humanlaw, so they don't know how to actually treat humans. No, we're going to have to go to goblinlaw, to take you to a proper veterinarian, who will know what everyone needs to know about humans, and who will be able to do the tests to see if you could charge sources. And then I will be able to show everyone what I have accomplished, working with an untrained beast who barely knows her right from her left, and—"

"Used for a source." Gail was still following where Jisi was pulling, but she wasn't sure how much longer she was going to keep following. "You said that those were people."

"No," said Jisi. "I said that those came from people. Now, a lot of people can't charge the crystals? Or they can charge the crystals, but they don't come hard enough, so the crystals don't get much of a charge in them, and those things are barely a source, and how are the poor, innocent wizards going to get their investment back on the crystals, if they've just got a weak little charge on them?"

"… come hard?" asked Gail, a little weakly.

"Right!" said Jisi. "But last week, when I fucked you? You came so hard I thought that maybe you were going to die. Which is another thing to worry about? Because the crystals do pull a little out of you when they're taking your orgasm. So we have to go to a goblinlaw veterinarian, to make sure that you can take a crystal, and then I have to get a crystal that's right for you, and then I have to put it inside you and make you come, so that I can sell a crystal, or use it for my powerful enchantments."

"Huh," said Gail.

Jisi pulled her over to a bus stop and plopped herself down on the bench. Gail sat down, and Jisi snuggled a little closer. "Here, I brought a source for you to play with, while we wait."

It was one of the crystals that Jisi'd had back in her garage witch's cave. Out in the sunlight of the bus stop, it looked like an amethyst—pretty, but ordinary. It didn't feel like an ordinary amethyst, though. Its surface was faintly warm, and even knowing where that thing had been to get turned into a source, it felt nice to hold it. Gail cupped her hands around it to block out the sunlight, and it glowed like it had back in Jisi's garage.

Jisi propped her chin in the crook of Gail's elbow, watching her play with the crystal. "This one's mostly worn out. Even if it grabbed a really big orgasm to start with, you use bits of it for this spell and that, and eventually it's gone?"

"So I'm feeling someone else's orgasm?"

"Exactly! I mean, only a little bit of it—don't worry, it's not going to set you off or anything, only I do that." Jisi looked at the amethyst suspiciously, though, and then grabbed it and put it back in her purse. "And you don't want to drain that thing completely. Anyway, here's our bus."
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