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Chapter 1: Witch Hunt

 


Torl sighed heavily and gazed appreciatively
out over the beautiful green mountainous country side. Much greener
now because of the rain.

Torl allowed himself to feel the tidal wave
of the collisions of red hot anger, grayish-black hatred and sour
green envy that was normal this close to such a large town. He
shook them off as easily as he took off his shoes.

Then he allowed himself to feel the harmonies
of pink joy and maroon laughter. And the peaceful dancing of
nature’s mint and emerald greens. These were harder to connect to
because they had to be hidden. Tucked away so no one would notice
and report you to the Witch Hunters. Someday, he told himself as he
shook off this energy, someday we'll experience it freely. And
again, Torl shook off the power colors. He was a Master trained by
the greatest masters of this time, and, he had a lifetime of
practice.

He'd spent many years hiding his own powers
and secretly warding off the most offensive energies of others. He
had been taught to never let his guard down, even up here, on this
hill, away from the monitors and the hunters and the fear.

With no interference from man, the powers
were quite agreeable...But then there was always man. ...He gasped
in horror as he watched the tidal wave of offensive emotions and
powers coming towards him from the city, ready to engulf him,
smother him, bury him alive...

Again he shook off the sludge with lightning
speed. His guard had indeed slipped. If someone had detected his
power shifts, even as quick as they were, he could have found
himself incarcerated in a power camp, or worse, facing death at the
hands of Witch Hunters.

They were appalling and worse than
horrifying. The Witch Hunters were as ruthless and as oppressing as
any ruling party had ever been. They originated four or five
generations ago, in the early years of 20000. Slowly integrating
themselves into small communities, rushing in to help those in
need, they were quickly dubbed the protectors of the helpless.

But, the more the Witch Hunters helped, the
more power they were given. The more disobedience they stamped out,
the more rules they wrote. And in time, the Witch Hunters were able
to convince the majority "that those evil ones with special powers"
were such a tremendous threat to all of humanity that they should
be eliminated. That's how the Witch Hunters gained total control
and why Torl and others like him, had to hide their powers...their
God-given gifts of color harmonizing and healing, of prophecy, and
of energy utilization.

Now the Witch Hunters were the Supreme
Governmental Police Agency, much like the Witch Hunters of Salem in
the Earth’s 1600s. Neither then nor now were the Witch Hunter's
actions questioned or their methods disputed.

Torl sighed again deeply and then quickly and
smoothly, he confined his wondrous powers and forced them to appear
natural again, just like all the other men. He had to get back to
the city quickly and mingle with other people. If he were lucky,
any Witch Watcher might mistake his energy for a power storm, the
energy he created by releasing emotions of joy and excitement while
he watched the dance. He shook his head in disgust. I must get into
a crowd. If I can get into a group, I can create a storm, if need
be. Again he shook his head. No that's too dangerous...It must only
be done if I'm sure someone has noticed...

He returned swiftly to what passed for
civilization on this out world planet called Earth. Secretly he
prayed that he would find his way to Aleron soon. Aleron, a planet
somewhere in the universe where one could just relax...relax and
enjoy the flow of the energies and powers. A place where mountains
and streams met, where the air was clean, where it rained, and
where trees kissed the sky. "Guide me to this wonderful place.” he
prayed as he walked. "Help me, please. I need time to research on
the Mega Database." That is, he said to himself, when no one is
watching and when I have time to cover my data trail.

Nearing the town of Purity, his protective
training took over. Torl unconsciously started to generate surface
thoughts that would fool any but the most expert of Witch
Hunters.

As he entered town, he was accosted by Jelru,
a very noisy young farm girl who had apparently adopted him on a
previous long trip from Base Two. She was pleasant enough, but a
bit overbearing and obviously knew nothing but farming.

He recalled her talking for hours about the
art of setting up sprinkler buildings just so, then planting just
the right soy producers on certain planets to get the best harvest.
Using the right terminology and enough bluff to be convincing,
Jelru tried to convince Torl that farming was a very enjoyable life
and also quite profitable

He agreed, at least with the profitability
side since Jelru swore that she had traveled to seven other planets
to study horticultural processes in the last five years and was
just now returning home. He, on the other hand, had scrimped and
saved every credit he could get for past twelve!

As young man of 21, he had known today would
come and when it did, he would need to be prepared. Now he was 33,
had a bit of a nest egg of credits, and was a class five comp spec
servicing the environmental control systems. Ironic, he thought
while politely nodding his head at Jelru's one-sided conversation,
ironic that I'm in control of an environment that someone else
screwed up.

He secretly wondered if Jelru hadn't picked
him out to take home as a souvenir. It would be quite a feat for a
plain, pale green eyed farm girl with large features to catch a
class five. Back home there were thousands of class fives, but Torl
suspected that very few of them ventured this far from the safety
of the camp houses....

..."just a few parses from town...come on,
Torl, we've got to run!"

She grabbed for his hand as she spoke and he
suddenly realized that Jelru was very frightened.

"There's a house shutdown in process...Hurry!
Hurry! We have to get to the town square...."

"What is it Jelru? What's the matter?"

"Didn't you hear a word I said? There's a
Witch on planet!!!"

Torl's stomach flipped upside down.

"The Master Huntress spotted a power
gathering just a few parses from town. She's called for an
immediate house shutdown...we will be locked out if you don't hurry
up!"

Torl began to run with her, but he found it
very hard to breathe with his heart in his throat. His mind raced
as a clammy, cold panic engulfed him. A Master Huntress...Oh my
God, they have a Master Huntress here? He'd been a fool! How could
he escape a Master Huntress? The only chance I've got, he thought,
is if she doesn't come near...

The horrifying idea of a Master Huntress
ripping out his eyes to see what he sees pushed him ahead of Jelru.
He reached back for her hand and grabbed it, pulling her with
him.

"Think, man, think!" he screamed silently to
himself as he ran at full speed. Think, man, if a Master Huntress
is on your trail, you're dead meat. There's nowhere to hide and no
one to help you. Think now...running away would be noticed.
Think...self-control, man, self-control. Get in control.

The town square was in sight and his
reasoning faculties were, too. At least here, he told himself, I
can hide in the mass confusion of a shutdown. With any luck at all,
the Master Huntress will not be able to track me down. Maybe, just
maybe, she would not come here. Maybe she would just do a Cursory
Scan of the town... Too many maybes to hope for, but that was all
that he had...

Suddenly, they were there and with a final
burst of speed, Torl and Jelru squeezed between the closing doors.
Heavy bolts were quickly hammered in to place and the sound of
metal against metal echoed above the screams. Screams that heralded
the beginning of the Witch Hunt.

There was so much noise and confusion that
Torl could hardly hear himself think. Jelru grabbed his wrist and
hauled him through the crowd as if he were a sack of potatoes. She
pulled him to the back of the square and shoved him into a Spike
shop. Amazingly, there was only a hand full of people here. Jelru
lead the way and headed straight toward an empty table in the back
corner where there was soft light. Torl followed her, quickly
building his best shield of thoughts. Mostly a shield of fear. Fear
was everywhere. Well, at least he didn't have to fake that. He was
scared to death...

He sat in the seat next to her and they both
worked at getting their breathing under control. Jelru turned on
the Vid and ordered two Tranques, something akin to
Scotch-on-the-Rocks. Great, he thought sarcastically, I really
enjoy drinking a glass of cleaning fluid.

The drinks arrived in seconds, but Torl
didn't notice. His eyes were glued to the Vid. Oh my God, there she
was. The Master Huntress. She was a small, hard looking woman who
appeared to be about 50 years old. Her black hair looked pasted to
her head and face and that actually made Torl chuckle until he saw
her eyes. They were large, almost too large for her small face.
They were gray-green and extremely intense. The longer he looked at
them, the more he found himself hypnotized by her stare. Her
powerful, all-seeing eyes looked through the Vid screen and
straight into his heart.

She described the situation. "...at 21.3 this
afternoon...a house shutdown...the town square...It appears that
this little, spineless, dirty Witch is still outside the city
limits. We will be in lock down for as long as it takes to track
down this evil, venomous one and capture her. Your cooperation is
expected. This message will be rebroadcast every .5 until the job
is complete."

Torl almost jumped out of his skin when Jelru
touched his hand, asking him if he liked his Tranque.

"My God, Torl, you're really shook up. Here",
she pushed his drink into his hand. "You'd better drink this down
while I order another round."

Torl swallowed the Tranque in one large gulp,
hoping it would steady his stomach and quiet the pounding of his
heart. It did neither. He wiped the sweat from his brow and
refocused on Jelru.

"Don't worry." Jelru was saying, smoothing
back her dishwater blonde hair. "The Master Huntress said that the
Witch is outside the city limits." She patted Torl's hand then
smoothed out her blouse. "She'll catch the Witch soon because after
all, Torl, she is a Master."

Well that was a comforting thought Torl told
himself sarcastically. But at least Jelru has interpreted my fear
as a fear of the hunted, rather than a fear of the hunter.

"You're right." he stated as he took the
second tranque and gulped it at only a slightly slower pace than
the first. He ran his fingers through his curly hair, using them as
a comb. Now the tranque began to take effect and Torl began to
relax and think more clearly.

The Hunter did say that the Witch she sought
was still outside the town. Did he dare to hope that she was
hunting someone else? What were the odds that someone else had been
careless? Not very good... The careless ones had been weeded out in
the early stages of the Purge. Those few that were left had to be
careful at all times. Still, there was at least a small glimmer of
hope that the Hunter was either not very good or that someone else
had been foolish. Torl preferred the first option. He didn't know
if he could stand to watch another of his kind being tortured while
he had to stand and cheer, as though he, too, were one of the
"power free".

He looked over at Jelru, who had a distinctly
worried look on her face, and asked if she was okay.

"I'm fine, but I'm not so sure about you. I
take it that you have never been around Witch Hunts before. Don't
worry, this happens regularly here, and they usually catch the
Witch in just a few hours....Say, how about a game? No comp games
though, I don't want you to have an unfair advantage... How about
checks?"

Before he could answer, Jelru had dialed up
the game. What the hell, the Hunter will either find me or not. No
sense in worrying about it and creating something bad. It's not
like I can do anything about it. This has to be the Tranques
talking, Torl thought. He shook his head a few times as if he were
trying to shake out the thoughts of apathy. The game began....

In the middle of the fourth game, a large
cheer went up from the crowd outside.

"They caught the Witch! They caught the
Witch!"

It was almost a chant.

"They caught the Witch!"

Torl's stomach flipped over and his blood
went cold. Another would die, and he had escaped again.

Why? Why did they fear the power so much?

But Torl knew the answer...it was simple...
They feared the power because they didn't understand it and because
they were told to fear it. Yet knowing this did nothing to diminish
the anger and frustration he was feeling.

The fear started because Sawtan, a man of
wealth and position, had abused his power. But most people abused
their power. Abused it until they learned what happened when you
used it for the wrong reasons and what happened when you used it
for the right reasons. What Sawtan did was nothing new; he just got
caught while in the first stages of learning.

Sawtan was from the sector of Trali. That
region promoted education of all types. Torl remembered tall
buildings with sky high towers reaching into the clouds and big,
beautiful columns that held up the roofs. They were once the
universities. But early in his childhood the structures had been
partially torn down, big gaping holes put through the walls, and
the beautiful columns knocked over and left where they fell. And it
all remained that way to this day as a public reminder. A reminder
of why Sawtan was brought down.

The Witch Hunters destroyed the universities
while they tortured and killed Trali's people... Trali, who had
risked everything to stop the abuse, was gone... They killed her
and all her relatives and followers to stop the education because
they feared that someone like Sawtan would come again.

Torl had been only a small boy on that awful,
awful day. He was smart though and hid his small body under a large
tree trunk. He would never forget that horrible bloody day, the
tortured screams, or the stench of death. Eventually, his father
came to get him and took him to safety off planet.

Not long after that, Torl's parents told him
he would be sent to live with the Shalri Monks. He never saw or
heard from his family again. The Monks told him that his family had
been killed in the Purge some time later. Eventually he had learned
that after his mother had been killed, his father had used the
power colors to destroy the witch hunter’s military. He had died in
the process though, and left the Tali sector leaderless and
unprotected.

The monks taught him all about the power
colors and how to use them for many years before his talent finally
blossomed. They taught Torl to hide his mastery of the power colors
and continued his training with a few others like him that they
also sheltered. Over time, they gave them all skills to make a
living and when each was ready, the loving Monks slipped them back
into society.

Less than one year after he had been slipped
back into society, the Monks, too, were Purged. For harboring
witches, it was said. But Torl knew that it was really because the
Hunters couldn't make them talk. If they had any evidence at all,
the Hunters would have been able to trace the witches that had been
returned to society. But the Monks were good, very good. And even
the Master Hunters had not been able to tell that the Monks, too,
were witches...

Jelru was talking again...

"Look," she was saying as she pointed towards
the screen, "it's a girl. Why, she can't be more than 15. But
that's impossible; everybody knows that it is genetic... And there
haven't been any resident witches here for many years. Where did
she come from?"

Torl looked at the Vid, which had somehow
come alive. Jelru must have turned it on while he was off in
thought. Sure enough, it was a small girl. Oh God, she was just a
child! There must be a mistake. Torl's powers hadn't become
detectable until he was nearly grown. But, there it was,
unmistakable to his highly skilled eye; the power was swirling
about her. She was angry and the reds were darting all around her.
With a flip of her head she'd blast one of the Hunters then release
black energy from one of her hands.

My God, he thought, how many will she blast
before they kill her? She appeared to be nearly as powerful as he
was. What could he do? Without even thinking, Torl connected to
this angry child, an extremely dangerous thing to do... but he did
it anyway.

What is your name?

Who.... Seala.... Break, they'll catch
you....

Listen... use the whites... focus on
safety... when you get there, shutdown.... complete shutdown.... I
will find you...

As everyone watched the Vid in silence, there
was suddenly a synchronous gasp as the girl disappeared from the
screen. There was complete panic among the Hunters on the screen.
They were yelling and screaming. Confusion. Lights flashed and two
Hunters fell. Then the Vid went blank.

Had he succeeded? Or had they noticed the
power ripple? Could he really find her? The Hunters would be
looking for power fluxes...for the moment Torl couldn't use his
true power to locate her. He was torn. Maybe, in the confusion, he
could chance a locator. But if he was caught, the girl would be,
too. Then the risk would have been for nothing and two would die
instead of just one.

Unplanned porting left one completely
drained. Unless she was a natural, Seala would not be able to do
this again for half a day or longer. If he didn't find her though,
she might die of starvation, dehydration or even the elements. No
telling where a person would go when porting was used in haste.

Torl decided he would take the chance. He
sent a tracer..blue-red, then power, followed by love... He felt
the drain, but resisted the urge to replenish. This was dangerous
enough, no sense rippling the power even more. ...Then he found
her, 10 parses north-north east. A quick check told him that she
was lucky... there was air and water and she was clearly out of
town. One more thing... she was truly shut down now... Break... He,
too, shut down.

He refocused on Jelru, who had a very
concerned look on her face. He had a fleeting thought about what
Jelru would think, but exhaustion overcame him and he passed
out.


Chapter 2: The Adventure Begins

....Seala

 


Seala woke with a start, her heart was
pounding and her light skin and clothes were drenched. Where was
she? What had happened? She placed a small hand on her wet forehead
and the memories came rushing in...

She had been watching the tall stranger,
about whom the colors swirled. He was beautiful... Tall and lean,
with bright red hair and freckles. She knew that it was dangerous
to even think about the power. But something inside of her called
out to him, this beautiful stranger who drew power so naturally.
Seala had never before seen another Witch. Her power naturally
called out to him and she let it. Then, he repulsed the naturals,
so smoothly, that he even fooled her for a moment. Before she
realized it, he had turned and headed back to town. She was once
again alone and her power was flowing dangerously.

My gosh, how stupid, she thought as the
mental fog slowly began to clear away. There were no other witches.
Mala, the one who had raised her, said that they were all dead. He
had told her that she would be, too, if anyone suspected that she
had the cursed power.

Seala remembered that when the red haired man
turned and headed back to town, she had quickly shut down and began
to run. What a fool she had been. Before she had gone ten parses,
she could feel the Snooper on her. It was the Master Hunter. Seala
knew her smell.

Panic set in and she ran faster. She ran and
ran, but the Snooper just kept getting closer. And then she was
caught. A snare appeared out of nowhere and people with it. They
hit her with a Confuser, and the next thing she knew, she was
standing in a crowd of Hunters, facing the Vid-maker.

Her memories and terror intact, she next
remembered her sudden anger, red anger like she had never felt
before. The Master Hunter will wish she had never messed with me,
she remembered thinking. What gives her the right to treat me this
way? Hunt me down and treat me like an animal?

Seala then started to gather the powers,
black and brown, hate and earth power. The power was almost at a
peak and still she had not seen the Master Hunter. Soon she would
have to let it out. It would be shameful to hurt these people, when
the Master Hunter was the one who wished to hurt her. Seala wished
with all her heart that the Master Hunter would show up soon.

Then he had come... Out of nowhere, the
stranger was in her mind. He told her to concentrate on safety.
"Use white... then shut down... complete shutdown..." That's what
he said. He said he would find her, and then he was gone. Seala was
confused for a moment, and then she did what he said. That was
it...

Now where was she? She looked around. What
happened to the Hunters? Seala looked around again and noted that
it was early morning. It had been the late evening when she was in
the Hunter's den. Had she really escaped? Or was this just a trick?
She could find out easily, but if she were really free, using the
power would end that. And what of the stranger? He said he would
find her. Oh, she wished Mala were here, he would know what to do.
Mala always knew what to do...

Her senses intact, Seala started to get up
but found that she was too weak. She had experienced this before,
when she shielded Mala's farm from the security sensors before the
Hunters came.

She was now in a small cave, with no visible
exit. There was a hole in its roof large enough to see the lunar
rise. It was beautiful, all blues and greens, creeping across the
gray sky.

Seala remembered other lunar rises, at Mala's
farm. They were always a blend of pinks and oranges or yellows and
reds. Mala loved them and would sit with her and tell her stories
about her Mother while the lunar rise ignited the horizon. Mala
said that Lia, Seala's Mother, had been like the lunar rise, always
bright and always full of color. Seala thought that Mala must have
loved her Mother immensely, but she got the impression that Lia
didn't return his feelings.

There was always something sad in the big man
yet he wore an immensely satisfied look on his face when he spoke
of Lia. He told of how this tall, beautiful woman had come here in
the Spring of No Water. He spoke of how she could look at the sky
with her Sapphire blue eyes and make it cry sweet tears for the
seeds. And when the light periods were too long in the late year,
Mala said she would sing softly to the plants and make them healthy
again.

He said that Lia could make the cold season
short and the grow season long just by saying so. Seala loved these
stories. They made her feel as if she was special, instead of the
odd child who must always be careful to not let anyone know that
she was different. Mala had taught her that even before the Hunters
came. It was as if he knew that they would come. But now, after all
his work, Seala had forgotten. She had forgotten his warnings and
the Hunters had caught her. She looked about the cave again...

In the corner she saw a small spring and
suddenly she was thirsty. Seala struggled to crawl, and after what
seemed like forever, she reached the spring. There she dropped her
whole face into the water and drank deeply.

With the satisfaction of water needs met, her
body reminded her that she had not yet eaten her lunch. She looked
around for a long time before she realized that her Pro-pack was
still on her belt. Unsteadily, she fumbled open the pack. There,
she thought, I'll have a hot meal in just a fraction of a second.
When her meal was rehydrated, Seala warmed her hands by the energy
left in her food pack. She had nearly gobbled it all down when she
remembered where she was and that there might not be any more food
for a long time.

As quickly as she had eaten, she stopped and
checked her Pro- pack. Just one meal left and what remained of this
one. Seala hoped that the stranger would not take too long to keep
his promise and come to get her.

Then suddenly, horror overcame Seala. What if
he had lied? Or worse, what if they had caught him? What if he
never came? She tried again to stand and found that she was not yet
strong enough to do much more than that. Well, Mala had taught her
to be patient. She sat back down and forced herself to recharge and
remember the happy times....

And there had been happy times, a long time
ago... Seala remembered Mala, the big, brown man who had raised
her. He had seemed so very tall when she was small. She remembered
him telling her that she grew like Malta Weed and that she would
soon be bigger than he was. She would laugh and tell him that no
one was that big. Then he would pick her up, hug her and take her
with him to the fields. She was sure she could touch the sky when
Mala held her up.

When they got to the gardens he would set her
down on the slope and tell her not to go anywhere. He would go into
the field and plow or plant or weed or something. And just when she
would start to play some game or be deep in some day dream, he
would suddenly pop up with some plant he wanted her to taste.

Sometimes they were sweet enough to make her
smile. And sometimes they were sour or bitter and made her face
twist up in some funny shape. Mala would start laughing and tell
her that she looked like a Wooly. She would laugh, too, and he
would tussle her dark curly hair then tell her the name of the
plant and how it grew.

"How much water does this one take, do you
suppose?", he would ask. Seala would make some wild guess and Mala
would laugh again. "Water is the most valuable thing on this
stinking planet,” he would say, "and you don't even know how much
it takes to grow a weed! You're just like Lia", he would ramble on,
"Think you can just make the sky cry for you... And you probably
can...” That always made her feel special because they both knew
that she could.

But the happy times were almost always
disturbed by the doubts. Why was Lia not around to help her? Mala
said that one morning Lia had said, "It’s time for me to go Mala.
Please take care of Seala for me. Tell her that I love her, but
that it isn't safe for me to stay."

That's all Mala would ever say. If he knew
more, he never told Seala. After a while, Seala quit asking.
Seala's mind raced...Was Lia a Witch? She must have been if she
could make the sky cry for Mala. What else could she do? Mala said
that she could do anything that she chose to do. What does that
mean? Could she make the Hunters go away? If she could, why didn't
she? Could she make people happy? She made Mala happy, but that was
different. Could she make people see the beautiful colors? Make
them understand that you could use them to make life easier? If she
really could do anything, why wasn’t it safe for her to stay and
teach Seala how to do things?

The only happy memories Seala could think of
were tied to Mala. And thoughts of him always brought either
thoughts of Lia or of the Land Grabbers who killed Mala.

No happy times now, Seala thought. In the
last year, since Mala had been killed, Seala had to stay away from
Mala's farm. She had worked for several other farmers for a little
food and a bed to sleep in. No one had asked too many questions
because there were a lot of homeless people now that the Land
Grabbers had arrived.

The Land Grabbers came just after the
Hunters. What was it Mala had called them? Beuocraps. Seala thought
that was it. He said that they came to collect taxis or something
like that. Seala never really understood except that they showed up
with their Tanglers, Confusers, stun guns and flamers every time
the crops were harvested. They came and took part of the crops as
taxis. Mala and the other farmers called them thieves. The
Beuocraps had Flying ships and guns that shot streams of light.

The farmers were no match for them with
Tanglers and Confusers. In the beginning some did fight, but they
were killed or taken to the Prison Mines. Seala smiled to herself
as she recalled how proud Mala had been of her when she sent the
blue and brown energies to confuse the Beuocraps Flying ships. He
said that the Confusers couldn't fool or stop them but his little
Seala sure could. And that had made her swell up with pride.

Then the Master Hunter came and Mala wouldn't
let her use the colors anymore. He said that Master Hunters had
things that would tell them if she used the colors. And if they
knew she did, they would come and get her. "Better to pay the damn
taxis.", he had said. So she quit. But they still came and killed
him and now they had caught her.

Only the stranger's interference had saved
her. Only he had been strong enough to defeat them... But if he did
beat them, where was he? Seala calculated... it had been one full
day and he still was not here.

Would he really come? ... Seala could tell
when people were gaming and the stranger was true speaking when he
said he would find her. He would come....If he could... If he
didn't come by the end of tomorrow, she would figure out what to
do. Mala had taught her to use her mind.

Seala ate the remainder of her lunch, drank
some water from the spring, and settled down to sleep...


Chapter 3: .....Torl

 


Torl awoke to the smell of yorel eggs and
plox strips. This was not the den of a captured Witch, he thought.
So, he opened his eyes. He was on a float cot, near the wall of a
middle class dwelling. Opposite him was the Vid center with an
oversized screen and three luxurious sit stations. At his feet was
a simulation screen. And on the screen display were fields of
golden earth wheat blowing in the breeze. He sat up and looked to
his right, the direction from which the wonderful smell of food
came. Jelru was sitting and talking across a plate of eggs and
strips to an elderly gentleman who wore the uniform of a class four
Med Spec.

"...just overcome with fear I guess."

"Yea, these inner world types aren't used to
such excitement Jelru. Are you sure that you don't want me to take
him down to the Visitor's quarters? I'm going right by there on my
way back to the Center."

"No, I will take care of him and see that he
comes out of it okay. No one there will care if he comes back to us
or not. We wouldn't want to let a good comp spec waste away...

Say, have you heard anything about that
Witch? Last I heard, the Hunters were still mourning the loss of
the Master Hunter. It's a shame the way she got zapped by one of
her own. A crying shame."

"Not much." he sipped his caf. "I think that
they are planning to close the Space Port till the new Master
arrives. But you can be sure that some of them will never hunt
again. The new Master will be very careful to sort out those that
panicked before starting a new hunt. Six dead,", he slowly shook
his head, "including the Master Hunter and on full Vid record to
boot. It’s more than a shame. Heads will roll over this farce,
that's for sure! No doubt the Senior is too busy figuring out how
to save his own hide to be hunting for some little Witch. Besides,
with the Space Port closed, where can she go? Everyone knows what
she looks like. She will have to hide until they are ready to go
get her. And with the Persona Readings the Master Hunter took, the
new Master will have no trouble finding her..."

"That's true. Well, you had better go." Jelru
stood up. "Papa will lecture me well enough for the Med bill we
have already accumulated on Torl there."

Torl chose that moment to speak. "Doc, bill
my account. Jelru has done enough already. My account is
N7B6539128-Comp-5. I think you will find that my credit is very
good."

They both jumped. The Med Spec recovered
first.

"I see you've recovered. Looks like my work
is done. Charge enter: N7B6539128-Comp-5. Diagnosis: fainting,
level three. Treatment: administered 3cc Tracline. Additional two
cc units left with patient," the Med Spec said looking disgustedly
at Torl, "to be swallowed if lightheadedness reoccurs. Charge
close: Torl, Comp-5. Well, I had better go. There are others with
greater needs.", he scowled at Torl as he stood to leave.

"Well, Jelru, it has been pleasant. If you
need anything else, please buzz Fleeting and request my services. I
would really enjoy seeing you again.", he winked at her.

With that said, he turned and left.

"Torl, how do you feel?", Jelru sloughed off
the Med Spec's advance and turned towards Torl. "Are you hungry?
Can I get you anything?"

"I'm okay. Just a little weak.” he inhaled
deeply, "Hmm...Some of those eggs and strips would go very well
right now... What happened?", he asked, pushing himself off the
cot.

Jelru smiled sweetly and insisted on helping
Torl over to the table.

"Let's do first things first. You eat then
I'll fill you in."

With that, she proficiently coded up the eggs
and strips and presented them to him along with some caf and ener
juice.

Torl decided that it was best to play the
game of a panicked foreigner who needed nurturing for now, so he
obediently ate the offered food. When he was finished he asked
again what had happened. Secretly, he really wanted to know if
anyone suspected that he had been involved in the events.

Jelru started in just like the concerned
little mate Torl suspected she hoped to become. Oh well, he
thought; best to play the game a little while longer...

"The Witch disappeared and Hunters started to
zap anything that moved. Then I looked at you and you had gone all
pale. Next thing I know, you fainted."

She caught her breath.

"Are you alright? Things were real crazy for
a while but I finally got Rester and Jardon to help me bring you
home.

The Doc said it must have been all the
excitement. You'll be okay here; we got a Witch Lock on the door.
She can't get you in here."

She smiled.

"Are you really okay?"

"I'm feeling much better. You said something
earlier about a new Master. What happened to the old one?", he
asked as he rubbed the stubble on his face. Continuing the
imitation of panic he asked, "Is a new one coming? When will the
new one get here?"

"The old one got zapped by one of her Hunters
as she came to the scene. They were zapping anything that moved. I
guess they were really shook up when the Witch disappeared. I've
never seen anything like it. She just...disappeared. One minute she
was there, the next she wasn't. Guess they really got spooked.
Anyway, when it was all done, they had zapped five of their own and
the Master. Two of them made it to the Med Center, the rest passed
on right there on the spot.", she flipped her hand down. "Today
they announced that the two survivors were being sent to Base Four
for parts. They'd be better if they had passed, too,", she nodded
her head, "if you know what I mean."

"Anyway, the new Master is supposed to be
here in one full month. Looks like you will be stuck here until
then. They already closed the star port. And prices already jumped
sky high at the Visitor's quarters. Lucky for you I have an extra
sleeping space."

Her hopeful smile was not wasted on Torl. He
figured that it would be much safer for him in her dwelling than in
the Visitor's quarters. The Hunters would probably not bother the
dwelling of a farmer's daughter without very good cause. And, Jelru
was pleasant.

All he had to contend with here were her
lustful desires, which could be almost fun in other circumstances,
and a Witch Lock on the door. He had experienced both before. The
Witch Locks barred all the powers and made one feel as if they were
suffocating. Not pleasant but definitely not as effective as they
were advertised to be. He returned her smile but remained deep in
thought.

How would he get to Seala? She was more than
ten parses away and travel outside the city would be cause for
strong suspicion. Especially for one thought to be deathly afraid
of witches. Well, he would just have to hope that she could take
care of herself for a while until he could figure or finagle some
way to leave the city.

With the Master Hunter dead, and the others
trying to find some way to save their hides, it was certain that no
one would be looking for a second Witch for a while. If all else
failed, he might even be able to chance using the colors a little.
It wouldn't be totally safe, but with care, he could probably fool
the average Hunter. From the sound of things, only a Master could
use the tools of the trade effectively here. This definitely put
things in a different light.

Well, he had better take care of himself
first. It would do Seala no good at all for him to raise suspicions
about himself right now. Jelru was obviously waiting for some kind
of an answer to her proposal.

"They don't have Witch Locks at the Visitor's
quarters?” he asked with a puzzled face.

"No, I don't think that they do. But I have
one.” her smile becoming more certain.

"I won't be a bother for you?"

"No! No! I would love to have you stay here.
We could get better acquainted.” she smiled again.

He returned her smile. "I would like that. It
is settled then, I can stay here?"

"Wonderful! Yes, it is settled...” she patted
her neck with her handkerchief. "Oh darn, I nearly forgot... I have
to take some new seed to the farm in a couple of days. You could
come with me if you're feeling up to it."

Torl almost fell out of his chair. Seala must
be charmed, he thought. Jelru had just offered him a way to get out
of town. If Seala could just wait that long... But he had to be
careful how he answered the question.

"Hmm...I should be up to it. I'm beginning to
feel better already. Where is the farm?"

"Twenty parses north, north east of town.”
she watched his face. "But we could travel with a Witch Lock on the
Traveler. Would that be okay? Would you feel safer?"

Okay? Torl almost jumped for joy. Twenty
parses north, north east. That would go right by where Seala was.
And by Traveler they would have to stop every eight parses for a
disposal break. He could hardly conceal his excitement.

"If we have a Witch Lock," he said carefully,
"I guess it will be okay."

"Sure it will. It'll be fun.” she flipped her
hand down again. "You can see our farm. We even have a comp unit,
with individual control systems. You will love it, you'll see."

Torl didn't miss the tint of hope in her
voice as she talked about the comp unit. Indeed, it was quite
impressive that a farm should have individual control systems. But
she was not just proud of the system; she was obviously hoping that
he would want to stay.

At another time, this too could be very
interesting. He had often thought that he could do a lot if he had
an independent to work with. And the fringe benefits were not
exactly distasteful. But now, even the thought of leaving Seala to
the Hunters for any reason, left him feeling sick and frustrated.
And, after he helped Seala, he doubted very seriously if Jelru
would want him around. Nor would it be safe to be anywhere near
here. Well, he thought, some people chose to experience a life of
hardship. He would have to continue his quest to find Aleron.

He wondered if it could be possible that
witches lived in peace and harmony on other planets. Could he find
them, if they did exist? And more importantly, how could he get off
Earth with Seala, without being caught?

One thing was certain, once he was known to
be with Seala, he would not be able to use his hard earned credit
marks, or even his own name. This created a serious logistical
problem. If he could get to a terminal, he could probably create
new ID's for them both, but transferring credits would be very
risky.

He would have to withdraw as much as he could
before they left for the farm. Then they would almost certainly
have to deal with the pirates to get off Earth. It was definitely
not a good idea to carry credit marks when you were dealing with
pirates. If they thought you had any, they might just dump you in
space and take the marks as payment for their effort. Well, he
would have to figure something out when the time came. Meanwhile,
he could create an identity with a regular pay cycle. He'd have to
be careful to set the salary appropriately so no one would get
suspicious...

Jelru was still talking with pride about her
farm. It seemed that she had claim on a very large sector that her
godparents had owned in addition to that which her parents now
owned. She hadn't been home in five full years and was just certain
that the hired help had let everything go to weeds. She could
hardly wait to get home and put things to right.

But it was so hard to leave the city now,
what with witches on the loose and no Master Hunters to find them.
The transport people didn't want to risk meeting a Witch outside of
the protection of the city. There were so few transports with Witch
Locks, which really made no sense. She had found one though and was
going to get to her farm to put things right.

She would grow some new strains of soy plant
and figured that production would be at an all-time high within two
full years. So much to be done and so little time to do it. And, by
the way, could he spare some time to look over the credits program?
She was just sure that someone had tampered with it in her absence.
The profit reports were much lower than usual these last two
cycles. There appeared to be a thirty percent profit loss. She
could not locate any errors in the calculations but thirty percent
had just disappeared.

Torl thought about it for a moment and
decided that this could be the way to get access to the main
system, if she had an access terminal here. He could check the
system and at the same time develop a background program to set up
two new identities. Using her code, would put her at risk, but
would significantly reduce the risk of discovery after they
realized that he had helped Seala.

"If you have an access terminal, I could
start now.” he hedged. "That would help me keep my mind busy while
we wait to go to the farm.” that was good, he thought. Then in an
empathetic tone, "Besides, you will have a lot to do when you get
home and it would be best if this was resolved before we get
there."

"But I have an independent system. How can
you get to it?"

Oh boy, Torl had forgotten that. He rubbed
the stubble on his face. Well, he could search the Public Records
on the surface and access her system through the back door. modern
communications systems were all interlinked and he could access
even an independent the same way that the Central Authority did.
She would never understand this and he could go to a work farm for
even mentioning that it was possible. Well, the Public Records
would probably be enough to find an error on the order of thirty
percent anyway.

"I will need to start with the Public Records
anyway. Those can be accessed from here, if you have your ID code.”
he stated matter-of-factly. "I may even be able to cross reference
them and identify the error even without your system. Do you have a
terminal? I'll show you.” he stood up.

"Of course, the Public Records.", she
exclaimed as she covered embarrassed cheeks with her large earthy
hands. "This way...” she stood. "I forgot that you were a class
five. That's right; you probably can detect the error from here. Do
you suppose we can recover the missing amounts?"

"I won't know that until I figure out where
they went. You will have to show me your records and explain how
you know that there is a thirty percent variance."

"Of course, of course. The terminal is right
over here. I don't know if it works...I have been gone a long
time."

Jelru went over to what appeared to be a
closet. She pressed her thumb to the security lock and it opened
into a rather large room. As the lights came on in response to
their entry, Torl could see that this was her office away from the
office.

The walls were lined with Library cabinets,
containing the production and profit records for her farm he
presumed. In the center of this large room was a mammoth size desk
with an executive console and a form fit exec chair.

All around the brown toned room were
terrariums. Each containing different agricultural products in
various phases of growth. The room was already adapting to the
number of occupants. A second exec chair was emerging from the
floor and the refreshment console was whirring with activity. Torl
knew that there would be caf and snacks ready to share by the time
they walked over to the desk.

He was impressed. Torl had heard of these
rooms on Earth, but they were all reserved for the wealthy and the
company executives. He supposed that in this backward sector, Jelru
might just be classified as the latter, based on her sole ownership
of a large farm and her rights to a second. He looked over to see
her looking at him with a very pleased look on her face. She
obviously appreciated how impressed he appeared to be.

"My godparents left me executive rights and
this control center. I haven't used it much. I used to come in here
to just sit and dream of being a big time corporate executive.",
she smiled and regally walked over to the desk.

"Everything here is old. The terminal voice
module is so old that it probably doesn't work, but there is a
Manual Interface Board on the desk."

She took possession of the exec chair and
snuggled herself in. "The chairs don't have the new null gravity
form fitting features. They are the old liquid chemical type. And
the storage cabinets are filled with electromechanical storage
devices. But," she inhaled deeply, "the room is impressive and
reminds me of my godparents. I probably will not change it until I
have to. Let's check out the terminal."

Torl walked over to the desk as Jelru pressed
her thumb to the system lock in a complex series of positions. The
terminal came to life. Then she placed her large earthy hand, palm
down, on the desk top and the Manual Interface Board appeared. She
typed in a series of codes and the Vid screen came alive with
information.

"It works!” she exclaimed with a face as lit
up as a child with a bag of candy. "Now let me show you what I mean
about the thirty percent."

Her fingers flew across the Interface and a
series of numbers began to appear on the screen. Torl got the
distinct impression that she was no stranger to either the type of
Interface or the methods of accessing information. It seemed that
the computer illiterate farm girl routine was an act. How much of
her personality was for real, he wondered.

But his attention was drawn away from
speculation by the problem at hand. He was beginning to see the
complexity of the problem he was facing. Someone with significant
skill had quite masterfully hidden the information she was seeking.
It was amazing that she had even noted the discrepancy. Torl was
now forming a new respect for this farm girl, who was not just a
farm girl. She had the eye of an accomplished accounting tech.

She had also
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