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THE SHEPHERDESS
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CHAPTER 1




[image: ]




Why did sheep have to be so damn stupid?

Two ewes Zinnia called Ninnyhammer and Dungbrain had wandered away from the main flock yet again, more obsessed with finding tender grass to chew than with their own safety. Her family had already lost two other sheep in the last year, snatched away by some wild wolf or wyvern stalking the forested countryside.

Their family’s herding dog had been killed by the same predator. Her older brother Rosamel was supposedly working on replacements as he raised and trained two pups on his own land, but it could be a year or more until the dogs were fully ready to work in the grazing fields. Until then, she was out in the wilderness alone, watching over a herd of woolly morons.

The halfling set down her wooden spindle and slipped off her perch on a flat, mossy boulder. Zinnia grabbed her shepherd’s crook. She was dwarfed by the hooked wooden staff, almost twice as tall as her own three and a half feet of height.

The shepherdess had just entered the realm of full womanhood, not that any onlooker would be able to tell from her unflattering, billowy woolen skirt and blouse. To them she’d be just another slightly-plump halfling among a countryside full of them. Her long saffron hair was arranged into both a pony tail and a hanging forelock, both weighted with wooden clips. The latter was conspicuously arranged to drape over the right half her face.

She wore light, open slippers and short sleeves to accommodate the curly fur that grew in downy patches along her forearms and shins, matching her head hair’s color. They were one of the more distinguishing characteristics of her race of Small Folk, and one that she had always been taught to display proudly. Especially since well-maintained arm and leg hair were considered marks of female beauty among her kind.

Zinnia did a quick count of the main flock for confirmation, and Ninnyhammer and Dungbrain were indeed the only two who had ambled off. Typical.

Losing Ninnyhammer would be no great tragedy. The ewe was old and ornery, and had likely borne her last lamb the year before. Even if she didn't become a wolf snack, she'd end up as stew after shearing season.

Dungbrain, on the other hand, was only two years old, and had many productive years ahead of her. That is, if she didn't idly wander off a cliff or something.

Zinnia spotted the pair several hundred feet away, edging the perimeter of the grazing glen near a broad knot of woods. Zinnia curved her approach around to wedge herself between her charges and the forest, just in case the ewes got it in their heads to bound away from her.

They acted agitated as Zinnia got near. Her grip tightened on her curved staff. Did they already suspect how smartly she was going to whack their hindquarters for making her trudge out all this way just to get them?

A loud, vicious growl exploded behind the shepherdess. The sheep bleated in terror and fled back to the herd as an arctic-cold trickle of fear flashed down Zinnia's spine.

Zinnia turned and saw a large, shaggy gray wolf race out of the woods and into the glen. The sleek canine was easily as high as the halfling’s shoulder and twice her bulk. She yeeped as she thought for a moment that the loping predator was barreling toward her. But from the angle of its run, she saw it would bypass her by several feet. Its true targets were the fleeing sheep.

The young woman acted automatically. Idiots or not, the sheep were still her responsibility. She shot her crook out laterally to the side just in front of the beast, surprising it. It tripped and stumbled down into the clumpy grass.

Any feeling of triumph quickly evaporated as the animal, unhurt, immediately sprang back to its feet. It turned toward her, growling with murder in its dark eyes.

Zinnia gulped and took a trembling step back with every intention to turn and flee. Tripping the wolf had been pure luck. She had no idea how to actually fight such a monster.

The wolf lunged forward and clamped its sharp teeth onto the wooden staff held between Zinnia's hands. Before the halfling could even react, it yanked the weapon out of her grip and casually tossed it aside with a snap of its angular head.

She gaped, incredulous. Since when did wolves have the wits to do something like that?

The wolf growled again, preparing to leap. Zinnia's heart triphammered as she realized she was now completely defenseless. Just as she turned to run, the wolf was already in mid-air, its forepaws smashing into the back of her right shoulder.

The halfling crashed to the ground, all of the animal's considerable weight on her. She closed her eyes tight, not daring to look. "D-don't hurt me!" she cried.

"Next time, don’t get between me and prey!"

"W-what?"  Zinnia cracked open her eyes and glanced behind her. The wolf was gone. Standing on her shoulder was a goblin, about the same height as her. Like all of her race, the goblin possessed rich green skin, high pointed ears, and angular features. Her hair was the color of mahogany, cut in a utilitarian line just above the shoulder. She wore a threadbare sarong, leggings, and vest. A large curved sword was strapped over her back. But most unusual of all were the many golden tattoos of mysterious symbols swirling over the stranger's exposed limbs.

Was the newcomer some kind of changeling witch? And a goblin to boot! She'd heard all kind of grisly stories about her kind. Zinnia may still be eaten after all...

"Do you understand?" the goblin growled, stepping onto the grass.

Zinnia tried to swallow in a suddenly dry throat, barely nodding.

The goblin was about to leave the girl, but then canted her head as she regarded Zinnia more closely. She squatted down and brushed aside the golden hair covering the right side of Zinnia's face, revealing a number of heavy, disfiguring welts and scars. "What happened to you?"

"I... I..."

The stranger narrowed violet eyes. "Usually I am the quiet one. Tell me."

"I... was shoved into the coals of a hearth fire a few months ago. My face stuck to the hot stones underneath. It's been like this since."

The goblin frowned, closely studying the halfling woman's ruined countenance. She stood. "Wait here. I am going to take that old sheep. Don't interfere this time."

The stranger walked over to the main flock of sheep, which Ninnyhammer and Dungbrain had rejoined. The sheep eyed the green-skinned newcomer warily, but didn't flee. The goblin was odd, but was far more like a halfling than a wolf, so they saw no reason to run.

The female uncannily picked out Ninnyhammer from the crowd. As soon as she was close, the gold tattoos on her skin began to shimmer with a faint, distorted light. In the next instant, the goblin’s flesh impossibly flowed like water, splashing out and down in many odd directions as if her bones and all structure beneath had disappeared. It quickly formed again into the body of a canid, as if filling an invisible mold, then congealed in an instant into bone, muscle, skin and ashen fur. Between one eye blink and another, the goblin had become a wolf once more.

It happened so quickly even the sheep right next to the transformed sorceress could only look on dully. The newly-formed wolf pounced on the older ewe, expertly clamping teeth into the nape of the animal’s neck and crunching down hard. Ninnyhammer bleated helplessly in shock and pain. With a wild shaking of her head, the wolf snapped the animal’s neck. After a few spasmodic kicks, the sheep went slack as the wolf-goblin held on tight to make sure it was well and truly dead.

The wolf transformed back into a goblin using the same process as before, but in reverse. Once humanoid again, the glow of her tattoos slowly faded. The stranger slung the sheep over her shoulders, showing easy strength that belied her relatively small size.

The spellcaster ambled over to the shocked shepherdess again. "What is your name?"

"Z-Zinnia. Of Fractured Hill hamlet."

"I am called Black Ember. Come back here tomorrow at about the same time. Do not tell anyone about me. And make sure you are alone, except for your flock."

"Are... are you going to hurt me?"

The goblin smirked. "I might if you don't show up."

The newcomer walked casually back into the woods she had emerged from, and disappeared readily amidst its many shadows.
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The next morning, the diminutive shepherdess shifted nervously from foot to foot, looking about for the goblin witch. Or wolf. Or whatever Black Ember was actually supposed to be.

Zinnia was at the appointed place and time, though she was supposed to take the flock to one of the northern feeding pastures today instead of the western ones. Zinnia had started out heading north. But as soon as she was sure she was out of sight of her family's home, she turned west and returned to the spot where she had encountered Black Ember.

"Hello."

Zinnia meeped at the voice behind her. She turned to see Black Ember grinning not even a foot away. The nearest trees were over a dozen yards further!  How had the goblin managed to sneak up on her so effortlessly?

"W-what is it you want from me?"  Zinnia tried to hide the nervous tremor in her voice.

"Come, sit." The goblin indicated the flattened mossy boulder Zinnia had perched on the day before. It was only a foot off the ground, and easily big enough to accommodate the two women.

Zinnia obeyed. The goblin positioned herself beside shepherdess on the moss-encrusted rock. Green fingers brushed back Zinnia's golden hair. The goblin peered closely at the burns, angling the younger woman’s head this way and that with fingers on rounded chin. Her frown deepened. "You have new bruises since yesterday."

"That’s from my sister, Amaryllis. She beat me when I came back with a sheep missing."

"Did you tell her a wolf got it?"

Zinnia grumped. "That didn't matter."

"Does she do that often?"

"Since my older brothers got married off one by one, she’s taken over the household. My father mostly doesn’t care. He’s lost himself in wine since our mother died, five years now. Amaryllis thinks I’m to blame for everything wrong that happens, and lays into me with any excuse."

"Is she the one who burned you?"

"Not... on purpose. She was slapping me one night for being late. I was knocked back and tripped into the fire. She said it was all my fault for being so clumsy. But she did help bandage me up after."

Black Ember’s expression clouded. "For a few more sheep, I could kill her for you."

Zinnia laughed timidly, not sure if she had heard that right. She eyed the fearsome falchion sword hanging from the goblin's back, and the goblin’s steady, matter-of-fact gaze. Would Black Ember actually do it?

In the end, the shepherdess shook her head. "N-no. My family depends on Amaryllis with my mother gone."  She added, almost as an afterthought, "And... she is still my sister."

Black Ember looked disappointed, but said nothing. She reached into the leather bag slung over her shoulder and pulled out various plants and leaves. "What's that?" Zinnia asked.

"Payment for your sheep yesterday."  The newcomer spread many of the plants on a pair of broad, tough leaves, using a small blunted stick to grind them all together. When the ingredients were a sticky mash, she spread them evenly over the leaves and fished string out of her bag. Then she stood and pressed the leaves onto Zinnia's burns.

"Is that a poultice?" the halfling asked. "We already tried many after I got burned."

"My poultices are designed to work with healing enchantments," Black Ember said. "Which you obviously did not receive for your injury."

"My family is too poor to hire spellcasters."

"Then you are lucky I take payments of sheep."  When she was done binding the poultice leaves to Zinnia's face, the goblin lay her hands over them and began reciting an incantation. The halfling's uncovered eye could see a golden glow emanating from the one side of her own face. The skin beneath tingled with a strange, pleasant warmth.

"Keep the poultice on until you are ready to go home, then wash it off with clean stream water," Black Ember told the young halfling. "If you want, I will come back tomorrow and do it again. Also, this is not miraculous. There will still be heavy scars, even if I do more castings. But this should remove the worst of the discoloration and puffy flesh."

"Thank you." Zinnia reached up and tentatively touched the poultice leaves. "If this works, I may actually be able to find a husband."

The goblin pffed. "Men are overrated."

"I've heard. But for shepherd women, a husband's kind of a necessity, especially if I ever want to get away from my family."

Black Ember sat on the boulder beside her and grunted noncommittally.

Zinnia brightened. "Oh! I brought some extra bread and cheese, if you want some. Is that okay? Do you eat stuff like that?

Black Ember nodded, gladly accepting the foodstuffs.

Zinnia spoke up as they ate. "So, um, do you have family?"

"I travel with my sword sisters. We are close, but not actual family. We work as guards for a caravan. We are staying outside Ghorrava for a few days, that trading city to the northeast. I heard rumors of a spellcaster out this way who would pay decent coin for a consultation with someone who knows transformation magic. I thought I would look into it."

“We don’t have any reputable spellcasters around Fractured Hill. Unless you mean that witch that moved into the woods a while ago. Everyone steers clear of her, though. They say she consorts with demons and monsters.”

“That is likely her. Do you know where she lives?”

“Kind of. By rumor.”

“Can you show me?  Maybe later, or tomorrow?”

The shepherdess nodded absently. They segued into awkward silence, which Zinnia self-consciously tried to fill. "So, um, you think men are overrated?  No husband then?"

"I have a steady partner. She and I have talked marriage for several years, but nothing formal yet."

"Two women, together?"  When the goblin gave her a quizzical look, Zinnia's cheeks burned in embarrassment. "I mean, of course that's hardly unheard of!  It's just rare among us shepherd folk. We need all the children we can get, with so much work to always do."

"Just because you may end up with a man does not mean you should not try women. All three of my sword sisters indulge themselves with men. Vexation even married a male human recently. But they still enjoy the occasional taste of sweet silk."

It took a moment for Zinnia to understand the euphemism, and when she did her skin turned crimson all the way down to her shoulders. "F-forgive me. I'm not used to such language. I've never even been kissed."

The halfling's hand shot over her mouth. She could not believe she had just blurted out something so embarrassing, especially in front of some strange goblin witch!

Black Ember chuckled softly behind a sly grin. 

"What's so funny?" Zinnia asked.

Black Ember leaned over and kissed her.
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The first contact of their lips was brief and tentative. The younger woman froze up, unsure of what to do or say as the goblin pulled back a heartbeat later.

Then, after a few moments’ contemplation and an even broader smile on her lips, Black Ember angled in for a much longer, deeper try.

Zinnia's heart pounded so hard she could barely remember to breathe. She was struck with how soft and warm Black Ember's lips felt. Unconsciously, her own mouth parted, and the goblin's tongue slipped in. It felt odd and slithery at first, but as she got used to it, little pleasant jolts of electricity rippled through her.

The magic user's faint feminine scent filled Zinnia’s nostrils. She had been told all her life that goblins were filthy creatures, but Black Ember's green skin smelled pleasantly clean and earthy, with just a hint of exotic spice to it.

Black Ember eventually pulled away. The shepherdess could only sit there, gasping for breath.

"Did you like it?" Black Ember asked.

Zinnia found herself nodding.

"Do you want more?"

After a brief hesitation, more nods.

This time, the young halfling automatically parted her lips as Black Ember leaned closer, gladly accepting the goblin's tongue as it slipped in once again.

They kissed hotly for many long minutes before green hands reached up to untie the top of Zinnia's billowy blouse.

"W-wait," Zinnia said breathlessly.

The shapeshifter raised a brow. "Do you not want to?"

The halfling bit her lip. "I did not say that. But didn't you mention having a partner?"  Visions came to mind of an enraged goblin with a sword showing up on her family’s doorstep one night, looking to stab a certain homewrecking halfling.

The older woman finished loosening the knot and slipped the cloth off Zinnia's tan collarbone. "Hemlock and I have an agreement. She gets to occasionally indulge herself with men, and I get to occasionally indulge myself with pretty things."

Zinnia's hand instinctively touched the poultice leaves over her facial burns. "But I'm not pretty."

Black Ember delivered a hot sucking kiss at the side of her bared neck. "Let someone about to taste your silk judge that."

"You're... You're going to...?"  Then all words left the halfling as Black Ember slipped the garment off her partner’s shoulder and kissed down even further.

Zinnia’s head was aswirl with the speed at which things were happening. She might have suggested Black Ember slow down, but everything the goblin did felt increasingly delightful to the point that Zinnia didn’t want it to ever stop.

An hour later, as both lay naked, sweaty, and out of breath atop the mossy rock, the goblin wrapped an arm around the shoulders of tan-skinned shepherdess to nestle her close. Zinnia, surprisingly, found herself automatically cuddling back.

- - -
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The sun eventually began its slow, inevitable slide down to the western horizon.  "I am going to have to get the sheep moving if I want to get them back home by nightfall," Zinnia said with a heavy sigh.

Black Ember nodded as the two women began dressing.

"Why did you do all this?" Zinnia suddenly blurted out. "The healing. The sex. The whole... being nice to me. No one ever does that."

"I wanted to pay you back for the sheep."

The halfling arched her wispy brows sadly. "Was that really all?"

The goblin bopped her fist on the halfling’s arm. Black Ember clearly meant it as an affectionate gesture, but it still kind of stung. "If it was, I would have left hours ago. You kept giving me good reasons to stay."

That made Zinnia smile again. "So, um, will you be around tomorrow?"

"Yes. If nothing else you have to show me where the so-called ‘witch’ lives. But the morning after that, the caravan in Ghorrava is scheduled to move on, and I need to be with it." The goblin paused, then leaned in to whisper teasingly in the halfling's ear. "But that still gives me another day to show you the finer points of tending silk."

Zinnia giggled enthusiastically. Black Ember transformed to her wolf form and bounded off into the forest.
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Early the next day, the diminutive shepherdess shifted her weight back and forth on the flat mossy boulder, waiting restlessly for Black Ember.

Thankfully no one in her family had suspected anything when she returned home last night, though she did receive several sharp cuffs from Amaryllis, who was still angry that she had lost a sheep the day before. But even that couldn't take away from Zinnia's emotional high.

The nineteen-year-old shepherdess barely got any sleep that night, thinking back over her monumental day with Black Ember. She wasn't a virgin anymore. And had even been called pretty!  Kind of. It still counted, as far as she was concerned, even if she was sure Black Ember had only said that to be kind.

It had been so long since anyone had been genuinely kind to her, that she found herself hungry for more. She’d had friends in her early teens, as the small handful of girls her age in Fractured Hill had naturally congregated together whenever possible. But then her mother had died and their father began his slow slide of self-destruction into wine jugs. Bad gossip swirled about their family. Parents began forbidding their daughters from socializing with the ‘scandalous’ Sassafrass clan, and Zinnia and her siblings quickly became the lowest rung on the town’s social ladder.

On Zinnia’s roundabout way to the glade, she had stopped at a stream to clean herself up extra thoroughly, wanting to look her best for her new lover.

Zinnia grinned. "Lover" was a word that before now only seemed to exist for her in fanciful folk tales. Black Ember made it clear that she could only spend a limited amount of time with Zinnia, so the halfling woman intended to make the most of it.

After a while, she had to move to the far end of the large meadow so the sheep could have sufficient fodder for the day. She sighed as she leaned on her shepherd's staff, regarding her charges with a crinkled nose. Stupid, smelly morons. Even if her people depended on sheep for food and clothing and money, that didn't mean she would ever have to actually like any of them.

The shepherdess just barely saw a hairy gray blur out of the corner of her eye before a heavy weight pushed into her shoulder blades, knocking her forward onto her belly on the wild grass. She lifted herself up on all fours to see Black Ember's wolf form bounding around her in a circle like an excited pup. Tongue out, tail wagging, keening deeply in amusement at her own prank.

Zinnia laughed, shooting out her staff to try and make the canine trip like the day before. This time, though, the wolf caught the movement at the very last moment and leapt over it.

The creature landed to Zinnia's side, then reared up to playfully push the shepherdess back onto the grass. A quick transformation later, Black Ember was propped up over the halfling, kissing her breathlessly on the lips.

Not a single word passed between them for a long time. None were needed. The goblin shaman spread a small blanket she had brought with her, and the two females were once again happily intertwined in all sorts of creative ways.

It was a long interval before they finally took a break. They rolled away from each other, naked and quivering. "That... that was amazing," Zinnia gasped.

"It was."  Black Ember took the halfling's hand in hers and squeezed affectionately.

Zinnia said, “Just so you know, Amaryllis, my sister, will come to relieve me around midday to watch the flock. After that I can show you where the witch is supposed to live.”

Black Ember pursed her lips. “Is that the sister who beats you? I could still gut her when she gets here, if you want.”

Zinnia narrowed her eyes. “You—you are joking about that, right?”

Black Ember said nothing and instead reached for her pack. "Her arrival is still hours away. Before we have more fun, let me cast another healing enchantment on you. The more time it has to work with a new poultice, the better."

The younger woman sat up while Black Ember applied the poultice and the spell much as she had before. "I don't suppose I can convince you to come back tomorrow and do this again?" Zinnia asked.

The goblin smiled. "Do you mean the spell, or the sex?"

"Both?"

"The caravan will already be on the move again by next dawn. If I did come tomorrow, it might take days for me to catch up."

The halfling’s face fell, nodding sadly.

“I did not say no.”  The older woman tousled her companion's blond hair. "Zinnia, you are young yet. Sex can feel momentous the first few times. But there will be others for you. You will get over me quickly."

"I-I guess..."

Black Ember leaned down and kissed her on her bulbous nose. Zinnia couldn't help but smile back.

The healing spell went well, and their second bout of tending silk went even better.

As the midday hour crept closer, Zinnia hurriedly washed off the poultice and rearranged her hair and clothes back into something presentable. Black Ember did the same, and slipped into the shadows of the nearby woods to watch for when it would be appropriate to rejoin her new partner.

Broad ancient trails of dirt and trampled grass crisscrossed the mountains, connecting many distant grazing fields for both sheep and their tenders. Amaryllis eventually came hiking up along the nearest one to her sister, over an hour late. The new halfling was several years older than Zinnia at twenty-five, but had many worry lines already about the creases of her eyes and mouth. She had their family’s characteristic saffron hair, tied up and back into a plain, practical bun. Her working dress and blouse looked considerably less threadbare than her sibling’s. While Zinnia carried a crudely-crafted shepherd’s crook, Amaryllis’ looked like a well-carved and polished family heirloom.

“You didn’t manage to lose any more sheep today, did you?” the elder Sassafrass quipped as she came within earshot.

“N-no,” Zinnia said nervously. She cast a wary eye at the woods where Black Ember hid, but thankfully Amaryllis seemed oblivious to the goblin’s presence.

“Do another count before you leave, anyway. I don’t trust you to be competent.”

“I’m as good a shepherdess as you,” Zinnia protested.

Amaryllis scoffed. “Oh please. You don’t pull your own weight as it is. I have to do so much as the head of the family.”

“’Do so much?’ You have me or Nidal or Vivendel do all the chores!”

“And I usually have to redo half of them every day because of how badly you three screw them up!  Now I suggest you get counting before I smack you!”  She smirked, raising an open hand for a potential slap. “Or better yet, maybe I’ll go back home and take things out on Vivendel...”

Zinnia frowned. “She’s twelve!”

Amaryllis just sneered. Zinnia sighed and turned to the herd.

It took her nearly another quarter-hour with the herd so dispersed over the grazing area, but Amaryllis looked satisfied. Just as she was leaving, Amaryllis shot out the end of her crook in front of Zinnia’s feet, almost tripping her up. The younger halfling stumbled, but didn’t fall. Amaryllis chuckled just the same.
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Black Ember joined Zinnia on the tree-lined trail once the latter was out of sight of her sister. “You should let me go stab that Amaryllis, just a little,” the goblin said, glancing back at the now-distant glen, hand on the sheathed utility knife on her rope belt.

Zinnia frowned. “She’s so insufferable that she’d probably crawl out of whatever grave you put her in and become queen bitch of the undead. The zombies of the world do not deserve that.”

The older woman snorted in amusement, letting her hand drop back to her side. “Very well. Does she beat this Vivendel too?”

“No. At least, I hope not. Vivendel and Nidal are our family’s two youngest. Amaryllis knows threatening them is the surest way to get me to do something.”

Black Ember momentarily curled her hands into fists, seemingly like she might still act on her threat to harm Amaryllis. In the end, though, she simply segued into a thoughtful silence as they walked.

As promised, Zinnia led Black Ember to the area of the vast wooded foot hills surrounding Fractured Hill hamlet that was rumored to hold the witch’s cabin. It was a rocky, barely-there trail that meandered over and around one of the more prominent hills in the area, leading to a verdant valley bursting with wild undergrowth. It was easy enough for the two diminutive females to traverse, but a big Tall Folk hiker like a human might have a hard time working their way through all the untamed brush.

Black Ember fanned an arm in front of Zinnia, bringing the young shepherdess to a halt. The goblin sniffed at the air. “There’s definitely a cabin close by. I can smell hearth fire smoke, along with a human and other animals.”

Zinnia couldn’t smell anything besides the usual forest fecundity. But then again, she didn’t have the magical wolf senses of a goblin sorceress. “I don’t see any sign of it.”

“It’s hidden by a spell. In fact, the undergrowth has actually been thinning for quite a while, but a minor spell maintains the illusion that the woods are nearly impassable. A basic enchantment, though. Almost anyone with magic training could probably see past it.”

Black Ember gestured about in the air and chanted a few unearthly words that sent a chill down Zinnia’s spine. Sorcery was a commonly known fact of life in the world they lived in, even in remote settlements like Fractured Hill. Zinnia had seen hedge wizards perform tricks when passing through the hamlet with craftsmen caravans, as well as the few times when she had visited Ghorrava with her parents as a child.

But those were minor spellcasters who could barely conjure puffs of smoke or float a coin in the air. They made a living mostly from telling fortunes and brewing medicines. Any magic more involved than that was known to be supremely dangerous, especially for ‘simple folk’ like the farmers and shepherds of Fractured Hill, who had no defense against such things. The common wisdom among the townspeople was to avoid that kind of magic altogether, lest one fall victim to dark witchery beyond one’s ken.

As soon as Black Ember finished her spell, many of the plants surrounding the pair seemed to melt away into vapors, and then into nothingness. Two structures in a broad swath of cleared land stood revealed. The halfling and goblin were now standing on a broad, well-worn dirt path instead of the weed-choked game trail it had appeared to be just a heartbeat earlier.

Before them, close to the nadir of the small valley, jutted a small cabin and a mid-sized barn, both made of rough-hewn logs. Connected to both were pens and wooden-barred cages containing not just livestock such as sheep and pigs, but wild animals like foxes, raccoons, and several birds.

A rich, feminine contralto rose from inside. “If you came for trouble, you will find more than you bargained for!”

“I am a Wolf Soul, who knows transformation magic,” Black Ember called. “I heard back in Ghorrava that you would pay for a consultation?”

The door to the cabin quickly swung open. In the frame stood a tall human woman with a willowy figure, wearing a simple ankle-length day dress and slippers. Most striking to Zinnia was that she had satiny, pure white hair despite looking so young.

She was beautiful. And that only made Zinnia’s stomach butterflies churn even more than before. First Black Ember, and now this witch. Was every woman from outside Fractured Hill going to be so much prettier than her?

The woman looked over the two newcomers, settling her gaze most attentively on Black Ember. Her brows raised. “Those tattoos... You actually are a Wolf Soul goblin! Amazing! That’s actually what I wanted more than anything.” She cast a quick glance at the halfling. “And your companion?”

“A local, and a... friend. She helped guide me here.”

“What do you know, one of the mudders around here was actually useful.” The witch held open the door. “Come in. I’ll make some tea and we can talk.”

Zinnia hesitated, but Black Ember gave her a grin and a casual elbow on the arm. If the goblin seemed to think it was safe, that was good enough for Zinnia. She followed her companion into the dwelling.

The interior of the cabin was spacious and well-organized, not anything like what Zinnia thought the house of a forest witch would look like. No creaky floorboards or cobwebbed cauldrons or ghost-haunted shadows. In fact, it looked like a bright and opulently-furnished country home compared to the cramped house she had grown up in.

The run-down house of Zinnia’s family had been chaotic, crammed with kids either arguing or playing or doing chores, wearing hand-me-downs generations old with more patches than original cloth. Their tables and chairs and bedframes and bowls and cups had all been crudely hand-carved from local wood, as they rarely could afford anything professionally crafted.

In the witch’s cottage, Zinnia didn’t see a speck of dirt or dust. The furniture was rustic but in good repair. The human even had a stone fireplace with a chimney along one wall instead of a central hearth pit under a crude vent in the roof, like all the halfling homes she’d known. Very fancy, for Fractured Hill.

Zinnia leaned into Black Ember, asking in a low voice, “What’s a ‘mudder?’”

“Slang for Small Folk like us,” Black Ember said. “Tall Folk like humans and orcs think that since we’re closer to the mud, we have to be covered in it.”

“I meant nothing by it,” the witch said dismissively as she fetched her teapot. “It’s just a word everyone uses where I come from. My name is Vairel.”

Vairel even had a teapot made of clean, polished metal instead of a charred iron water pot with a ladle like in Zinnia’s home. Amazing!

The two smaller women introduced themselves. “What is this about?” Black Ember added as Vairel prepared the drinks. “Why do you want to know transformation magic?”

The human said, “I’ve always had a talent for sorcery, but couldn’t get apprenticed properly when younger because my family didn’t have the right connections. I ended up with some doddering old dirtbag of a hedge wizard as a master. He couldn’t keep his hands to himself, if you know what I mean. When I kept refusing him, he kicked me out. So I decided then and there that the whole traditional apprentice-master arrangement was full of shit, and have done my own research since.”

“And transformation magic?”

Vairel invited her two visitors to sit on the benches surrounding her small central table as she poured the tea. The furnishings were human-sized, and when sitting, the tabletop was at Zinnia’s shoulders. It made things awkward, but still workable. “Transformation enchantments are something I’ve always been particularly fascinated with,” Vairel continued. “My old perverted master did know a Wolf Soul himself way back when, and watching one transform back and forth so effortlessly always stuck with me, even decades later.”

Black Ember raised a dark brow. “Decades?”

“I’m past fifty,” Vairel said.

Zinnia blinked in confusion, looking back and forth between the two older women, wondering why the goblin looked impressed.

The human noticed, and smiled. “Humans and goblins age faster than your people, dear. Halflings mature like we do, but once you’re adults, things slow down. You might easily live to be one hundred and twenty, or more, yes? Humans and goblins are lucky if we make it to seventy or eighty. At fifty, I should have a lot more sags and wrinkles.”

“Unless one knows the right glamour spells,” Black Ember said.

“Which I do,” Vairel confirmed. “They were the first thing I researched when I got on my own. They are transformation magic in their own right, if small-scale and incremental. Perfecting them is part of the reason I couldn’t really concentrate on more advanced transformation magic until recently.”

Black Ember digested that in silence, tilting her head one way, then the other. “Very well. I’ll help you. There are some secrets of my sect that I can’t divulge, but there is general knowledge about transformation magic I can tell you that’s known to most skilled practitioners.”

“Excellent! I’ll pay you ten silver crowns...”

“Two gold crowns.”

Vairel pouted. “I am not made of coin.’

The goblin smirked before she transformed to a wolf, wagged her tail while sitting on the bench for a bit, then transformed back into her green-skinned self, all apparently as easy for her as drawing a deep breath. “If you want to eventually do things like that,” Black Ember said, “it will cost two gold crowns.”

The hungry look in Vairel’s eyes was unmistakable. The two sorceresses bargained more, but eventually settled on one gold and eight silver crowns, only half of Black Ember’s original offer plus a little more.

They launched into mystic shop talk that Zinnia tried to pay attention to. She did not want to seem like the stupidest one there, though she quickly realized she definitely was. Most of the banter was pretty incomprehensible, with details of environmental mana and patterned thought processes and soulspace templates and proportional energy transfers. The only thing she did catch was that the golden tattoos on Black Ember’s emerald skin were in fact magic runes that helped to store and redirect magical energy for her transformations, among other things.

The shepherdess started nodding off when she heard a distinct loud scratching at the cabin door. “Could you get that, dear?” Vairel asked her.

Zinnia shook herself from her momentary stupor and slipped down from the bench to the door. When it creaked open, Zinnia was confronted by a solid wall of thick chestnut fur, framing a huge slobbering tongue.

“What the—?” barely left her lips before she was batted in the face by a snuffling snout, then nearly drowned by the slurp of a saliva-drenched tongue. Zinnia had to suppress a giggle at how warm and ticklish it felt, but that only made her shaggy assaulter press in even more.

“Mammoth, that’s enough!” Vairel called. The huge canine squeezed through the doorway beside Zinnia and ran up to his owner for some affectionate petting. He was so big that his shoulder easily came up to the human’s waist, making him sizable enough that Zinnia could likely hide behind him without having to crouch at all. “Mammoth is a long-hair mastiff. He helps keep my other various animals in line, and is a good friend besides.”

Tail waggling, Mammoth broke away from his owner to give Black Ember a tentative sniff. He didn’t seem to know what to make of the wolf-scented goblin, and carefully pawed a wide circle around her to return to Zinnia.

The halfling seemed much more like a potential playmate to him, and he laid his massive forepaws on her shoulders to better lick at her face, almost bowling her over.

“He likes you,” Black Ember observed wryly.

“I seem to have a way with canines and tongues lately,” Zinnia said. That made the goblin snort.

The two magic wielders segued into another deep discussion of magic-related jargon that Zinnia had no hope of following. She maybe understood every third word.

Mammoth seemed as bored with it as she was, and hovered near her for more pets when Vairel became so engrossed that she broke out quill and parchment to take notes. The halfling and mastiff eventually drifted outside, where Zinnia was happy to throw sticks for Mammoth to play fetch. Despite his fearsome size, Mammoth seemed only a year or two old, and was essentially still an overgrown puppy. He acted like it as well, often taking time out from his enthusiastic twig hunting to reward her with warmhearted licks.

Zinnia would have loved to have taken him home with her. But even if she could talk Vairel into letting Mammoth go, such a huge animal would no doubt eat as much as any two of her kin, and push her family even deeper into poverty than they already were.

When they both got bored with the stick throwing, Zinnia settled onto the shady side of the building to rest. Mammoth was happy to lay beside her for the duration, his enormous head nestled in her soft lap. Soon both drifted off into a peaceful nap.

It took over two hours, but the pair of sorceresses finally emerged from the cabin, still gabbing casually about their field of expertise. A silent nod from Black Ember to the just-waking Zinnia was a clear indication that she was ready to leave, especially with only a few hours of daylight still available to them.

“Wait,” Vairel said as the halfling was giving the dog a few departing ear-scratches. She came up to the blond. “Zinnia, was it?  I appreciate your acting as a guide for my, ah, colleague. You earned this.”  She brandished four copper crowns in her fingers.

Zinnia’s eyes grew big. She had no idea what to say as the human handed down the coins, but she readily grabbed them anyway.

“There’s more,” Vairel said. “I have a need for plants and herbs I’ve seen around the area, but gathering them myself is very time consuming. I’ve had a hard time talking to any of the locals, so hiring them seems unlikely. They act very insular and superstitious. But you seem different.” She cast a meaningful glance at the goblin as proof of that. “If you want, come to me again and I can give you a list of the plants I’m looking for, and will pay you three coppers a sack. How does that sound? I’ll even recast Black Ember’s enchantment to make sure the concealment spells don’t affect you.”

“Th-that sounds great!” Zinnia said. Her family could certainly use the money. Heck, she had never earned any coin on her own before. Her heart raced at the possibilities.

“Good,” Vairel said with a friendly wink. She turned back to the cabin, Mammoth following and barking happily about the human’s legs for attention.
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Miles away, her mind still swirling with meeting Vairel, Zinnia idly asked Black Ember about what kind of plants sorceresses used. The goblin suddenly grabbed her shoulders, pushed her against the flaky bark of a birch tree, and kissed her.

The blond practically melted under the goblin’s attention. The tattooed sorceress pulled back, licking her lips at the sweet taste, but sighed softly. “I am not sure if I will be back tomorrow.”

“I thought we could still have a few more hours...” Zinnia murred hopefully.

“We do. But before we get naked again, I want to show you some things. I won’t be here to protect you, so I want to give you pointers on how to protect yourself, especially from your sister.”

The halfling blinked in surprise, then nervously bit her lip. “I don’t think... I mean, I’m no fighter. I can’t even stop Amaryllis from smacking me.”

“You can, though. Eventually. If you listen to what I tell you and practice enough. Do you want to give it a try?”

Zinnia looked into the older woman’s violet eyes, and was struck once again by how worldly and knowledgeable they seemed, especially to naïve a nineteen-year-old shepherdess. She nodded.

The pair found a grassy field and Black Ember began her lessons as soon as they placed their belongings against a tree. When the goblin had Zinnia stand at attention, the young halfling grinned. The goblin suddenly smacked her hard on the forehead enough to sting, then did it again, the way a strict schoolteacher would. She was only satisfied when the halfling’s grin faded. She wanted to make sure the shepherdess took this seriously.

“The best way to survive a fight is to avoid it,” Black Ember said, her stern expression less than a foot from the blond’s face. “There’s no shame in fleeing if you can, so running should be one of the things you practice. Train not just for speed, but distance. We Small Folk have shorter legs, so we can’t run as fast as Tall Folk, but we also duck and weave and dodge better. If you practice, you can avoid and out-distance almost any pursuer.”

The Wolf Soul Goblin usually preferred a minimal of words. But this was one area of her expertise, and there was no better way to communicate what was needed than with a lecture. “And if you do need to fight, always fight to win. Hold nothing back. When my sword sisters and I end up in a battle, it’s almost always win or die. So winning is the one and only acceptable outcome. Do you understand?”

“I think so,” Zinnia said. “Run away if I can. If I have to punch someone, punch as hard as I can.”

“And keep punching until they go down.” Black Ember added. She held up a hand, palm open. “Hit it.”

Zinnia did. The impact barely jostled the hardened warrior’s limb.

The goblin pursed her lips between her small tusks. “Hm. Like most farmers, you have decent strength. But you employ it poorly. You need to plant yourself properly and maximize your leverage.”

Black Ember proceeded to show Zinnia the general principles of how to do that. Solid stance with knees bent. Punching from the shoulder and hip, and not just the arm. Zinnia even learned she had been making a fist wrong her whole life. All the fingers needed to be curled snugly into the palm and the thumb tucked close under, so it was as tight as possible.

The goblin showed her how the same techniques could be used for swinging her shepherd’s crook to hit as hard as possible with it. Zinnia tried thwacking it against a tree a few times using the new methods. She was quite pleased at how it seemed to almost double the striking power.

Black Ember had her practice all that relentlessly for half an hour, making sure she had the motions down, then showed her a few more things, such as a snapping kick—lifting her knee up first, then kicking it straight out to the front, instead of swinging it up stiff-legged from the ground.

The shaman finished by showing Zinnia a basic hip throw, but after a half-dozen demonstrations, the goblin instead grabbed Zinnia as the halfling was trying to throw her, so that the younger woman lost her already-shaky balance. Both women rolled over each other onto the grassy ground.

“That should be plenty,” Black Ember said as she ended up under the halfling. “I don’t want to show you so much that you forget most of it.”

“I’ll practice everything!” Zinnia promised breathlessly. “I’m not sure if it will do any good. When it comes to fighting, I’m a noodle-armed ninny. It’s what my older brothers used to call me.”

The older woman reached over and brushed away a stray lock from the shepherdess’ exposed eye. “I was like you, not many years ago. There were many who victimized me. I don’t know how I survived. It took someone dear to show me how to be strong.”

“I think someone like you was always strong. Maybe you just needed someone to show you so you could see it yourself.”

The goblin’s dark brows crowned high as she digested that. “Perhaps... there is wisdom in that.”  She smiled. “But I think there is also wisdom in us getting naked and enjoying the time left together until nightfall.”

The shepherdess whole-heartedly agreed.
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Zinnia was a turmoil of emotions as she made her way back to her family’s cottage by the light of the rising moon. She was very tired from her very full day, but her mind was still swirling excitedly with everything that had happened.

She tried not to think about possibly never seeing Black Ember again, and concentrated on more abstract concerns instead. Primarily, why had no one told ever her there was so much more to the world beyond dull, dim Fractured Hill?

When their mother had been alive and their father sober, she had joined her family several times in driving part of the family’s flock to the nearby trading city of Ghorrava. Some merchants paid top coin for well-bred livestock wool prime for trimming, plus it gave their clan a chance to sell off older animals for meat and buy one or two new ones to keep their animals’ bloodlines healthy.

Zinnia had barely turned ten the last time that happened. She had been overwhelmed by all the sights and sounds of a settlement with an amazing population of over thirty thousand. So many people! And it had trading caravans and barges passing through every week from so many exotic places, some from more than a hundred miles away!

Of course, her parents kept her and her younger siblings close to them the entire time, constantly warning her of how dangerous and chaotic such a place could be. Zinnia had believed them at the time, but now wondered if that was actually true. Black Ember and Vairel had spent a lot of time in big cities like Ghorrava, and they seemed such worldly and wise women.

As soon as she swung open the door to the cottage, she heard Amaryllis’ shrill voice. “Zinnia! Where in the Dark Seasons have you been, you lazy sow?”

Her older sister was in her face before the young shepherdess could even respond. “You were supposed to help Vivendell make dinner and clean up, but she had to do it all by herself! Weren’t you the one sniveling just this afternoon that she was only twelve years old?  After I worked all day tending the sheep, while you were... what?  Sleeping through the day in the forest?”

Zinnia glanced past Amaryllis into the dwelling. The first floor was mostly all open space except for several support posts, organized around a central hearth fire pit. Rough-hewn ladder-stairs worked their way up to the cottage’s second floor, which held everyone’s sleeping cots except for their parents’, which their father still used.

As usual, their sire sat in his large oversized hide chair covered in his blanket, momentarily startled awake by Amaryllis’ yelling. After their mother had died, he not only drank himself sick for years but overindulged in pipe weed. Both vices had broken things deep inside him. The herbalist in White Creek, the only craftsman the halfling settlements in the region had to a dedicated healer, said his liver and kidneys may not last much longer. He was hanging on, but was usually too weak to leave the cabin for long, and most days didn’t care enough to bother. 

Amaryllis had mostly taken over the family since their mother’s passing. Many in the community admired Amaryllis for stepping up into her mother’s role after the latter’s death. She acted accommodating and kind when in the presence of the other villagers, so most never saw just how sneering and cruel she could be to her family once the doors of the cottage were closed.

Their older brothers Lotem, Rosamel, and Blodwyn were all already married off, though they did stop by to help with the farm and herd when they could. Rosamel was the only one who still lived in Fractured Hill, however, and the only one Zinnia still saw regularly.

Vivendel and Nidal, the twelve and nine year old respectively, quietly went about their nighttime chores, mostly working hand spindles to produce wool yarn to sell for cloth. They both knew better by now than to interfere with one of Amaryllis’ tirades.

“I was busy,” Zinnia protested.

Amaryllis sneered. “Oh please. With what? Trying to catch the eye of some idiot who might marry you? No man will ever have you, with that ruin of a face.”

Zinnia self-consciously ducked the right side of her head lower, making her thick forelock of hair hang lower over her scars.

“Now Amaryllis,” sounded their father’s raspy voice. “Don’t call your sister ugly.”

“Yes Poppa,” came Amaryllis’ automatic, submissive response. Their father was the only one Amaryllis seemed to have any real respect for. But when no further admonishments came from their patron, she pushed at Zinnia. “That still doesn’t excuse your laziness!”

“W-wait!”  Zinnia held up her hand while she desperately dug into the singular deep pocket of her front apron. She pulled out two of the copper crowns Vairel had given her. “I met that witch that lives out in the south hills. Her name’s Vairel. She wants to pay me for collecting plants for her.”

The entire cottage went dead silent as everyone stared disbelievingly at the coins.

Amaryllis snatched them from Zinnia’s hand like a striking cobra, and brought them closer to the firelight for a closer inspection. “Sacred Seasons, these are real. Is that what actually happened?”

Zinnia decided it was wiser to leave out everything else from her eventful day, especially Black Ember and the fact that she still had more coins in her apron. But she nodded.

Amaryllis grunted. “Maybe you aren’t so useless after all. But there better not be any black magic involved. I’ve heard all sorts of things about that witch.”

“She’s a sorceress,” Zinnia said automatically. Amaryllis’ expression soured at being corrected. “She, uh, actually is pretty nice. She just wants to be left alone. I figured I can collect the plants for her at least once a week, maybe more.”

“I suppose, as long as it doesn’t interfere with watching the sheep.” Amaryllis dropped the coins into her own apron pocket.

“Hey!” Zinnia said, reaching. “Vairel gave those to me!”
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