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We write and publish these stories only for you.
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Four witches have something in common - and must find each other before an ancient enemy harvests their magic for her own use.

A powerful mass of magic was long ago shattered and dispersed to the four corners of this planet. And has found four young women as hosts.

They themselves cannot remember how they got their talents or when, and often don't know why they showed up where they did. 

A single male wood nymph finds himself at the crossroads of helping these witches regain control over the powers they have. He doesn't know that by doing this, he puts himself right in the cross-hairs of that single ancient enemy.

She wants to harvest their power for herself, to regain the power and control Earth for herself. So she is protecting these four witches and their nymph. For now. 

When she has what she wants, all bets are off...
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Witch Mystery: Beth
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I

"BESSIE? BESSIE! BESSIE!!" 

Where is that darned cow? She knows she's going to get corn this morning and let me pull that extra milk off her. And I need every spare quart I can get, not let her just run it off. 

Then I saw the gate to the woods. Like someone had driven over it with a 4-wheeler.

"Great. You're in the woods somewhere and either you've lost track of time or you're in the middle of eating something that's going to make your milk taste funny. Just great." Talking to a non-present milk cow would be a bad thing, if we weren't so far from anyone who could be offended. I didn't have to care.

And that's the trick with running a road-side produce stand to make your living from a farm. No one around meant no sales, and meant no money to pay the soon-coming-due taxes.

"Bessie! C'mere - NOW." Like that would do any good, either.

So I picked up the bucket of grain I had for her and poured half of it into her feed trough, so the rest I could rattle around in that galvanized steel bucket and get her attention. Of course, that would mean wrestling with her to keep her face out of it for the rest of the walk back to the barn. All so I could milk her. 

Just hope it wasn't too far of a walk by the time I found her. Far out meant far back.

But it wasn't like she would just walk off like this. That smashed gate didn't help. 

Funny, I didn't hear someone running over that gate. To make that sort of hole, it had to be going top speed, and that would make a big noise for sure.

Soon that gate was behind me, and the trees towered overhead. I never noticed before how dark it stayed in here during the daytime. And started worrying that something had happened to my only source of milk, which was close to 50% of my income.

I called and called and it got darker and darker. Quieter and quieter.  Soon it was almost pitch-black and as dark as a graveyard in an eclipse. 

Then I heard it. Loud. And not a cow noise.  

Like rolling thunder - but in the day time?

Then, the ground shook. Knocked to to the ground. And I raised my face out of the leaves and dirt to see a huge imprint in front of me, about a foot deeper than where I was. And that big depression wasn't there a second before I fell. 

Means I'd better move somewhere safer - like under the tree with the biggest roots I could find.

And that three-foot-wide tree shattered over my head, with another roar of splintering wood. 

I could only think of two things: Duck. And Run.

II

SHE WAS RUNNING TOWARD me, just as I hoped for. Of course, I couldn't move to get out of her way, not with that busted leg the troll had just given me.

And I don't know if she could see him like I could, but that troll was right behind her - and gaining.

So I did the only thing I could - I made her trip. And she landed right next to me, in the soft ferns and leaves. Not that it helped her landing too much.

She groaned at her landing, then rolled over to get back to her feet. That's when she saw me. Laying there. Eye to eye with her. Of course I was only three foot tall and had pointed ears, so it was a bit of a shock.

I put my finger on her lips and pointed over her shoulder. 

There was the troll. All nine ugly feet of him, carrying a huge stick made out of a tree stump root ball. He'd beaten most of the dirt out of it, as well as most of the roots that stuck out. But it was scary nonetheless.

He seemed to have lost where she went. But right as I thought that, he sniffed the air and turned in our direction. And saw us both. Then Mr. Troll started stalking toward us, an evil grin on his face.

My only move was a desperate one. I grabbed her hand and pointed it to the troll. Nothing happened at first, but then the troll appeared to slow down, and just as slowly, he got perplexed about why he couldn't move at his normal speed.

"Thought so." I said to this human. "You've got talents you didn't even suspect. Here - this might seem strange to you, but imagine that troll as a cloud of smoke." 

But nothing happened. He was still moving toward us like a glacier, but still would be here sooner than we could get out of his way.

"OK, try not to think of a pink elephant." And poof, the troll now had big pink floppy ears and a long pink nose. But he still held that huge stick in his hand, still moving slowly toward us.

"Now - think of him as a cloud of smoke." And the troll was just a cloud. The stick also disappeared. "Next, make the wind disperse him into the clouds." And a gust of wind dissipated that cloud into nothing.

At that, she looked back at me - and fainted.

But I looked her over and saw she looked just fine. A very cute fine.

Of course, I still had a broken leg and now had a fainted-but-gorgeous human woman next to me. 

Still, things could be worse. The troll was gone anyhow. But he was only the beginning, an advanced scout. This lady's life had just taken an unexpected turn. And I was probably her only hope of living through it.

III

WHEN I WOKE UP, I LOOKED at my hand and its fingers that just cast a spell at that troll and made him disappear. That was really weird. Because I couldn't see him to begin with, but after I fell... Wait.

I rolled over on my side and here was now a full-sized man laying next to me, arms under his head and smiling at me.

"Well, good morning. My name is Trimble. You must be the proud owner of that milk cow grazing over there." And he pointed out said cow, who had cleaned up the contents of that spilled grain bucket and was now grazing contentedly in the ferns and leaves nearby. 

"Wait, Trimble. Weren' t you just about three foot high and pointed ears when I nearly fell on you?"

"Yes ma'am. I was. But we wood nymphs can take a human form when we need to."

At that I sat up. And looked him over briefly. His woodland green and brown tunic and pantaloons seemed to match his story. 

"So was that monster - did I - did you - how could you - I - cloud - wind..." I finally had to stop and take a breath.

He just kept looking at me. I was wearing sturdy blue jeans and dark brown boots, a chambray shirt with a red bandanna around my neck. And I looked over these to make sure they'd stayed fastened where they were supposed to. The way he was looking seemed like he was fascinated with me for some other reason than what I was wearing, more like he wanted to know more about what was underneath. I frowned at this. 

My wide-brimmed hat had fallen onto my back, suspended by the leather thong around my neck. I moved to put it back on my head, but of course, my hat was a little crushed from falling on it.

"And what can I call you?" He asked with an honest smile.

"Beth. My name is Beth. You're Trimble and I'm Beth. And the cow's name is Bessie." I was shaking by now, the shock wearing off and the reaction coming through. 

I had to get moving, back to my little farm and doing something - like fixing that smashed gate. So I stood up on unsure legs, but they'd firm up once we started moving. "You coming?"

Trimble looked down at his leg and shook his head. "Sorry, I've only got one good leg. That troll caught me with his stick. Lucky he only caught me once." 

I could see a little blood there. "Oh, that could be a problem." I knelt down and felt it gingerly. No contusion, just swelling. No mushy parts underneath the fabric, so we didn't seem to have anything worse than scrapes and small cuts. "Bessie might be able to carry you up to the house if you're able to ride on her back."

Trimble forced a smile, even though the touching I'd done made him wince with pain. "Here, let me make it simpler for you." And he shrunk back to his normal 3-foot nymph size, complete with the pointed ears again.

Of course, that was a shock to me. But he had a point. At that size, he was more like a doll than a big human male. Bessie wouldn't have much of a problem with that light a weight. Nor would I.

"OK, this isn't going to be comfortable, but you wait while I get Bessie nearer." I walked over to where Bessie was grazing, picked up that empty bucket, then took hold of her halter, leading her back to Trimble's spot. Once she arrived, she sniffed Trimble and then went back to grazing around him.

"We get along with animals sometimes better than humans. To her, I smell like someone else's calf." Trimble managed to sit up, with another wince. He then felt his own leg. "Well, it's better than I was thinking. Cracked, probably, along with a bone bruise. But not an actual break. I've had worse. Given enough time, it will heal itself. Here, can you help me up?"

I moved around behind him and put a hand under each arm by his chest. Picking him up was simple, as he hardly weighed as much as a block of salt. I draped him over Bessie's front so his legs went over both sides, and his arms had to drape down to keep his balance. He was in pain, and a milk cow doesn't have a lot of padding, so it wouldn't be comfortable on a good day. 

But carrying something like a forty-pound salt block for a quarter-mile in my arms wasn't anything I wanted to do, especially with having to keep my footing among the sticks, logs, rocks, and vines we had to travel through. Tall grasses were bad, but we'd be able to find cow paths in them.

I grabbed Bessie's halter again and started to lead away. Glancing back, I saw that somehow Trimble had managed to levitate himself off Bessie's back about a quarter inch. And found myself accepting that as normal, even wanting to learn how to do that. I could remember some hard folding seats and church pews where being able to conjure a cushion would have come in handy. 

At least Trimble was as comfortable as he could be. His face looked pale, so the pain was present at every step Bessie took, although much less than walking. 

Even with that, we hadn't crossed even a quarter of the distance before he was starting to make painful sounds. Turning back, I saw his face was even paler than before. So I stopped. And managed to catch Trimble before he slid off to the opposite side. 

"This just isn't working." I said to no one but Bessie, as Trimble was unconscious. I centered him on her back again, balanced against another fall.

Sighing, I sized up the scene. Fireman's carry would have to do. At least his weight would be on my back, not in my arms. And Bessie should want to follow me back up to her shed. I'd already picked up the bucket, so she would follow that without having to be pulled by her halter. I untied my bandanna, and threaded it through the bucket bail-handle and my belt, so it would hang off my waist. With any luck, it wouldn't be in the way, and Bessie wouldn't try to put her head into it for more non-existent grain.

Taking Trimble's arm, I backed up against Bessie to grab his leg and bent down slightly to slide his weight onto my shoulders. With my right arm though and across his leg, I could hold onto his arm. 

With any luck, he'd stay passed out until we could get back to the house.

The rest of the trip was pretty routine, once we got on one of Bessie's cow paths. I often let her graze in the woods when the pastures got too hot in the summer. She beat out several direct paths from the farm to the best grazing and back. Single-file was the only way to travel these. That clanking and squeaking steel bucket on my hip seemed to keep Bessie reminded of her promised grain this morning. Plus, her milk still needed relieving.

Me with a mini-male on my shoulders, leading a Jersey-brown milk cow through the woods. Again, no one else seeing this mini-parade of fools.

. . . .

I was able to let Bessie into the corral, and she went over to her feed bunk, expecting and finding what corn I left there. I stalked the rest of the way to the bunkhouse, where I was able to push its wide door open. I needed to find a place where I could set Trimble down as gently as possible. It had one remaining bunk, which was dusty from disuse, but padded. And the bunkhouse joined up with the main house through another door, so I could check in on him later. 

He slid off my shoulders pretty simply, to a sitting position. Then I lowered him down and pulled the pillow out from under the tarp where he wouldn't have all that dust to breathe. That went under his head. And I moved his arms to his side and his legs together. Above the bunk was a shelf with some sturdy dark wool blankets. One of these would help keep his body heat. 

I felt his injured leg again before I covered it over. Again, it felt just normal. My hands came away with no blood. Of course, what I knew of nymph anatomy was nothing. I felt his head - no fever. For what good that was. 

He seemed to be sleeping now. His face was relaxed. Maybe with all the jostling and bumping over, he could just rest. 

Not that I could. Having some flirty male nymph in my bunkhouse didn't mean I still didn't have to get that cow milked and the eggs collected. And I'd have to fix that gate before I could let Bessie out of the corral, so that meant pulling some hay down for her. 

A thousand thoughts filled my mind. Trimble would have to just rest and wait until I could do whatever I was supposed to for him. But I pushed that train of thought off onto a side track so I could get the immediate chores done.

IV

WHEN I WOKE, I SMELLED the dust and sneezed. Of course that made my leg hurt. But the cushions underneath me felt good, as well as a cotton pillowcase-covered pillow. I hadn't luxuriated in a real bed for a long time. The wool blanket scratched, but the deep smell of natural fibers was another scent I hadn't experienced for too long.

All brought back memories of earlier times I'd interacted with humans. Good and bad. 

The narrow room held this bunk opposite a workbench. It looked like she had been using it for potting. A large set of windows was above the bench and gave a decent amount of light through the dingy panes. Enough to see the rest of the rustic room. All the walls were covered with hanging tools and shelves that held glass bottles and plastic containers made from cutting off the tops of jugs and bottles. Screws, bolts, nuts, and seed packets filled up most of these. 

The single bunk was leftover from a time where the farm needed part-time labor. And the layout said that there used to be more of these bunks, but the room had become more of a work-shed since then. 

I sat up to feel my leg. It still hurt, but had healed quite a bit. I cast another healing spell on it to finish it up. That healing would take a few more days, but I'd be good to travel after that, with a staff to lean on.

The outer door opened and Beth came in at that point, a concerned look on her face.

"Hi-ya, Beth!" I spoke as cheerfully as I could.

Her worry eased at this, and she was able to smile slightly. She looked tired after all she had been through. "Hi Trimble, how's the leg?"

"Better, thanks. I put another spell on it, and it will be good to go in a few days." I replied.

Her face got quizzical at this, one eyebrow raised. Even without makeup, her face had laugh lines and a smooth quality that was appealing in simple ways to any man, let alone a male nymph.

"Here, sit down, take a load off. " I pointed to the unused portion of the bunk. 

She eased into it with a sigh. "Well, the chores are done, and so I came to check on you. But thanks be that you nymphs aren't as difficult to treat as humans. We'd be months healing a broken leg otherwise." Then she paused and looked toward the other end of the bunkhouse, opposite where she came in. "I just have to ask - what's this spell stuff? And what was it that you and I did out there to that 'troll'?"
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