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Dear Reader

It has been a while since my last published release, but I’m currently working on two new series which should appeal to both Space Opera fans in the Clone Worlds saga, and General Science Fiction with the SAR Chronicles. In addition, there is another SKY CITY in the works that will thrill fans of the Pattern Universe and answer many of the questions left unresolved in Nubl Wars.

When I first began writing in 2012, I wrote and rewrote a book titled SOULBORN. However, the book raised more questions than answers and my penning skills were still developing so, I placed the 100,000 word novel in my archive until I could do it justice. 

This book, Aaron - First Watcher, is the beginning of an SF saga that will spread across inter-stellar space and into the Sol system at a time when humanity first walked the Earth. I cannot say how many books precisely, but my aim is for at least five, possibly more in this series. The books will take us up to present day (and my already completed novel, SOULBORN) and along the way I am hoping the subject matter will raise some interesting discussions.

Because much of my writing is (for me at least) an experiment in ‘off-the-wall’ ideas and concepts, I really appreciate reader feedback which helps me firm up plots and gives me the confidence to explore the universes I develop in my head. To that end, if you have the time and want to help, please consider putting up a review of my work where your views and thoughts will help me as well as other readers. I’m always looking for good BETA readers, please email me at tobias@tobiasroote.com if you want to join my discussion groups.

As always, I’m grateful to you for reading my books and being a fan of Science Fiction. I hope we continue to cross paths in the future. To keep up to date with my new publications as they are released, please consider joining my private mailing list at http://tobiasroote.com 

 

Kindest regards

 

Tobias Roote


[Book Description]

The SAR chose genetic enhancement to put them on a fasttrack path to spiritual enlightenment, then disaster struck and their world fell apart. Stripped of technical ability and unable to change things, the SAR quickly devolved into a simple society, one that was now increasingly telepathically linked. This brings its own problems and Sentinels, or Watchers evolved to help keep society on an even keel. For the most part it was working, but like all systems is not foolproof and injustices flare regularly.

Aaron is a ‘wild talent’ one of a growing number, but considerably stronger than the norm so represents a threat to a large influential group that want to control society for their own gain. There are other factors that put Aaron into grave danger, but by learning to manage himself he might provide the means with which to assert a more moderate solution, Outcast from his own people, he must first survive an attack of Grith, large predators that hunt by night. Can he harness that which is required to save himself? 

Aaron, First Watcher is the first in a new series of standalone novels, The SAR Chronicles will trace the history of an alien civilisation that interfaces with Earth in such a way as to bring to light the very question of what it means to be human, especially in the 21st century. And why nothing we believe should ever be taken for granted. For further releases sign up to my mailing list at http://tobiasroote.com and be the first to hear of the next book as the story unfolds.


Introduction:

The Sar were a highly technologically advanced race with achievements at all levels of science, although biology and especially gene manipulation proved to be their strongest traits. The Sar had no qualms about applying gene-therapy to eradicate imperfections in their race’s physical make-up.

The continual striving for perfection caused dissent amongst their people and splits occurred. Some technologically biased moved away and into space, where they were free to continue to develop in their own way. Others shunned technology altogether, choosing a simpler way of life and through it, they believed, they would achieve transformation onto a higher plane of existence.

Having already manipulated their DNA to give them telepathic ability, the Sar unwittingly opened the door to their own apocalypse. Millions died of mass suicide, unable to cope with the closeness of mental communion with others caused wave upon wave of despair and loss. Through the resulting breakdown in their civilisation they lost much of the technological knowledge that had brought them to their current point in evolution and with no means of reversing their path, descended into chaos.

The open door of minds joined without proper training caused uncontrollable mood swings to sweep like ripples on a pond, infecting millions, drenching them in super-storms of negativity, creating massive biofeedback, and driving them to despair, and mass-suicide. 

Only the strongest, or those not yet telepathic, survived but many were still prone to fall under the spell of any unsuppressed negativity. A few, by monitoring the ‘emote’ of the people, learned to dampen the effect of negative thought and calm distressed minds. 

They banded together to create the Sentinel programme, a system of Watchers who constantly monitored the mass emotional output of the people, allowing the Sar to concentrate on their chosen path to spiritual enlightenment. They erected towers to give them greater range and to also protect them from bands of marauding Sar who wanted them neutralised as blasphemers. 

Sar society had fractured and given way to different ideals. The main groups stuck together gradually forming a civilisation based on the stablest of their people who could lead them away from extinction. The Watchtower society were not political leaders, but kept their people safe and became almost a religion. They were highly regarded and all councils of Sar claimed at least one Sentinel amongst their leadership to ensure everything was kept aboveboard and honest.

As with all majorities who give up their rights to the management by the few, the Watchtower society, as it became known, evolved into more than just a guardianship of the Sar mind. It didn’t take long before the society itself began to be subverted by its own leaders to take more control for themselves.

The current Watchtower leader sought dominion over all others. He managed to dominate his own society, and sabotaged new and strong talents, deliberately making them weaker with flawed training. Wild talents were generally hunted down and either controlled or ‘muted’ (a mental castration) rendering them unable to call upon their abilities.

The only defence against Krendar’s manipulations were a small band of rebellious Sentinels. Some of the oldest (and strongest) in the land who would defend their world and its people, but alone were not strong enough to defeat him. Indeed, they would soon be vanquished by Krendar’s agents if the council’s mood swung much further his way. Time was now pressing hard on them and the opportunity to halt Krendar grew smaller by the day. He would soon be unstoppable. They needed someone who could overpower Krendar and halt him in his tracks, but Krendar was at the very least, extremely cunning and knowing this, was always one step ahead.
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Aaron startled awake, his body tensing in anticipation of the unexpected which, despite the feeling of danger, didn’t immediately materialise. He sluggishly gathered his thoughts while physically observing his surroundings. How long had he slept? 

Looking up, he could see the two moons high in the sky, telling him the night was already half gone. Everything had darkened in the absence of a watch-fire, or glo-light, with only vague luminous reflections off trees providing him with any depth of view. The surrounding low lying scrub cast eery double shadows on the ground, making it difficult even for the trained eye to see what might be skulking out there - and Aaron could see absolutely nothing.

Suddenly, his mental faculties caught up and he remembered where he was, and why. He frantically cast his ‘emote’ around him in an effort to discover any immediate danger.

His ‘emote’ was his reason for being here. Wild as he was, the talent overly strong in him, he had proved highly dangerous to everyone near him. The Elders had received a ruling from the Watchers bully boys two days prior. He was to be muted and cast out. In frustrated anger, he had challenged them, and won. However, in the process he had lost everything, as in defeating them he had clearly demonstrated to everyone the risk his talent posed. They would no longer trust him near them and now Krendar’s men would find some other way to achieve their aim. Rumours were circulating that people were prone to disappear. Fear of him and for him drove his people to make unpopular decisions. 

While they could no longer mute him because he had injured their ability to do so, he was, nonetheless, shunned and evicted from his home. Lifelong friends and cousins were afraid to defy the Elders to contest their decision. His parents, distraught and heartbroken, insisted he could not stay - it would be too dangerous - for all of them. As was their way, the whole community turned out to force him beyond their borders and he became officially an outcast. Driven out onto the desert plain with no supplies, under an unseasonally hot sun, the first long day had weakened him to the point of exhaustion. Finally, finding somewhere to shelter, he had stopped to rest, leaned back and closed his eyes.

“Drummit!” he muttered angrily at nobody but himself. Now was not the time to reflect on what had happened, he needed to place wards at all of the approaches to his location. He might already be too late, he realised. He nervously cast his thoughts outwards seeking any threat, all the time praying to the Lord Watcher there would be none but equally certain there would. 

He frantically searched, mentally quartering the area around him. Sector by sector he cleared a path, mapping wildlife, setting trip markers, then moving onto the next quadrant, recovering the ground he had lost through his ill-timed slumber. 

He became aware of movement and sensed a large animal close by. It was broadcasting hunger and rage over a lost kill. Now it had smelled a new food source within its foraging range. As the beast followed the drifting traces of its prey, it arced its nose left to right, centering on its target - Aaron.

Sitting in near dark, unable to physically see far, he was suddenly and desperately aware his time on this world might be coming to an abrupt end. The Grith, the most ferocious and voracious predator on Sar, had his scent. 

Feeling the animal's closeness, Aaron’s sensitive ears pricked as he heard the padding sound of the animal’s heavy-clawed paws as the Grith approached him. He could barely stifle his panic now. It had begun deep in his bowel, turning its contents to liquid, causing unwelcome pressure that desperately searched for release. No! He would not stain himself, not now, not ever. The fear and revulsion brought him to his senses, and he calmed himself, mentally chanting the litany which would bring him to his centre allowing him to recover his self control. 

He had just seconds, and if he did not use them wisely he would be food for an unthinking beast, and his family would be down their first-born. He could visualise his mother weeping while his father stood stoically by her side, a hand clamped to her shoulder, the only concession either would make to their loss. 

Now, he had to draw himself together and face his fears, knowing he had no time left for arrogance and stupidity. It left him with nothing, but the fear of imminent death.

Having controlled the physical urge to void himself he pushed outward seeking the focused mind of the Grith. He was surprised at the depth of it and his confidence soared realising a more complex brain meant a greater possibility of success. He sent fine tendrils of suggestion into it. Taking control of the animal’s conscious movement would prove too difficult at this stage, so he worked on its motivation. Instinctively sensing, more than feeling, the thought patterns that controlled its actions, he continued to concentrate knowing full well his life literally depended on it. 

Sweat that beaded on his brow instantly cooled in the night air. Aaron focused on changing the Grith’s emphasis, damping its primal urge to kill and rend, imbuing calmer, more relaxed thoughts. Its memories no longer centred on food and the sensation of ripping flesh, as Aaron broadcast those of a contented mate with pups feeding off regurgitated meat.

The feeling of exhaustion was growing. His talent, not properly trained or exercised was inefficient, using more of his energy than he had to give. He knew he had to succeed in the next few minutes or his strength would fail. He renewed his efforts pushing deeper into the Grith’s thoughts. Sensing its hesitation, Aaron knew he was almost in control of the animal’s mind. He was elated and almost let go in his excitement, his inexperience causing his hold to slip. He caught himself and renewed his effort, driving with all of his mental might into the creature’s mind.

None too soon he brought the Grith to a halt. It was so close he could feel its hot fetid breath on his naked shoulder inches from his neck, the intended act of ferocity frozen by Aaron’s iron-grip on its mind. One small slip and he would be in its jaws. He held on.

Through his inability to remain awake he had left it too late to properly prepare his defences. Now, to fumble would be instantly fatal, he needed to rigidly hold the animal's mind while he sought the means with which to change its perception. He clawed deeper into the thought processes of the Grith, visualising what he needed. It had a mate, hidden in the rock cleft a few miles from here, and pups. Two of them.

Giving it satisfying thoughts of a successful kill and a full stomach of fresh meat, Aaron directed its desire to return to its family. There, it would wonder where its full belly of food had gone, before going out anew to hunt, with the angry snaps of its mate at its heels. 

Aaron sighed in relief as the heat of the Grith’s breath pulled back, to be replaced by a cold draft. 

He opened eyes he did not remember closing to see the animal no longer in his perception - it had vanished. 

Leaning back against the cliff, sweat rolling down his back, he savoured his triumph. He had succeeded in overcoming his first near-death experience and it had been - truly amazing. Yet, the cold shock of rock against his body brought his mind instantly back to sharp reality. He was not out of trouble yet.

As if to prove his own premonition, and before he could draw breath, Aaron sensed a new danger. Pushing his mind outwards, he counted new mental signatures and was gripped anew with mind-numbing fear.
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Aaron’s hand went to his mouth pressing hard against his skin, both to stifle the wail of fear leaving his throat and to halt the trembling that he otherwise couldn’t stop. There had never been any recorded instances of Grith hunting in packs - ever. Yet he could sense the wall of minds heading directly towards him at a fast lope. He was doomed.

Already exhausted from the first Grith attack he realised he could not manage another so soon after. With his current energy levels there was no way he could ‘emote’ that many, it would require considerably more power than his wild talent could call on. He pressed back against the rock in a pose of resigned defeat and almost - almost - gave up. Instead something within him sparked, and in a last desperate attempt to survive, Aaron found the determination to stretch his mind outward searching for any psychic energy that could aid him. 

He soared further than the dark prairie he was trapped on, wider afield - over the far mountain pass, through its valley, and into another. Beyond his immediate horizon his mind flew, fast and high. He felt the rush of non-existent air. It was only a sense, a feeling, but it gave persistence to his thought, which blossomed like a flower in full sunlight and expanded.

Several times he believed he had reached the limit of his mental range, but each time he flew past it and pushed further and further into, for him, unknown territory. He knew what he was attempting to do was enormously difficult. He didn’t know why, but he truly believed he had to survive this night. More than at any time in his past, he realised this test was like no other and knew he had to try, even if the effort broke his mind; he probably wouldn’t know if, or when, he failed. The Grith would arrive too late, his heart or mind would already have failed him.

Holding nothing of himself back in reserve, Aaron reached out and took what he could find. There were minds. None that he could use. He passed them by without pause and reached further than any Sar had ever done before. Never, until tonight, had he found it necessary to test his own mind’s limits. If his sense of need hadn’t been so desperate he might have marvelled at how his power had grown. Instead he pushed further seeking help, aid of any kind. Then, at the furthest reaches of his perception he found it. 

A source of mental strength of sufficient power to aid him was there, concentrated in one place. So swiftly did he overcome their personal shields that they had no time to acknowledge what had occurred. Their energy was his to command and he drew it to him in seconds without regard, binding it to his will, dispersing it around him like a shield. The psychic power coursed through him, imbuing him with fresh purpose and confidence - and none too soon - the Grith had arrived. 

They were the biggest Grith males he had ever seen in his entire life. Eight in all, one hanging back, slightly smaller than the others, weaker perhaps. They approached him, snarling, fangs bared, trapping him against the wall. He had no hope of evading them or physically defending himself. Even if he’d had something to distract them with, he had no means to move beyond the small area where he now stood. 

As he drew the power to him he channelled the energy outward until he felt their minds. Noting their tendency to defer to the one at the rear initially confused him, but Aaron realised that the smaller one was, in fact, a female, possibly their leader, and was controlling the others in front of him. Not only were they travelling in a pack but they had a hierarchy. It was unheard of. He wished he had time to learn more but his need to survive was currently a pressing issue.

He didn’t know whose strength he used, and at this moment he really didn’t care so long as it lasted until he managed to deal with these Grith. Aaron knew that if he had any chance of surviving, he would have to meld with the leader while holding off the other seven. No easy task when he lacked any familiarity with any of their mental signatures. 

He conjured up an image taken from the other Grith’s mind of mewling infants in a den and carefully, so as not to stir the mental picture he placed in front of the other seven, Aaron sent a tendril of emote towards the smaller Grith. 

Astonished at the activity in the animal’s brain, Aaron nonetheless tried to assess its thinking which, compared to the others, seemed more highly developed. He realised this was going to take finesse rather than blanket interference and promptly moderated his approach.

He laid a temporary screen over the Grith’s thought processes, enough to muddle them sufficiently that it would delay it the necessary seconds it took to make a decision. He then crafted an alternate thought pattern suggesting the effort required was too much for so little a reward. 

He slipped it into the delicate flow of thoughts - the very real risk of drawing attention from the two-leggers - was this puny example worth it. Killing and eating one of them would result in her pack being hunted down, something every Grith feared. When the two-leggers approached manhood, many came out to hunt the Grith and it was always a bad time. Aaron impressed this over the mind of the Grith leader, inserting pictures of Sar ‘two-leggers’ hunting down her pack. In fact this memory was false as Sar never hunted anything. He wondered briefly at the memories in the Grith female’s mind, but he had no time to dwell.

Sensing the ideas begin to take hold Aaron eased back his control, doing the same with the seven Grith in front of him. Grunts and growls signalled the animals fighting the compulsion to withdraw. Aaron persevered and increased the pressure. He kept his mental net ready to swamp the beasts in utter confusion if the need arose, to give him a moment of possible distraction, maybe enough to find more cover, a cave perhaps. 

He sensed the small leader calling them, distracting their attention further and realising she was, in fact, placating them, he relaxed his hold on the enormous carnivores sufficiently for them to follow her commands to retreat. He observed her now, haunches raised prepared to pounce at Aaron if he made a move. Her huge, muscle-bound males strutted around her, still in hunting mode but controlled. She had their attention momentarily.

Realising he had been holding his breath for the moments it had taken in controlling the Grith, he now took steady, shallow breaths, so as not to overtax his brain with the sudden influx of oxygen. He’d felt the blackness at the edges of his consciousness creeping inward and fought it back. This was no time for weakness.

Aaron watched as the males, bored now, began to drift one by one into the brush and disappear. His own efforts to keep his scent and image from their minds was taking its toll, but he dare not relax yet. They were still too close and would immediately retrieve his scent from the air. They would not be deterred a second time.

The leader was last to leave. With the early light of dawn approaching, Aaron got a good look at her. He had already realised it was a female, which was why it was smaller than the others. Then, when it turned back to look back at him he thought he was lost. He should have been - he knew it then and the memory would live with him forever. The beast actually acknowledged him. The intelligence in its eyes told him she knew exactly what he had done. She was informing him in a single look that she had accepted his reasoning and had made the decision to move on based on acceptance of that alone. 

His legs felt weak. As he collapsed to his knees he looked for her again only to see an empty clearing. He released the retained mental energy of the unknown others he held. As he felt them fade, his mind folded, having taken far more from himself than from them. 

He knew he would not be eaten this night. He had seen respect in the Grith’s mind. She had accepted him into her pack and would protect him from further harm. As he passed out he sent her a single weak tendril of gratitude.
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Melbray sat up slowly from where he had fallen off his ferrel. He cast around him to see if anything was amiss, any pieces of body not where they should be. His head ached as though he had worn the wine too well the night before, yet he’d had none. He decided he was in one piece and struggled up on a pair of unsure and trembling legs. Were they his? They felt odd.

Had he been attacked? He couldn’t remember. Whatever happened had sucked the strength right out of him and left him feeling like a newborn ferrel. 

What of his friends? 

He looked upward to stretch his back and neck. The cloudless sky looked back at him. The sun was not yet high. He decided that he had been unconscious barely a few hours, three at most. He vaguely remembered that it had been dark, the dawn just peeping over the horizon. They had been making haste to their favourite camp, thinking to catch an early fish for breakfast. His stomach chose that moment to grumble, reminding him it had even missed that.

Looking around, he saw that he was still on the main track. His ferrel stood looking at him dejectedly. It was still saddled, so he guessed he hadn’t been robbed. There was no sign of the others, so they must have been affected too, otherwise they would have returned to find him. All three of them were mentally bonded, they would have known immediately when he had fallen. 

He tried to summon up the mental strength to check on them, but whoever or whatever it was that drained him, had been powerful enough to leave him too weak to cast far. A weaker talent might not have survived at all, but even at his advanced age, he was still stronger than most Watchers. 

Walking gingerly to his ferrel, he pulled himself into the saddle. He made ready to go in search of his friends and as the ferrel walked forward, the memory of his last conscious moments began to surface. He reviewed the power that had thrown him – Him! The Second Lord Sentinel. It had come from over there, he realised, as he leaned around in the saddle and looked back at the mountain range behind him.

A strong talent had reached out to him as if he were a baby with no defence, and had ‘taken’ his strength, using it for their own need. Never before had Melbray encountered such a strong ability. Also, he could usually identify all the talents, but he didn’t recognise this mind’s signature. A wild one, he decided.

An after-image of the event was embedded in his memory as if it was his own. As he rode he fast-replayed the Grith attack. By all the gods, when did they start running in packs? Melbray shuddered at the thought and completely understood the boy's fear. Being flanked by such ferocious beasts was something that would instil terror in the stoutest of souls.

Still unhappy at the theft of his strength Melbray peered sourly across the valley and beyond the distant mountains as he considered the ramifications of the ‘taking’. It was a long way, too far even for him on a good day, to reach with his abilities. Yet, this was such powerful, raw strength that he’d had no choice in the matter.

Lightly nudging his ferrel into a gentle lope, he sought out the others to see how they had fared. They had not been close together when the ‘taking’ occurred and they might well have been untouched, but he doubted that. The absence of their mental signatures worried him, but he had so little strength to cast his own mind, that they might be fine and just sitting waiting for him.. 

Melbray coaxed his animal onward, searching with his weak eyes that which he could not find using his depleted faculties. 

He found Gedrack sitting on a grassy mound with his head in his hands, groaning. He was older than Melbray by a good ten summers and looked as if he had fallen hard. Melbray dismounted, taking a flask of water from his saddlebag, handed it to him as his friend looked up, registering his approach.

“What the drick happened to me?” he groaned. “I feel like I was punched by my ferrel.” 

Melbray straightened his back trying to relieve his own aching body.

“I think we have a wild mind that just found it could meld,” Melbray answered him. 

“They had sore need of our help, but not the wit to ask for it?” Gedrack moaned as he too caught the replay of events.

Melbray looked west again wondering at the power that must have been required for the mind to pull from such distance.

“We need to make haste to the Tower,” he said as he looked down at his friend, who like himself, was already looking much improved as he drew strength from reserves carried within.

A call came from further up the trail, accompanied by a howl as Junto came into view on his ferrel. The animal was not remotely happy at being saddled with its corpulent rider, and was complaining loudly at having carried his unconscious body on its back for the last few hours without any relief.

None of them, it seemed, were the worse for wear for the experience, except for some bruises from falling in Melbray’s and Gedrack’s case. Junto appeared to have remained on his ferrel despite losing consciousness along with the others. None of the animals had been harmed either, as while they too had mental powers, they were not advanced or powerful enough to communicate other than in a herd, and when tamed, with their rider on a basic level. 

The animal deliberately jostled Junto as it trotted. The effect on the big man’s frame was a comical picture to behold and Melbray smiled. The ferrel plucked the image out of his mind in a snap and brayed loudly, its humour evident. 

Some of these ferrel had too much personality, Melbray thought, but chuckled along with it, nonetheless.
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They gathered together and pooled their thoughts. They had all replayed the events in their own minds and had no doubt that the stranger’s need had been great. The importance of the ‘wild’ mind was not lost on any of them, only the lack of knowledge of its origins made them wary.

Melding was usually an event that was only managed in a local manner such as this. Their minds came together, each separated in a private area, but linked to each other in a public stream. They could choose to add, or exclude others purely by creating or removing additional tendrils and linking them to other minds. 

The power required to do this with a large number became exponentially harder, especially over distance, which is what made this unexpected event so important. A mind with that much power was much sought after in the Sar world. The Watcher Society was responsible for finding and training such minds, when discovered.

Melding took their memories of the event, shared them, then gave back to each a composite picture of what had occurred. Their problem was they had not been given a choice in the meld. That, in itself, was rare because each had control over their own mind. One who could over-ride this on more than a single Sar, and over such a distance, meant it was extremely powerful. 

Melbray was the first to withdraw, he had gained all he needed from the exchange.

They had each recovered snippets and seen one young male talent mentally handling eight large adult Grith on the hunt, yet overcoming all of them. Handling one was hard enough, a pack had never been recorded in Melbray’s memory.

As the others surfaced, their minds were equally aware of the full story of what had transpired with the young man. The series of images, for that’s all they could glean from the shared memory, told them this was no society member, you could not hide from the Watchers, ever. This was most assuredly, a wild talent.

They considered catching up with him, but the distance to travel would be too much for them and their ferrels. They hadn’t enough supplies and the possibility of the individual remaining there awaiting their arrival would be unlikely in the extreme.

Junto turned in his saddle, preferring to talk to the others verbally as his head still ached. Neither of the others objected. They too, still felt the after-effects of the enforced melding.

“You know, there was rumour of a child that had the potential to be a Psi builder,” he offered from his vast repertoire of anecdotal gossip he collected on his travels. This one was well known amongst the Sar generally; a child who could use the full capabilities of the mind to build, or destroy, whichever it chose. It was almost a tale, but it lingered on the lips of the people. Despite efforts by the Watchers, there had been little evidence of such a person in their midst. A telepathic society such as the Sar would find it difficult to hide anything of note amongst them.

“If this is an indication of an untried and untested ‘wild’ talent, properly channelled it could prove to be an exceptional asset to the Watchtower,” Junto added positively.

Gedrack, nodded agreeably. “It would at that, Junto. However there is one problem with that scenario.”

“Aye, and this is the nub of the problem for any strong talent coming into the Tower these days - Krendar,” Melbray affirmed from his position at the tail of the small procession.

They all seemed to dwell on that for a moment. Krendar was indeed a problem. He had been stifling the acolytes with the strongest talents for years, damaging their potential by giving them tasks that weakened their abilities, rather than strengthening them. 

Krendar wanted nobody strong enough to contest his position as head of the council. A position he had maintained by threat, bullying and intimidation rather than by skill and ability. He wasn’t even a leader, bedrummed.

He had secured his position and retained it through a cabal of self-serving Sentinels who would rather feed off the masses than provide the services they expected. As a direct result the frequencies of Ripple fever occurring had risen alarmingly across the planet. 

The people thought it was because the individual emote problems were increasing amongst them and looked into issues of breeding and proximity to others, but in reality it was because the Watchtower society were expending most of their efforts mind-meddling in the affairs of state instead of doing their duty. 

The number of active Sentinels were dwindling and the Watchtower was seemingly unaware of the unrest and unhappiness prevalent throughout Sar society. Krendar’s group were the main ones chosen and they repressed much of the dissent, instead of watching out for, and dealing with the emotes that could disrupt the Psi balance.

Melbray watched his friends. They were more the firebrands than he, who preferred to smoke quietly in a corner and watch the play from afar. He attracted too much attention to himself by being the leader of the opposition, and not because he was elected to it, but because he alone was strong and knowledgeable enough to withstand Krendar.

Krendar hated Melbray deeply because he had repeatedly foiled efforts by the weasel to take over the whole council and use the Watchtowers talents to run the State. A takeover of the State Council was on the cards regardless, and Melbray wasn’t strong enough to stand alone against a concerted attack on their movement. So, he watched, waiting for a day when the chips would fall his way and he could remove the cancer from their civilisation.
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The Grith watched the young Sar from the seclusion of its hidden lair. She had been thinking long and hard about the incident with the youngling two-legger. She knew that the youngling had changed the way she viewed a threat, although her own ability to understand didn’t extend to the knowledge of how. She had never considered the action of killing a two-legger might be responsible for further persecution of her kind.

Never before had they been communicated with on a level that had shown awareness, understanding and respect. She knew she could use that new knowledge and other thoughts that had seeped from the younglings mind to hers. 

Mixed with the extreme cunning and courage that she already possessed, she intended to forge anew the relationships with her pride. She felt the tiny tug of the tendril that was still attached to her by the two-legger. It didn’t bother her, quite the opposite, she was proud of it. It was nothing any of her pride would understand, or even be aware of. Still, it was a comfort that stayed with her, and she knew that when the time came she would meet the youngling again.

She loped off unseen into the undergrowth. She had her own pride to care for, they had gone hungry because of her decision. Now she must make sure they fed well. That was duty and responsibility, and she accepted it with grace. Their size and the growing numbers meant she would soon be the only Grith leader in the territory.

Yes, interesting that the two-leggers assumed that four-leggers were of limited intelligence. All except for that youngling, and she accepted life commitment for that one, in return for knowledge gained.

As the Grith slunk away unnoticed into the dark void of the remaining night, another mind was trying to weigh-up events it had stumbled upon. Its dark, evil thoughts dwelt on the little it had discovered. Not having registered any of the activities involving the Grith it had nonetheless detected the power behind the mind. The observer knew something significant had occurred this evening; what it didn’t know, and that gave it pause. A new mind, untrained and powerful? He needed to deal with it immediately. He sent out a command to hunt the owner down and ensure they met with an accident. The hunters would not fail. 

He detected another observer, immediately recognising the mental signature. He remained undetected while it searched the ether. One day soon that mind would be his to control, in the meantime it was best they didn’t even know he existed. He removed his presence and moved onto other matters.

***

Krendar was no fool, he’d climbed to his status as First Lord Watcher by controlling events over a long period of time and crippling any serious competition, often with help from others of his cabal. He instinctively understood wild talents that spread undetected throughout the realm posed the biggest threat to his detailed and comprehensive plans for control of the Sar governing bodies. So, when he sensed the unknown talent that was Aaron, he used his Watcher skills to sweep the sky for traces so he could set his dogs on them.

His search took him further than he expected and at the extreme limit of his range he could detect a mind that was unskilled, but could, if honed and trained properly, be more than a match for his. Whilst he was unable to pin down its location, he did detect traces of familiar mental signatures that filled him with anger. “Melbray,” he spluttered as recognition threatened to unravel his sweep. 

He also sensed Melbray’s sidekick, the interfering Junto, a constant thorn in Krendar’s side, and Gedrack, who was the more dangerous of the two. So here it was, he thought, the end of the ferrel’s tether. He would finally have to deal with them. He was too close to realising his amibitions to allow them to interfere now. His instincts, honed to a sharp point from years of subterfuge, told him that their knowledge of the wild talent out there would bode ill for his plans. “This will not do,” he muttered to himself decidedly.

“Kreebo, attend me now,” he ordered his secretary from his sleep. He sensed a mind in confusion, attempting to rally itself to do Krendar’s bidding and chuckled maliciously. The man was a fool, but useful nonetheless. He had limited talent, more importantly a devious and sneaky mind. He made an excellent secretary using his skills deftly keeping them hidden from their enemies whilst discovering the dissenters, and neutralising them before they had an opportunity to gain momentum.

The skittering of feet brought Kreebo’s thin lanky body into the room at a pace that threatened to collide with Krendar. As he reached him, the other pulled up sharp and now stood panting a little from running up the stairs and the length of the corridor that consisted of the First Lord’s lair.

“You summoned me?” he gasped, wondering why the First Lord hadn’t just mentally commanded him in his bed instead of making him run to him like a lowlife apprentice.

“This isn’t for the ether, Kreebo,” Krendar responded having read the idle thought emanating from his secretary’s leaky mind. He chose to remind him of his lack of shield by answering the unspoken thought.

“This is personal and will remain so. You will pass all instructions on this matter by mouth not mind, understood?”

Kreebo nodded submissively realising he had not been circumspect in his thoughts. He immediately clamped his shield down tight.

The other smiled approvingly.

“You need to send out our little pet soldiers tonight. We have a problem with those meddling fools of Melbray’s. It is time to bring them to heel.” He paced while Kreebo’s mind doggedly attempted to shake off the last vestiges of sleep and follow the man’s words. Krendar usually got pretty nasty if his instructions weren’t followed explicitly.

“Send them out in this direction here,” he indicated a point on an old wall map that had remained intact for centuries, left over from before the ‘sickness’. “Along the way you should find the three of them, due back here from the Reaches. I don’t wish for them to arrive - officially. Don’t harm them – yet. We may have need before we are through here. Return them undetected to the shielded cells below. Make sure they take a ‘Blanker’ with them - no word is to get out to their allies here in the Tower.”

“I will order it done now, Krendar. Is there anything else?” Kreebo checked.

“Yes, there is one other matter.” Krendar looked him directly in the eye. “There is a wild talent out there tonight, it has somehow communicated with Melbray and his associates. If they avoid your soldiers and arrive with a stranger, I want them brought to me before they gain the Tower’s protection. This talent is too powerful, and you know what that means.”

Kreebo quailed. As far as he was aware there had been only one other killing of a talent and he’d had to be there while the guards carried it out. Krendar had insisted on watching through him, not able to be directly involved in case of discovery. He had no stomach for killing, but didn’t object if it was done out of his sight. He sighed. Krendar was watching him closely trying to read through his shield. Kreebo tucked it tighter around his thoughts.

“Yes, First Lord. I understand what is required.”

Krendar grunted in satisfaction, he’d seen nothing in Kreebo’s mind. The man had got the message and locked his thoughts away as he’d been taught.
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It was approaching mid morning when, feeling more rested from his ordeal, Aaron was sufficiently recovered to take stock of his situation. 

He had been outcast from his village, but his father, ever the practical one, had placed a small package in his hand, closing his fingers over it to impress Aaron to keep it safe. He had forgotten it, but now took it from his small sack.

Within were the makings of a fire, the one thing he would need more than anything. That, and some fish-hooks and twine, meant he could catch his favourite meal. At that moment he felt a pang of regret, realising how much he missed his parents. He had brought this on himself, yet he was practical, recognising that his life had taken on a new direction. It felt right, and he now understood that his response to the Elders at the threat of being muted, had caused him to respond defensively. It had not been his fault - they had asked too much of him, and given too little. 

He did not regret what had occurred, they would have damaged his mind and he was not going to accept that from them, from anyone. Feeling much improved, having reconciled his actions with his conscience, he prepared to move on. As Aaron had nothing to eat, and needed water, he walked along the side of the cliff looking for a spring. 

The experience of last night with the Grith had sobered him. He realised that these creatures had the same telepathic capabilities as he and other Sar, but without the power to use it. He was unaware of anyone previously communicating with a Grith as he had. The female had clearly been aware of what he was doing, realising he was talking to her 'mind to mind', pointing out arguments against eating him, and she had accepted them. 

As he walked a growing roar caught his attention. When finally he turned a corner in the cliff, the thunderous noise of a waterfall assaulted his senses.

He thanked his good fortune and hurried down toward the large pool at its base, taking out the flat water bottle from his sack. The bottle expanded as it filled from the deep clear water. He drank, then topped it up and hung it from his side.

Directionless, and without any idea of a destination, Aaron decided he could only keep walking until something happened. Following the route of the water seemed a better decision than any other, and he thought it might yet get him somewhere to fish for his dinner. So, with his hunger pushing him on, he followed the growing stream through the rocky gorges that it had created. Sometimes he had to go round, or clamber over outcroppings of rock until he came to an area where the water joined a larger section, and became a fast flowing river.

Now, he began to see likely places to catch food, and as he walked, he spliced a hook to the twine, searching out grubs to load onto it. A fat Razzer would do nicely, he thought.

An hour later he broke through an overgrown patch of scrub, arriving at an ideal spot to cast his line. The pool at the edge looked perfect and he threw in the loaded hook, landing just past the centre of the slack water, a good enough place. The twine remained floating, barely visible. 

The wriggling grubs tormented the twine forcing the first foot of it to sink beneath the surface where it was visible to fish. This was virgin territory and the underwater denizens had never had to worry about hooks. So, within a few minutes of trawling, Aaron had two fish on the side on the bank, wrapped up in jarrup leaves to keep from drying out while he found a suitable place to start a fire.

With nothing to cook but fish, it was a quick meal. Aaron, feeling better for it, packed up the few things he owned and made off down river to find a better location to make camp for that night. 

So sure of his seclusion and unaware of any threat through his talent, he failed to notice a small hunting party of Nangarl had been attracted by the smell of cooking and were investigating. He had unwittingly ventured into their fiercely guarded territory. 

Nangarl were close cousins to the Sar languishing in the backwaters of a world that had moved on centuries ago. Strangely, the Sar had become completely oblivious to their existence. The reason for that would shortly become evident.

Aaron continued to make progress downstream, but the chicanes and crevices were making the way difficult. When he found the water was developing into rapids, and dropping sharply into gulleys where he could not follow, he climbed. The cliffs caused him to concentrate hard. He did not see the group of Nangarl following him. Had he done so, he would probably have fallen from the precarious cliff-face he was scaling. Whilst looking like Sar, they had a distinctive lack of civilisation about them, and they were stalking him as though he was prey.

Aaron reached a plateau at the top of a steep climb and began to follow the route of the river, which continued to race through the gulley cut sixty foot below. The terrain was rugged, plenty of rocks and windswept trees breaking an otherwise barren landscape. 

Behind him, unseen, the Nangarl, having watched him struggle with the climb, practically ran up it, adept, strong and extremely agile. They reached the top in minutes then watched him intently as he followed the course of the river that cut deeply into the canyon.

Aaron approached the edge that jutted out from the main section of cliff, but after looking down, he faltered, the sight of thrashing foamy water below heightening his concerns, which were sensing something was amiss. He wrongly thought it was proximity to the edge.

Turning to retreat back to the main path he found his way blocked by four big Nangarl males, who had crept up on him, their approach having been drowned out by the roar of the tempest below. Aaron was not immediately afraid, his curiosity outweighed his experience of living out in the wild. He hadn’t yet learned to be wary, especially of other Sar.

Their clothing was strange. Aaron had never seen such cloth and texture, it looked rough, as if hand stitched. He didn’t recognise anything about them, except they were Sar, but seemed different in an unexplainable way. They carried weapons, which had been unnecessary for centuries, as emote could, and did, resolve all issues amongst them without force. 

That they now pointed these at him, jabbing threateningly, left him bemused. With no experience on how to deal with the situation, he suddenly felt vulnerable although not yet afraid.

He attempted to read the intent from their minds, and broadcast calm and passive emotes at them, expecting them to react immediately by lowering their weapons and stepping back. 

They ignored his strong disarming thoughts and continued to stalk him. Seeing him carrying nothing, but a small hunting knife, they didn’t expect any fight from him and Aaron had no experience of physically defending himself from anyone. Sar never fought.

He could read nothing from them. Their minds weren’t just closed, they didn’t register at all. His own emote thoughts just bounced off them - how could that be?

He decided to try talking to them and phrased his words carefully. 

“I don't want any trouble, I'm not doing any harm - just passing through.”

Unused to hearing his own voice, he nonetheless noticed the tremor of fear in it.

“You leave - not belong here - you discover our village - we no longer safe,” the swarthier one replied with the strangest accent and limited vocabulary that Aaron had ever heard. The Nangarl closed the distance between them and thrust his weapon aggressively at Aaron’s chest.

Aaron flinched, was forced to step back but there was no more ground on which to stand. As his balance forced him off the ledge he felt satisfaction emanating from them. No longer threatened by his talent they had unshielded at the last moment, and he realised they never intended to hurt him directly, just force him off the edge, so the torrent below would do their work. As he began to fall he snatched what he could from their minds, then he was falling and all he could hear was the roar of the rapids below.
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The last thing Aaron saw was them grinning at him as their faces disappeared from sight, to be replaced by the view of the cliff as he fell. Then the icy water, still freezing from its route down the mountainside, flooded through his light clothing, shocking him to his core as the water closed over his head. He surfaced seconds later, catching a breath as the cold numbed the back of his head making it difficult to concentrate.

The current caught him and dragged him back under. He struggled against it until finally his feet made contact with the bottom giving him enough purchase to lever himself off a submerged rock. At the same time he fought against the force of water attempting to drive him further downstream. Aaron pushed hard with his legs up towards the surface. His ability to hold his breath almost gave out then, and while he struggled with the current his lungs took in water. Desperately suppressing the urge to cough and let in more, he struggled to the surface and took a breath of freezing air that made his teeth ache, then splashing and paddling he reached the edge of the canyon wall. 

His hands found a small ledge and as he tried to gain a tenuous grip, the loose stone fell away in his hand and threw him back into the tumultuous flow, forcing him under again. His freezing body jarred in agony as his back impacted against a partially submerged rock, the pain only partially dulled by the penetrating cold. As he rolled with the swirling current he surfaced yet again, coughing and spluttering, his strength ebbing dangerously as the cold sucked out the remaining strength in his arms and legs.

His numb face was now so frozen he was unable to keep his mouth and nose closed against the invading water. Aaron felt himself weaken as he slipped under the surface again. This time he had no energy left to pull himself back up. The desire to do so was fast leaving him as hypothermia took hold and his limbs lost feeling.

Then, something nudged him. He thought he was losing it, then decided it might be something he could grab so when it nudged him again, he tried desperately to grasp it, but couldn’t feel anything with his hands so flailed uselessly.

Then something clamped hard around his arm, pulling him upward. As he broke the surface, he coughed up gouts of freezing water, pulling in an agonising lungful of air. With extreme difficulty, he tried to turn his head to see what had taken hold of him...

...and came face to face with the sodden furry features of a Grith. It looked very different with matted hair and bulging eyes, almost unrecognisable. Now he was to be a frozen dinner, he couldn’t believe his bad luck.

It was holding him in its strong jaw, the large incisors clamped over his bicep, looking fiercely at him as it tried to keep its own head above water. Several times Aaron noticed it snort hard, as water engulfed its large nostrils, which then closed, the pressure forcing the water out, before opening again, sucking in more air.

Aaron rallied, forcing himself to think clearly. He ‘emoted’ at the animal hoping to bend it to his will and instead of eating him, carry him to safety. The mental signature he encountered was recognisable - it was the Grith he had melded with, was it only last night? It had jumped in after him and now had him in its jaw, doing what - trying to save him?

Realising that if he did nothing the probability was they would both drown, Aaron tried again to emote the Grith, but found that his mind was now too numb from the cold. Instead he pulled himself round so that he could grab the creature’s mane with his hand. He still felt nothing, but knew he had made contact with something. He commanded his fingers to hold onto whatever was in his grasp and was pleased when he saw his hand briefly as the Grith lunged forward again, his arm still in her mouth. His other hand was holding onto the fur along its neck. 

He tried again to emote with the Grith this time using pictures, showing the animal his hand tight around its mane. The Grith understood, and let go of his arm. 

Quickly, before the current pulled him away, Aaron forced his other hand to grab more of the Grith’s hide until he had a firm grasp on both sides of the animal’s neck. As it swam it pulled Aaron behind it, and he soon found himself sitting on its back, partly raised out of the water. Now, free to do so, the Grith swam strongly with the current, seemingly immune to the icy coldness of the water.

The heat from the animal’s flesh, now so close to Aaron’s hands, helped bring back a little feeling to his fingers. His legs, clamped tightly around its flanks drew warmth too, and slowly he recovered enough to link fully with the Grith.

His emote, now functioning along with the rest of his mind now that his head was out of the water, impressed gratitude onto the Grith. In return she bathed him in affection. The Grith encouraged Aaron to wrap his arms around the top of its neck and the added warmth from her proximity increased his own body heat, aiding his recovery further.

The swift current carried them relentlessly onwards and Aaron could sense the fatigue seeping into and weakening the Grith. Its mind, while still functional, was losing its sense of alertness. They had to find somewhere to come ashore, but the walls were too high. Aaron coaxed it onward, offering what little he could in encouragement knowing their time was running out.

Yet another fierce bend in the river approached. Ominously, Aaron could hear a roaring sound that grew louder as they approached. He communicated to the Grith. The response came, ‘hold on tight’. Remembering the waterfall down the cliff side at the beginning of his trek this morning, he fretted, which added to the concern over the terse feedback from his benefactor. He was helpless with fear.

The Grith paddled to the middle. As they rounded the bend, the endless sea of white water foaming over prominent rocks ahead, told him the going was going to get a lot rougher. All Aaron could do was keep his legs tucked in out of the way as they entered the boiling white rapids.

The white waters seemed to stretch forever. Each time Aaron believed they had gone under for the last time, the Grith underneath him dragged them back up, and they got a breath between them before the next vicious current pulled them back beneath the freezing surface. Miraculously avoiding rocks that appeared everywhere in their path, Aaron wasn’t sure the Grith beneath him didn’t collide with some under the surface.

When it seemed they were going to run out of both air and strength, they were launched over a long buttress and plunged, seemingly forever, although in reality only a few seconds, downwards. Aaron screamed, the Grith heard him in her mind, but had no time to soothe his fear. 

The impact was hard as they plunged into a deep tumultuous pool, before being carried away by the outward flow, leaving the roar of water behind them. The Grith was still beneath him, but now paddling half-heartedly, totally spent, unable to do more than just aim weakly for a mud bank.

Aaron, realising their peril, slipped off her back. He could touch bottom while the Grith couldn’t, so pulled her towards the bank, keeping her head above water. He thought she might be concussed from the impact, as she appeared dazed. She didn’t have the strength to pull herself onto the bank, so Aaron dragged her out, by a leg and tail at one point, undignified but desperate . By the time he had pulled them both onto the bank, he fell against her flank exhausted, whereupon he lost consciousness. 
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Aaron dreamed he was running with the Grith. No, that didn’t seem right. He thought about it and realised he ran as though he was one. 

He felt the power thundering through his body as he loped effortlessly alongside the pack, the thrill of the chase exciting him as they flew across uneven ground, gliding over scrub, scattering small game as they ploughed on through the warm afternoon. He had no idea of his destination, nor did he care. Perfectly in tune with the environment, the Grith enjoyed the freedom to roam wherever they pleased. As a pack, or alone, they were at the top of the food chain and rarely fell foul to predation.

As the day fell behind, the ability to see in poor light ensured the way remained clear. Tireless in their effortless lope, they ate up long miles of terrain as they answered some unknown call. Venturing into new territory, not stopping even for new smells and the aroma of fresh meat, they ran through prairie, dry riverbeds, and scrub. They crossed hills, climbed and scrabbled up mountain ridges, forged fast-flowing rivers, spurred on by an unknown beacon that drew them. 

The night drew in and still they pressed onward, their energy converting to heat on their bodies, warm sweat glistening eerily in the light of twin moons on their black coats, their manes clinging damply to their flanks as they closed on their target. The excitement between them mounting as they realised their final destination was almost in reach.

When Aaron felt proximity of other minds close to him, he realized he had been piggybacking the mind of the Grith that had rescued him., They had answered her call, running through the night to be with her. He felt no fear as he felt them surround them as the pack arrived and gathered close to him and his rescuer, providing warmth and safety. Aaron felt the Grith leader commanding him to rest, his mind obeyed and he fell contentedly into a long dreamless sleep.

***

A nose, cold and wet, nudged him awake. 

His mind flooded with thoughts of waking, safety, gratitude and, yes, affection. He opened his eyes to find the female Grith close beside him, recovered and full of energy. The others were already moving under cover of the surrounding woods, disappearing even as he watched, their ability to blend in, perfect.

Images flashed in his mind. Two-leggers on four-leggers coming. Three of them. Aaron didn’t recognise them, but the Grith used words, “they come for you - to help,” she said attempting to find words that he could understand.

He grabbed the loose pelt around her neck affectionately and she responded, rubbing her nose with his, as he had seen them do in welcome last night in his vision. “You strong,” he said, proud of her. “You bring your pack.” He gestured to the parting group.

“No, ‘you’ strong, reach pack for help. I ride your strength. Tell pack to come. They follow you,” she said, nuzzling him back affectionately.

He leaned back on his haunches in amazement.

He finally understood. He had somehow managed to reach her pack. When he thought he was piggybacking her, she was, in fact, riding his power. It was that which had guided them. He melded with her and felt the affection within her mind, picking up all kinds of information from her on the Grith way of life. He noted admiringly that she was leader to more than one pack, and related to many others across the plains. She chose only to hunt with her favourites, these seven Grith were all mates at times, all loyal to her alone and none other.

There was a strangeness about her mental ability that he couldn’t place, a strength he hadn’t noticed before. He decided it might have something to do with his melding with her, but there was something there, deep and untapped, if he could just tease it from her mind.

A noise disturbed them. He turned toward it, as did she, growling in a deep warning rumble that made the ground vibrate between them.

As they watched, three riders came into the clearing just ahead of them, their ferrels skittish with the scent of Grith all around them. They backed away from the woods where Aaron had seen the other Grith vanish, but were reluctant to come closer to Aaron, eyeing warily the one beside him. He sent out a calming emote to reassure them, and their ears dropped from their alert panic state as they settled onto all four feet no longer preparing to bolt. It reached the Grith as well and the answer he got back from them was submission, obedience. They were no threat and took his command without a growl, leaving him surprised at the response.

The three riders held back waiting for something. Aaron supposed they waited for him to acknowledge them. He turned to his Grith.

She stood on all four legs, preparing to leave. Aaron stood too, but then kneeled and grabbed her around the neck, hugging her tightly and mindspoke her. They shared the emote of gratitude, affection, and as the feeling grew around them, Aaron realised the pack had spread in the woods to offer them protection, and were adding their support. He felt content.

She mindspoke him, “A-ron care. Always here. Call. We come.” He smiled at her pronunciation of his name as she ambled away from the mud bank, giving the ferrels plenty of space as she trotted past, to avoid them becoming agitated again.

The three men sat motionless watching the proceedings. The look on their faces showed confusion along with concern at the sight of the largest Grith they had ever seen. Then, as they watched, she was joined by seven others, all larger than her. Their faces turned pale, while the ferrel, still under control of Aaron’s emote stood still, unconcerned.

As the pack reached a high path back up the river trail, the smallest one stopped and turned back to him briefly. He felt the emote of warmth she sent before moving off out of sight. He missed them already.
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Aaron turned his attention to the three men waiting at the edge of the clearing. He walked stiffly towards the older one and sent forth a welcome emote of passive submission, and was pleased when the old man acknowledged with the same. He also included the other two in his tendril, joining them all together in the one emote. Deciding the first was their leader, Aaron chose to communicate directly. 

“I am Aaron. I understand from the Grith that I called you for help, but have no memory of such. I am grateful for your response, I am in need, I think, of assistance if I am to leave this place,” he said, opening the discussion in the formal manner expected.

The old man stood down off his ferrel and walked toward him, stopping short of the area where the Grith had been. The smell of the animals remained even after they had gone. 

I may have to bathe, Aaron thought, remembering the night huddled up to the animal.

“My name is Melbray, and your talent has used us, even if you are unaware of who we are,” the old man said, not unkindly.

The comment prompted Aaron to emote them, and he sensed their signatures were familiar - very familiar.

“Aah! I am sorry, I remember you now. It was only yesterday, but already it seems a lifetime ago, almost two, in fact,” he smiled. “I had a great need and sought assistance from wherever I could find it. I hope I left you undamaged, but if I harmed you, how may I make restitution?” he offered formally. It was expected that if he had damaged another Sar in the process of using their talent, that some form of restitution had to be made to bring about balance. 

Melbray turned to his companions all of whom seemed of great age to Aaron. He felt unsure as to whether he had harmed these old men. They looked recovered, but he remembered vividly now, he had drawn great power. Was it really from so few?

The larger man replied, looking serious. “I am Junto, and yes, it was from us you drew the power, and although no lasting damage befell us as a result, you did ruin a good fishing expedition. Not to mention your latest summons has taken us even further away from our intended camp.” The fat man visibly chuckled. Aaron realised there was comradely humour here, and he began to relax a little.

“I am somewhat bemused. Had I not used your talents, I would not be here, but as you saw from their departure, there has been some change to my circumstances. I believe the Grith to be not overly fond of ‘two-leggers’ as they call us, as most are too much trouble, for too little meat,” Aaron sallied, sliding his eyes toward Junto who made his ferrel look positively diminutive.

Melbray laughed, approaching him, “Lad, I believe you will do fine. What do you think about joining us for a meal and we will look at how we may best aid you.” On reaching Aaron his arm was about to go around his shoulders when he got wind of the Grith essence. “However,” he pulled back slightly so as not to become tainted, “I think a bathe in the river might be in order - beforehand.”

Aaron laughed. “It will be a small price to pay for a hot meal,” he admitted.

Gedrack who had been watching him closely while the banter had been flying, now looked seriously at Aaron and went to move off. “Then when you are clean and fed, perhaps you will tell us just how the devil you managed to bond with the largest Grith we have ever happened to see.”

Later that evening, the four of them sat around the fire. Aaron's skill in fishing had more than made up for the inconvenience of sharing their rations with one extra person and they ate heartily of freshly caught Razzer.

The mood was settled, but there was an underlying tension running through the group. Aaron guessed, or could feel from the melding, what it might refer to and decided to check his defensiveness and hear these old men out. They had, after all, helped in saving him, twice now.

“So, Aaron. You readily accept your arrogance and stubbornness have brought you to a point where you are a risk to others, us included,” Melbray spread his hands either side of him, to include Junto and Galdreck. “It was only our special training and experience that kept us alive when you took from us that which you had no right to do.” The tone change warned Aaron.

“The mind-link has allowed us to share your experience at your village. You had no right to retaliate against the Elders, they were doing their best to protect you. You failed them and you must one day return and make restitution, but that is for then, and we are at the now. The now is this. You owe the three of us. You took that which we would have willingly given, had you the training to channel it properly and with the correct safeguards.” He paused as he looked deeply into the embers of the fire. Aaron knew he was conversing with the other two, an agreement was being formed between them.

“We have come to a decision. The restitution we demand is that you accept formal training beginning tomorrow, and that you will abide by our instructions and learn what we have to impart to you. If you do not agree we will have no choice but to carry out the sentence passed by your Elders, in that you are a very real danger to others. Tomorrow, or another day you could kill someone by taking too much without controlling your actions.” 

Aaron raised his head to angrily respond. 

Melbray, as if sensing his rising ire, put up his hand. He had more to say and raised his voice authoritatively.

“Aaron, Please! hear me. You have a strong talent, one that may well, in a very short time surpass the three of us here. This brings with it two immediate problems. The first is, you have absolutely no idea what you’re doing and therein lies the danger for you and everyone around you. Secondly, that same power will be like a magnet and bring trouble to you that will result in your probable death unless you can learn to wield it effectively.” 

Aaron felt his emote rising, the power surging through him, coursing through his bloodstream feeding off adrenalin and youthful energy. It was strong and wanted to lash out at Melbray and the others. He wanted to show them that he was not one to be bridled or muted, these old men who wanted to limit him had to realise he would not go quietly to a mental death. A tendril of thought reached him from some distant place, ‘Peace A-ron. Listen to these two-leggers, they will help you’ Then it was gone again. He swallowed and struggling with the mental effort, slowly he brought himself under control, aware that Melbray and the other two were watching him closely, ready to retaliate in the event he attacked them. Aaron knew this was not the time, nor were they his enemy. His time with the Grith had done something to him and he knew Melbray was right. When finally he had himself under control, he looked Melbray in the eye and nodded, accepting their terms of restitution.
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The next morning brought with it a strong sense of expectation. While Melbray and Gedrack went off to fish, Junto stayed and began training Aaron. They mind-linked so that proper instruction could take place and Aaron, being headstrong, tried to push the pace as Junto’s corpulent form rested uneasily on the ground. Therefore, when Junto’s attack came, it took Aaron completely by surprise, leaving him sweating hard to defend his mental wall against Junto's intruding tendrils of attack.

Nobody fought wars, battles or even duels any more, at least not with weapons. That wasn’t to say that people didn’t fight, they just never got hurt physically. Mental pain is greater by far, and the sense of defeat is complete in a telepathic society, where all can bear witness to what transpires. Aaron was fully aware, that whilst the other two were out on the water, they were linked into what was happening and would intervene at any time, should they be required to do so.

Junto didn’t talk, he was surlier than the other two, but when he mindmelded, you noticed him. The strength in his mental jabs were like cactus spines, they went in easy and came out hard. 

“You have to remember that your mind is like a wall, but thoughts are like shards of glass, almost invisible and prone to breaking easily if you aren’t aiming true. You are not trying to push the wall down, just punch holes in it. When the wall is trying to repair itself, it’s not trying to attack you. So, attacking with pointed barbs is the best way to win a mental duel.”

“But it’s easy to defend against your spears, I just thicken the wall where you attack and I’m still free to send you spears of thought in response,” Aaron replied and as if to demonstrate, prepared his attack and sent a strong wave of spears of thought against Junto.

Junto wasn’t at all fazed. He took each of Aaron’s spears and turned them aside as if they were simply straws flying through the air after a hay bale had burst. Aaron watched dismayed. He began to understand the strength of these old men of the Watchtower, their reputation was legendary in the outer towns and villages.

When Aaron returned his attention from his own glass spears he realised he had been diverted again and dozens of glass shards, gleaming and sparkling were heading toward his mental wall. He visibly flinched as they struck, digging into the softness. It was all he could do to hold his defences in place under the onslaught. “Hey, take it easy, Old Man - they almost hurt,” Aaron laughed, then grimaced as Junto’s response was to double the level of attacks. 

“The level you are on is what we use to teach youngsters half your age, you haven’t yet learned to master yourself. When you do, these spears will fall in pieces at the foot of your wall,” Junto replied as if he was just passing the day.

“Concentrate on hardening your wall, forget about the spears of thought. They become irrelevant if your defence is solid and impregnable,” Junto admonished him. He showed him how to achieve his defence by building blocks of interlocking thought, then binding them together instead of using a single wall of thought and the great effort required to maintain it.

“This method will secure each section to the next, there will be no gaps, or understrength sections. You can set it and forget it. When you have practised that, for the rest of today, you should be able to mount the blocks in a fraction of a second, eventually it will be there as a reflex and you will no longer have to think it together,” Junto instructed him, now showing more patience, his earlier surliness gone.

Aaron began to tire, he had never worked so hard on anything, yet continued until Junto called a halt. As he lay down and nursed his head, Aaron could feel the parts of his brain that had been stretched to accommodate these new actions. He also knew that much of it had been Junto in there shoving his thoughts around until they were better aligned to respond quicker.

When the others returned, there was a quiet around the small clearing. Their catch was cleaned and prepared, and vegetables that had been dug from the riverside were added to the ingredients from their saddlebags. Aaron was too tired at first to notice the tension, but eventually as the lack of usual camaraderie raised itself in his awareness, Aaron attempted to discover its source.

“Is there something I should know?” he asked carefully, looking directly at Melbray as the leader and trying to judge if he was in trouble somehow.

“It’s not so much something you should know, but more a case something you should know how to do,” Melbray hedged.

Gedrack, who had so far little to say to anyone piped up. “You’re broadcasting your thoughts to everyone, lad, even the fish are catching your emotions and giving up and lying on the surface. It’s why we have so many,” he indicated the spread of fish for dinner. They were enormous razzers. “In the end we only took the largest.”

“Eh?” Aaron responded puzzled. “Why now? Why hasn’t this been an issue before today?” he added.

Melbray answered, “Aaron, it’s quite simple, as you are learning to channel yourself, and drive your attacks at Junto, so your power is focusing more and the result is that you are simply blanketing the area with your ‘noise’.”

“So, where am I going wrong?” Aaron asked, disappointed that he appeared to be letting his new friends down.

“That’s just it, Aaron. You’re not going wrong. Your power is focusing correctly, it’s just that... it’s very powerful... and, we’re not sure if we can train you to control it.” 

“Oh!” Aaron said, thinking that he had only had one day’s training with Junto. Did that mean there would be no more training, he thought, not realising he was broadcasting to everyone again.

“No, Aaron, that’s not what we mean. We mean you have no shielding, you are broadcasting everywhere. We have to find a way to train your shield, or you are lost the first time one of the Watchtower patrols comes within a hundred miles of here,” Melbray explained.

“Tomorrow we will begin, but first we eat,” Junto looked over at the fish, selecting which of them were going to be his. There was no halting the man’s appetite and before long they were all tucking into a well-earned meal, at least Aaron thought it was, the others just smiled knowingly. Aaron realised he had just broadcast to everyone again. He swore to himself he would show them tomorrow. Junto raised his eyebrow and frowned.

“The boy is stronger than we realised,” he mind-linked to the other two privately. “He got the hang of creating his defence in an hour, the rest of it was pure and simple refinement. Already his wall will match ours. Tomorrow is going to be an interesting day,” he added a little ruefully, for in truth he had worked far harder than Aaron today. The attacks he had been repelling toward the end had come perilously close to breaking through, although it wouldn't do to let Aaron realise how strong he was quite yet. 
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The next morning there was a change in the atmosphere in the camp. Aaron noticed the three were mind-linking a lot without him, which he supposed was in order as they were used to being alone together, and he was still an outsider. He couldn’t help noticing the emote that was leaking out and it was riddled with extreme concern. He felt that if they had an issue with him, they should voice it, but almost immediately the three broke up and faced him. He must have been broadcasting again, he thought dismally.

“Yes, you are Aaron, but we will fix this today,” Melbray confirmed. He smiled reassuringly.

“Firstly, Junto is going to open his mind to you and allow you to see how he prepares his shielding. It’s quicker than explaining it and to be honest, we don’t have time. There are matters pressing on us that need attending to, and were it not for your training being of major importance, we would be proceeding to resolve them this minute,” he added, still reassuring Aaron who had grave misgivings. The seriousness of the three could not be hidden, even from him.

“Proceed, young two-legger,” Junto chuckled, using the Grith’sickname for him.

“I will go in with you and show you where to look for the actions as Junto sets up the shielding.” Melbray linked to Aaron and led him into Junto’s mind which opened up. 

To see someone else’s mind is like nothing you can imagine. Junto had constructed a series of boxes which he moved about constantly as if playing guessing games of what’s in the box. There were colour and number codes, which Junto, mind-linked with Aaron, informed him were his brain making the memories inside the boxes available, on demand. It was just a visual representation, it had no real meaning. It only helped in compartmentalising his thinking. The vast area they were in suddenly emptied, as if a plug had been pulled, and everything had leaked out. Then Aaron was in a huge empty space, nothing coming in or out.

Slowly Junto went through the procedure and kept on repeating it over until Aaron had the idea of how to build his barrier to the outside world. 

Afterwards, they sat and discussed how the shielding was dependent on the individual ability to close off the areas of the mind that leaked. “It’s like closing doors,” Junto offered Aaron by way of explanation. “When you learn to compartmentalise, it is easy to put everything away in different rooms, and close the door so the thoughts don’t leak out. Once you have your thoughts sorted, it’s just a matter of learning to think in a room inside your head with the door closed,” he explained over a piece of fish, fresh caught that morning.

However, no matter how hard Aaron tried that afternoon, he couldn’t make his shield watertight, it leaked like a fishing net. It kept all the big stuff in, but all the little thoughts were everywhere. They tried again, but it didn’t improve.

As a last attempt to make it easier for him, Junto came into Aaron’s head and began helping him to organise his thoughts. It was a matter of pure chance that during this process a large memory fragment that had been misplaced came to light.

Junto explained, “When you forget something, it can be because a memory has become detached from the proper chain of events. If you find the fragment and remember it, you can place it into the correct sequence and file it away. You will have to open this memory to see what it contains before it will automatically fall into the original sequence so you can store it. Do you wish for me to unlink while you replay it?” Junto asked politely.

“No, it can't be anything important. Let’s play it and see, “ he said confidently.

To Aaron it seemed peculiar to be trying to access his memories like this. It helped that he had seen into Junto’s mind and observed all of the tidy boxes and compartments. He opened the memory box and....

.....was immediately falling. Four grinning strangers with pointed weapons were advancing on his position as his gaze took in their aggression, his mind recording the final moment of their open minds as they dropped their shields thinking he was gone forever into the swirling mass of water. 

He mentally retreated from the memory in surprise, accidentally dropping the link with Junto.

Junto was as shocked. “Who were those Sar?” he said. “Why did they have spears, and why were they threatening you?”

“I don’t know, or that is to say I didn’t know until I replayed that memory.”

Aaron thought to himself that, unbeknown to them, he had understood more than he realised in the short seconds he had had access to their minds. 

“I know who they are, and where they live,” and more importantly he thought to himself, he understood how they shielded their minds from him right up to the moment they thought he was going to die.

“What else did you get from the memory? I thought I saw what you saw, I didn’t get anything other than them brandishing those spears at you and driving you off the edge. It was they that drove you into the rapids?”

“Yes, I believe I’d strayed too near their village and they were frightened I would reveal their secret location,” Aaron responded, not sure if Junto had picked up the memories that he had recovered from the four Sar, who were Nangarl warriors, on sentry duty around their village perimeter. He had a lot more information, but needed to sort it. The main thing that really excited him was the technique he had picked out of their minds, which until that moment he had no idea he had obtained.

He thought about what he had just learned. His shielding was only ‘just’ adequate now, but he knew it wouldn’t hold. He could now see why. The shields that Junto and Melbray used were based on non-resistance. Leaving the mind open, but empty, so that nothing was in view. Anyone trying to read a mind got empty space, a vacuum of information. Unless you knew where to look, you wouldn’t pick up anything.

In contrast the Nangarl method simply overlaid a solid field of nothing over a defence wall similar to the one that Junto had helped him build yesterday. It looked too simple to work, yet Aaron knew it gave away nothing. He practised it a few times, then turned to Junto for a reaction.

“Hey Junto, are you reading my mind again?” he challenged, knowing that Junto would immediately attempt to do just that.

There was a momentary pause while Junto vainly attempted to penetrate Aaron's new shielding. “Why.... No. Actually, I’m not picking up anything at all,” he responded, the puzzlement in his voice echoing in his face.

After the three of them had tried to read Aaron’s thoughts and failed, he opened up and showed them what he had picked up from the Nangarl. They all tried it, but it wasn’t as effective for them as their own technique.

“I think the old ways are too ingrained in us for this technique to be of any use, or be effective. I suspect it needs a fresh young mind to work well,” said Galdreth resigning himself to keeping his usual shield.

“Still, we have a solution to our main problem, which means we can now move on with our own mission.” Melbray rubbed his hands in satisfaction. “Should we tell Aaron what is occurring out in the wide world while we sit here eating his mesmerised fish?” 
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It was evident from that comment that the time had come for Aaron to be brought up to date on the situation with the Watchtower.

As they settled down, preparing and cooking the dinner, fish again, Melbray began to outline the politics of the Sentinels. 

“As you know the Sentinels are not supposed to be a political organisation. We are servants of the people, there to maintain the group balance and not to sway opinion or divide the nation in any shape or form. We hold a responsible position and are respected widely for our sense of fair play and even-handedness. That recently has begun to sour and the reason is very simple.

The Watchtower has been getting involved in the political scene, siding with one, while subverting the other. More seriously, they have taken control, placing their own people in positions of decision-making for whole communities. Their domination is spreading like a disease.

Within the Council there are two factions that hold sway, ours and Krendar’s. Of the two, the largest is his group, but we believe that much of it is due to the fear they have of him. If Krendar were defeated, most of those would switch sides immediately.”

“How does he hold power over these Sentinels and Watchers?” Aaron was puzzled. They were strong individuals and he couldn’t understand how they would be in fear of one person.

“Aaron, when you meet Krendar, and you will sooner than you would like, you will observe that he is a very ambitious leader, and ruthless as well. Influential people we knew were on our side have disappeared, we hope just hidden from view but there is a silence where their mental voices should be. That worries us, and creates a climate of fear within the Council,” Junto said, all the while stirring the pot they had set up for a stew.

“What are you saying, that he had these people - murdered?” The word came off his tongue awkwardly, rarely occurring in Sar conversation. 

“We are not saying, but neither are we denying it - the possibility exists,” Melbray answered him cautiously, he looked pensive, but kept his gaze directed at Aaron. The other two were looking into the fire, deep in their own thoughts while the facts were being explained.

“There is a war coming, not of the people but a Watchtower war. Anyone who has any emote at all, any talent whatsoever is going to be drawn into it. Krendar has been weakening all opposition, but we believe that we might have just the right tool with which to clip his wings, perhaps even defeat him.” 

“Me,” Aaron responded, realizing he was the object of the snippets he had been hearing from their mental chatter over the last few days. 

He wondered if they were aware they had been letting information reach him. He considered that, and decided that it was probable. They would give him cause to think on things before confronting him with their plan. He knew from the mind-links that they had held over their brief involvement, that there was considerable disruption within the Society. He also knew that his ability to pick up peripheral knowledge from them was not something they were consciously aware of. 

Aaron hadn’t worked out how to broach the matter of what he had called ‘passive leakage’ from people’s minds. He had only just become aware of it himself. He intended to cross that bridge shortly whatever the outcome. He needed to know how he had gleaned so much from the Nangarl.

“You should know that your talent is stronger than you believed before you came across the Grith, and through them, us. You took power so quickly, I don’t know of any Sentinel who could handle so much at once, except perhaps Krendar himself. You have not yet reached your full power, but I believe you are approaching a time when you will be strong enough that Krendar will not be able to defeat you.”

“Then I have nothing to fear from him,” Aaron responded confidently.

“On the contrary, you have much to fear, young Aaron. For if you cannot be subdued, I suspect you will be removed. More importantly, I think Krendar may know of your existence and be hunting you. It is possibly for this reason alone, that he deliberately weakens the acolytes as they come to the Tower for training. He doesn’t actually know if one of them might be the very one he fears.”

“I can see the problem,” Aaron nodded. “I have learned a lot from you and astonishingly, the Grith. All I need is somewhere to practice. However, if I’m no match for anyone with the skill of the Watchtower leader, and he is someone you collectively cannot defeat, I have little confidence in my ability to achieve anything.”

“Aaron, there is something you can do to aid us. Within the Watchtower there are dissidents like us, but there are also conspirators that pretend to be with us. Your mind might be able to flush them out and identify them without being detected,” Gedrack explained.

“You want me to go there and place myself in his lair?” Aaron was incredulous. Just the thought sent powerful spasms of fear through him.

“It is worth the risk. Besides, if you can protect yourself from eight Grith, protecting yourself from Krendar would be a simple matter, I think.” Melbray smirked as he walked off.

Aaron wasn’t so sure how he had become so deeply involved. He suspected some manipulation by the other three over the last few days, but couldn’t see how that had occurred. Then he remembered the constant leakage of their conversations. Had it been deliberate after all?

He glanced over at Melbray who was now tending to the ferrels. His shield was complete, no leakage. He scanned the other two and could detect no snippets of conversation from them either, yet he knew they were mind-linked. He sighed, realising he had been sucked in from the start.

***

Later the next day Melbray returned to camp disturbed. He’d been communicating with others at the Tower and liked to walk on his own or meditate while he mulled over the matters he discussed with them. His face was grave and he waited until the others had finished yet more fish from the river before telling them.

“We must go immediately to the Tower, Krendar seems to be in the final stages of his plans for the Sentinels and the word is that he has coerced the council leaders to the point that he can put the Tower in command of the population within weeks.”

“Surely, the Sentinels will rally against him,” suggested Aaron.

“The Sentinels by rights should deny him even his position as First Lord Watcher, but the fact is, Two-Legger, that Krendar pretty much controls most of them as well. I’m even hearing reports that the guards are rallying to him and intimidation of Watchers is becoming a problem, particularly for those that oppose him. We must tread carefully, but somehow we must stop him before he unravels all we have built to protect our society.”

“Aaron is nowhere near prepared, he would be a target the moment he came within the precincts of the Tower. Even here he is at risk. By now it is almost certain they are hunting for him, and probably us too if I know Krendar. We are the only ones that can rally opposition to him. If he is this close to success, then he must seek to eliminate us in some way,” Gedrack said, his mood black. He could foresee the difficulties they now faced and was unhappy at the prospect of doing battle with the Tower as well as the guards. Krendar was in charge and they would obey him if the other Sentinels failed to curtail his growing ambition.

“We have no choice. If we do not return now the small support we have will be defeated and we will be vulnerable. We must move to counter his proposals even if it just delays things while we gain the strength to defeat him,” Melbray replied.

Junto wasn’t convinced and said so. “I don’t think we should go together, besides you and Gedrack can do more without us. I think Aaron needs the benefit of another week’s training before risking everything on trying to enter the Watchtower. If, as you say, the guards are siding with Krendar, then all of us turning up together will bring them out in force against us - and we’re not ready yet.”

Melbray sighed. “It is, as you say, safer to journey separately. We will go on ahead and Aaron’s training can be finished. We will expect you within ten days, no longer,” he said as he stood to make ready to leave immediately. Gedrack was already making his way to his ferrel to load it with supplies. It was three days ride and they needed to make haste.

Aaron looked over at Junto. He looked worried and concern leaked from his shield. When he looked back to Aaron knowing he was there, he shook his head, the worry deeply etched into his features. 

“Let them get started, then we will follow them on foot, your training will proceed as we go. It will save some days.”

Aaron nodded. He had wisely held back his own thoughts and concerns, but he too realised that time was against them.
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As Aaron hiked along the worn trail Junto’s ferrel ambled alongside him, their minds linked while Junto described mentally what he wanted Aaron to do. He had planned on teaching Aaron the art of disguising his talents from prying eyes, but instead they spent the first few days practicing his shield techniques and against Junto’s better judgement teaching Aaron how to use his talent to coerce opponents.

“Junto, if I cannot take on Krendar at his own game, the chance of my succeeding will be as a newborn ferrel,” he said in response to Junto digging in his heels at the direction his apprentice was taking.

“Aaron, you will do as you wish, there is nobody that can stop you if that is what you want. However, if you learn to hide your talent from Krendar’s spies, then you might live long enough to use your skills against him directly.”

In the end they compromised and over the following week Aaron became proficient in everything Junto could teach him. Once his stubborness was eradicated, Aaron proved very adept at learning to control his skill to the point that Junto began to believe they had a good chance of taking on Krendar for control of the Tower.

“Your talent is the strongest I have ever seen, Aaron. Should you want a future in the Watchtower, then I believe you could go far. Even to the top of the Tower – someday,” Junto said, appraising his acolyte at the end of a satisfactory session. They had finished eating a Bucco hare that Aaron had killed accidentally while attempting to converse with it on a basic level. The animal had gone immediately crazy and bucked across the plain straight into the side of a protruding rock, killing itself instantly. The broken neck didn’t affect the taste and they ate meat for the first time in many days.

Aaron had been contemplating much the same. He was beginning to realise he had a, so far, unlimited talent that he was fast becoming proficient with. He had been practicing much more than Junto realised. He had also lightly maintained a link with the others since since Melbray and Gedrack had moved ahead to the Tower to prepare for their arrival in a few days. Then overnight, he had lost contact with their mental signatures. He was hesitant to tell Junto because he didn’t want him to know that he was broadcasting his mind afield. They had all expressly forbidden him to do so, as Krendar might discover his whereabouts. Aaron worried that someone might have monitored him and got to them through his link. He doubted it, but was still reluctant to share his misgivings.

***

They surprised him and Gedrack on the last bend in the path before the Tower came into sight. The six men looked strangely aggressive, not a common sight amongst the Sar. Melbray’s sense of forboding warned him to halt his ride before he reached their position. He mentally called out a warning to Gedrack who was several ferrel-lengths behind, but Gedrack was already aware as six other men had stepped out of the undergrowth behind him.

“How was it we missed these minds on our approach?” Melbray called mentally to his friend. There was no answer and as Melbray wondered what was going on, he turned to look at Gedrack. As he did so, he almost missed the thirteenth man set back from the others in the shade of a Pussun tree, its fronds hanging down and breaking up the image of the Sar that stood with his hands on hips smiling malevolently at him. Melbray sent out a call to the Watchers in the Tower, they would pick up his alarm and come to their assistance but there was no response. Nothing at all.

“What is it with you men?” Melbray shouted pulling back on his ferrel as the ones in front closed in on them. He sent a warning thread to the nearest, but was rebuffed by some kind of shield. The attackers continued to advance and Gedrack was crowding him from behind being similarly pressed from the rear.

“Melbray, my talent is being blocked. I cannot reach help, there is something sorely wrong here,” Gedrack called out to him, the concern in his voice only hinting at the worry in his thoughts. Melbray understood then that this was more than just a chance meeting, they were here for them and however it was being managed their mental signals were being blocked.

Melbray looked at the half-hidden guard and went to use his talent to take down what he considered to be their leader. He would render him unconscious as he once did a crazy madman who was killing people in his village. However, when he went to use his mental power, he found that there was nothing for it to focus on, like a fog his mind was instantly enveloped in a cloud of confusion and instability. Instead of attacking the guard, he found himself under attack from the six men at his front. He was pulled roughly off his ferrel and dragged to the ground, his old body no physical match for their aggression. Before he could utter a word, he was hit on the side of the head in a practiced swing of a club and his world went black.

Gedrack tried to avoid the same fate. He hadn’t seen the thirteenth man so when the mental attack pushed down on his mind, he felt himself wallowing in a lack of purpose. He wasn’t clubbed, instead he was held by four of them while a fifth forced a tincture into his mouth. The bitterness warned him and he tried to spit out the foul liquid, but enough had passed his throat and before a few seconds had passed, his strength left him and darkness soon followed.

The attack had taken only a few minutes and the guards who had been out of uniform to ensure any memories of the incidents didn’t incriminate the Watchtower, bundled their captives and returned them to their ferrels hog-tying them to their saddles. The thirteenth man kept vigil and continued to use his talent to blanket everything they did. There would be no Watcher alive that would see what had transpired here tonight. Krendar would be pleased. More importantly the guards own plans were advanced with the capture of one of the biggest impediments to the success of their mission. The Blanker sent out a tendril of thought which was immediately caught by a strong talent and turned into a tightweave communication.

“It is done, we have their leader and his major companion.”

“And they continue to suspect nothing?” came the reply.

“No, they are very trusting, they suspect nothing,” the Blanker responded.

“Make sure it stays that way, our plans are moving swiftly and victory will soon be ours.”

The communication tendril evaporated and the non-uniformed guards started to trek towards the Watchtower while maintaining a strong cloak under which their arrival would remain undetected.
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Aaron followed Junto’s ferrel over a stone bridge leading to the main gate which was being strictly controlled by Krendar’s Watchers. They were a mean looking bunch, louts at best, thugs probably. They had spotted Junto from a distance and scrutinised his passage as both he and Aaron shuffled forward among the large throng of people. As Junto got closer, they gestured, indicating for Junto and Aaron to head directly to them.

Stopped at the entrance, Junto was forced to explain why he was bringing a non-approved acolyte into the Tower. They refused entrance on the basis that he had no permission from Krendar. Junto knew, and so did they, that he didn’t need it. However, Krendar ruled with an iron fist, and it was difficult to overcome the bully tactics being used by his henchmen, especially at the gate. Krendar must have gained advance notice of their arrival.

Aaron feigned disinterest in the goings-on, while he cautiously read the mood of the people around him. Their thoughts were anxious, they knew that Junto had as much right to enter with a potential acolyte as any other Sentinel on the Council. They also knew that it was a matter beyond Krendar’s influence, but they would not stand against him, or his men, for fear of being personally targeted.

He was beginning to understand that the driving force behind the ruling of the Tower by Krendar was based on a culture of fear. He could deal with this, even if it meant them finding out about his abilities. However, he could not guarantee the safety of all of these people. He would have to find a better way, so he kept his abilities shielded and looked the part of a new ‘unblooded’ acolyte.

Not for the first time, he began to doubt the wisdom of the older Sentinels, Melbray and Gedrack, in allowing Junto to bring him here for his continued training. It looked fraught with dangers that he was currently ill-equipped to manage. A single mistake could mean their downfall, yet he could not stand by and let Junto risk all for him. To back away now would possibly result in both their untimely deaths from Krendar’s assassins.

Another Sentinel had ridden up behind the queue that was forming. The man’s ferrel broadcast its indignant protestations at having to carry such a heavy passenger and was now also having to deal with a queue that made its legs ache from standing. Aaron glanced at the heavyset man. Not as large as Junto, but enough of a load for the ferrel to justifiably complain.

Aaron took a chance and lightly touched the Sentinel’s mind. His skill was still wild, but he had laid it on many in the past without them sensing anything. As gentle as he was, he proceeded cautiously as this was one trained to register such invasions of the mind and emotions. The large man appeared not to notice the touch as he was busy placating his ferrel that was still emanating distress at the delay.

He laid a fine gossamer web of objectionable anger at the delay over the Sentinel’s mind and was quickly rewarded by him shouting at the guards. Aaron could feel the pressure of the mental accusation pressuring the guards at the gate to ‘get a move on, he hadn’t got all day’, which caused them to waver in their commitment to keeping Aaron out.

Aaron reached out and added an emote of nervousness to the two guards who were barring them from entering the Tower. The combined pressure of the impatient Sentinel behind them, Aaron’s emoting and the impatient mutterings of the others queueing around them soon had the desired effect.

The guards now looked increasingly nervous. Then, without saying another word, they suddenly gave in to the inevitable and parted to allow Junto, now on foot leading his ferrel, and Aaron passage. Everyone behind them suddenly pressed forward, driven, no doubt, by added emote from the impatient Sentinel at their rear. The bustle of people forced Junto and Aaron into the main courtyard where two more guards waited for them. As the crowd surged past either side, the Watchers moved to try and flank them.

“Follow us, Sentinel Junto, bring the brat with you,” the big one ordered, indicating Aaron dismissively with a look of utter contempt.

“I beg your pardon!” Junto turned on him angrily, forcing the man to step back to avoid Junto’s large bulk.

“Do you think you can address me in that manner and order me to comply? Your station here doesn’t permit you to address me with anything other than respect,” Junto bellowed at the two of them while standing his ground. He’d had more than enough of Krendar’s influence already today and was not about to take another second of it.

The Guard turned towards him impatiently “Sentinel, if you please. We have been ordered to bring you before the Council leader as soon as you arrive,” the man explained as if talking to an underling who simply did not understand the way things worked.

Junto had heard enough. “Then you can return to your Master and tell him that I will meet with him in Chambers at the ordained time where he can address his comments to me in front of the whole Council - now get out of my way, I am tired and I WILL pass.” And with that he pushed to pass between the two men who stubbornly attempted to restrict his passage.

Expecting just such a response, Junto used his own prodigious girth to create an unstoppable bow wave that caused them to fly backwards. The biggest landed on his butt. The other went tripping backwards over a ferrel tether, ending up in the courtyard slurry ditch much to local amusement, enraging the two guards.

Junto grabbed hold of Aaron’s arm pulling him close behind as he marched onward, ignoring the fallen guards protestations and vocal shouts for assistance. When other guards began to arrive, they stood indecisively, unprepared to tackle a Sentinel without due reason. Junto gave them none and progressed to the main building, where his quarters were located.

Receiving no further trouble, they proceeded through enormous doors framing the Tower dormitories and headed towards the Sentinel quarters on the third floor. The corridors were so large, Aaron noted, that even Junto looked small, framed up against them.
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They continued to march rapidly through the milling crowd of Sentinels, most of whom looked at Junto as if he had been dragged in on the back of a ferrel hoof. Their hostility towards Aaron was such that a look of disdain would have seemed compassionate in contrast.

Aaron felt their animosity, but cloaked his awareness lest they get wind of his talent. He was not strong enough yet to wield his powers on a level with them all and would be vulnerable here until he could.

Several attempts to break through Aaron’s defences would have proved entirely fruitless even if he had not received training by Junto on such things during their journey to the Watchtower. He would have repelled these attempts easily. They were just half-hearted, and Aaron ignored their intent, managing to appear mentally deficient in the process. This brought sniggers from the passing acolytes, giving Aaron an opportunity to fix their mental and physical features in his mind. Knowledge is power, especially in this esoteric world of emoters.

Instead, Aaron concentrated on the overall mood of the hall, sensing considerable animosity aimed at Junto, but not because he had brought Aaron into the Tower. There was something else building here and Junto could not be unaware of it. His skills, in the politics of rule by all accounts from the other two, were legendary.

As they went to mount the first set of flagstone steps to the quarters above the hall, Junto was stopped by a stern voice. “Junto! A moment, if you please.” The formal sounding request carried from across an adjoining corridor, as another Sentinel hurriedly approached their position, his purple cloak, denoting higher authority, billowing behind his fast moving figure.

“I believe you must have missed the guards who were instructed to escort you to Krendar's office.” He swept his hand past him indicating the route to the Head of the Council’s chambers. He had the expectant air of someone used to being obeyed.

Junto laughed good-naturedly. “No, Kreebo. I met the two scoundrels outside. Suffice to say they are on their backsides, the laughing stock of the quadrangle. Best you advise Krendar, they will be delayed reporting back.”

He turned his back on the First Lord’s secretary, intending to resume his climb upward with Aaron following as a quiet shadow. He got as far as the third step.

“JUNTO!”

The big man turned to see a tall, thin man approaching quickly with considerable tension reflecting in swift movements. He halted once he had Junto’s attention.

“My chambers. Immediately.” He spat out the words angrily. Aaron correctly assumed the individual to be Krendar and remained still, keeping close to Junto, while he inwardly reeled at the uncontrolled anger emanating from the thwarted self-designated leader of the Tower.

Junto turned on Krendar with the added advantage of height and size. With an affected good nature, he wagged his finger at the thin man.

“Krendar, you may rule in Council chambers. Outside of those chambers you are but a Sentinel, as am I. As such you have no authority to order me or any other Sentinel to attend you, anywhere.” He turned back to the stair upon which his foot still rested. “Now, if you don’t mind I have tarried long enough on your whims. I need to attend to my own bodily needs before the next council session. IF, you have anything to say to me, you can do so in the next official session.”

Aaron turned and meant to follow, but hearing the swish of robes, he felt his arm grabbed by Krendar.

“Guards! Remove this vagrant from the Sentinel halls,” Krendar ordered, referring to Aaron. “This hall is for Sentinels and acolytes only.”

As four guards made haste to follow Krendar's orders, Junto put up a hand delaying their action. He would not use emote on them unless he had to, as it would have far reaching implications should he break such a rule in the Hall.

Instead, Junto visibly seething, vehemently rounded on Krendar. “This so called ‘vagrant’ is my personally sponsored acolyte, and you will do him the courtesy of treating him as such while he is in my care, as per the rules of session. I am sure your lackeys will happily refer you to the specific regulations concerned seeing as you have so quickly forgotten the long-standing rules of Sentinel honorship.”

Junto’s glare wandered over the gathered Sentinels and guards. He knew he had judged his timing and attitude perfectly. They were all now aware that he was the child’s sponsor, he had outweighed Krendar in a verbal contest and bested his attempts at pulling the lad out of sight so he could deal with the matter privately. Now, he was protected by the Tower and all knew it. Nothing untoward could happen to Aaron from this moment on.

“Aaron, with me,” Junto ordered him brusquely. “We have work to do before Council session begins.” Junto gestured with his hand for Aaron to follow him up the stairs.

Aaron pulled away from the iron grip of Krendar that loosened as he did so and gathered himself close to Junto. They left behind a hall full of quiet mutterings. He felt the ripple of their mixed, but mainly hostile mental emanations all of the way to Junto’s rooms.
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As soon as they reached Junto’s private suite he closed the door. Junto felt there was risk of a reaction on the part of Krendar’s men, so set the locks so they wouldn’t be surprised. 

He then sat down on the excessively large couch, taking up over half of it, as he spread out in the euphoria of the moment, the relief evident in his face, his body quivering from a combination of exertion and stress from dealing with the confrontation. It had been set by the manner of their arrival; engineered to create maximum effect. Now, they would need to deal with the fallout that would inevitably occur. Krendar would not let it rest there, his authority had been undermined in front of everyone. He would seek to move against Junto, but it had been deemed necessary to their plans to flush out his supporters.

Junto looked downcast. “I fear that we have badly under-estimated Krendar’s progress. Things are moving swiftly. Possibly too swiftly for us. Krendar is going to want to deal us out of the game and cement his hold on the council, especially now that we are here. It is plain he knows something of our plans.”

“I was scanning the Sentinels,” Aaron said. “You had them questioning their loyalty to Krendar. You could have more support if you stood up to him. At least that’s the impression I got from them...” Aaron dissembled as he realised he was saying too much. 

Junto looked at him intensely as if measuring him. He sighed. “We were just lucky there, it could have been different if he had got us both alone in his chambers. I am sure you would have disappeared within hours, and I believe I would have met with an unfortunate accident.” 

He sat up looking across at Aaron. “We must be careful. YOU must be careful. If others suspect the full scope of your abilities too soon, they may feel threatened and side with Krendar. Then the rules be damned, you ‘will’ disappear, and I will join you, and that will be that.”

Aaron realised he was right. They were not ready yet. Even with Gedrack and Melbray here, it would be hard to take on everyone in a mental battle. They needed more time, HE needed more time, to gain strength and skill. The next few weeks would surely be perilous, but if Melbray’s plan was to work, they would need to win more friends on the council, and keep Aaron as their secret weapon.

“You must begin working with the other acolytes immediately. I will take you there in the morning,” Junto said.

As the night drew on Aaron found he was restless and unable to sleep. The number of minds around him, although hidden, created an undercurrent of noise that kept him from settling. He decided to cast out his mind and see what he could pick up. 

He used his new shield to hide himself and pushed outward across the Tower. He could sense others, their glow in his head indicating their strength. He wondered if his showed as strongly, and decided to check on Junto in the other room. There was only a strong sense of familiarity that he recognised where Junto should be. No other indication. The shield Junto used was kept tight, even in sleep.

The ones he could see glowing must be lesser talents, he thought, but still wondered about the others, could they see him?

As a way of testing if a good shield could hide from him, Junto decided to try homing in on Melbray, thinking that he should be in or near the Tower. He opened up his search and scanned for miles in every direction. Further still, before realising he was already past the area where they had camped. There was no sign of his, or Gedrack’s familiar signatures.

Thinking that he wasn’t searching properly, Aaron narrowed his scan down to only search for either of their signatures. He began at the camp site near the river and worked slowly back across a wide radius narrowing down as he came closer to the Watchtower. There was nothing. Either Melbray and Geldrack’s shielding was so good they couldn’t be found, or they weren’t in range of his abilities. Aaron began to doubt himself, so tried to feel for the Grith and immediately sensed them, curled together for the night in a den underground. He felt the desire to run with them again, but knew that would not be happening in his near future.

Aaron was about to give up, when the one of the glowing minds he had attributed to an acolyte pulled his attention back to the Tower. However, it wasn’t the acolyte that was pulling him, but the feel of familiarity that he had been hunting. It was Melbray, and he was already here.

In relief, he zoomed in on the vague outline of Melbray’s mind, but found that no matter how hard he concentrated he couldn’t reach it. There was something, or someone blocking him. He tried to pierce the silence, at one point seeming to break through, a tendril of thought reached out to him. Then it was gone, replaced with a blankness that Aaron could no longer register, but at the same time felt familiar.

Disturbed greatly by what had just occurred, he pulled back within himself, wondering what it was that was so strong that it blanked out everything beneath it. He thought of the Nangarl shield he had learned to use. Yes, the familiarity was there. Someone, or perhaps more than one person, was using a shield to hide what was happening below. He needed to know more.

Venturing outside of his shield, Aaron took stock of the mental ether. He could sense there was agitation, but it was muted, hidden behind shields that blanked everything, but left an after-image of something else - emotion. He was sensing the underlying emotion of the denizens of the Watchtower and it was anger overshadowed with fear. 

Slowly, as he absorbed the energies he began to sense outlines. He recognised some, placing faces to the mental signatures. The boy in the corridor, the guard in the courtyard, the Sentinel he had emoted on the approach to the Tower. All of these he knew, even if he could not read their thoughts. He realised just how guarded these people were, so unnatural for the Sar who believed the open mind was the pathway to greater enlightenment. These were not only closed, but locked down tight.

Aaron became aware he was no longer alone. He felt the other mind out there, searching and knew it was him they were looking for. He watched, remaining passive as they quartered the Watchtower and came slowly towards his location. He had no idea what would happen when they reached him. He felt there was little they could do to him and wasn’t even aware if they would register his presence. Nonetheless, he tucked in most of his mind behind his shield and just left a glimmer showing. He would appear a lesser talent and of no interest to any searcher.

The tendril touched him, instantly recoiling as it sensed his awareness. He read fear behind the mind, and realised it was young, like his, probably exploring. He waited patiently, but it didn’t come back. After a while he looked for it, but it had gone, now hidden by a screen amongst all of the others. No matter, he would recognise the signature when he found it.

He couldn’t detect anything further and decided it was time to bring Junto up to date. He sent a tendril to Junto knocking on his mental doorway.
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They were at breakfast feasting on honeyed cakes and aromatic herb tea, a Watcher’s breakfast - the cake energised whilst the tea sharpened the wit. Aaron had mind-linked to Junto on a tightly shielded tendril, repeating everything from the previous night again. They had both tried to make sense of it all, but in the end had given up and slept. Now, they were going over it all again to see what they had missed, if anything. Aaron laid out the information he had absorbed from the split second connection with Melbray. The gist of what Aaron had found out was that both Melbray and Gedrack were imprisoned beneath the Watchtower and were not immediately in danger, although this might change dramatically if they became a greater threat to Krendar. They had decided nothing could be done until they could find a way of getting down to the lower rooms below the main hall.

“So, is it just you and me?” Aaron asked Junto.

“And me,” came a gruff voice from behind him.

Aaron turned to find the Sentinel, behind them yesterday at the gate, was now behind him again. 

Junto laughed, his effort forcing the table to vibrate so that Aaron had trouble keeping his food from slipping off. He missed the wink that Junto and the other Sentinel passed between them.

“Is this the little troublemaker that caused all that fuss at the gate yesterday?” the newcomer quizzed Junto, over Aaron’s head.

“I believe it could well be, Warbel. I know for a fact that he has been trouble from the day I first knew of him,” Junto responded honestly. 

The vibration of the table continued to disrupt Aaron’s meal, distracting him from responding properly to the Sentinel who seemed to tower over him. Aaron wisely decided to keep quiet until he knew what was going on.

The Sentinel named Warbel sat down next to Aaron and introduced himself. 

“I believe you already had the opportunity of getting to know my mind yesterday, You should know better than to try and manipulate a Sentinel unless you are also ready to take the consequences,” he said seriously enough.

Junto’s eyebrows rose in surprised disapproval. Aaron hadn’t told him about that.

Warbel turned to Junto “It’s alright my friend, he was extremely subtle. Had I not been monitoring you both, I would never have caught it at all,” the large man reassured him.

Aaron, embarrassed into silence, didn’t know what to say or what would happen next. He had not realised he had been observed and didn’t know the punishment for emoting a Sentinel without their permission or knowledge.

Warbel waited as if expecting something from Aaron.

“I’m sorry, Sentinel Warbel, I should not have been so presumptuous,” Aaron offered by way of apology. “I was scared that the guards were going to turn us away and sensed the crowd were getting restless. I feared for their safety so acted to resolve matters quickly.”

“True enough, you read the situation well. There could have been a bit of ugliness had that happened, all too frequent an occurrence lately since our new leader has gotten stirrups for his ferrel.”

Junto smiled at Aaron. “He means that Krendar has become a little prickly of late,” he explained.

“Seriously, though. You two are as tight as water-skins, what are you hatching?” Warbel asked.

Junto hesitated then pulled Warbel into a tight mind-link along with Aaron and explained quickly what had been happening, including a synopsis of Aaron’s situation and what they hoped to achieve. He finished by advising Warbel that Krendar had Melbray and Gedrack locked up beneath the Watchtower and now it was a matter of figuring out how to rescue them.

“There has been talk of a new talent,” Warbel melded.

“We think they were referring to the wild talent, that we think is Aaron,” Junto responded.

“No, this is something Krendar has been close-minded about, it could be the rumoured ‘blocker’, supposedly capable of shielding the presence of a mind, both ways,” Warbel mused silently to them.

“This must be a natural talent for there is no precedent for such a mind,” Junto admitted.

“I felt this mind last night,” Aaron added, not sure if he should admit this.

They both turned to him in unison. “You did?”

“Yes, I recognised the type of shield it was using. It was Nangarl, I’m sure,” Aaron melded to them both. He mentally opened the episode from the previous night and allowed them access to verify his experience.

“This is unheard of, Nangarl, you say. We’ve not heard from them for many years, I had forgotten they existed. Yet, I see in your mind your experiences with them are recent and vivid. There is no doubt they have this ability. You think the Nangarl are involved, or is this just a wild talent?” Warbel asked him.

“I sensed it was the same as the ones that forced me into the rapids. It was definitely Nangarl,” Junto affirmed vehemently. His mind had finally tied the two together and realised that the mindset from last night was the same as those that had sought to kill him.

“This is very serious then. Krendar has somehow allied himself with an unknown element of Sar; the Nangarl are historic enemies of ours,” Warbel melded primarily at Junto, nodding at Aaron’s contribution.

“Why would he do that?” Aaron asked.

“Territory and alliances are old friends of Sar upper-class, they would seek to open lands previously unavailable for their own benefit. There will be much profit behind this – that and power,” Junto reminded them.

“We must attempt to understand more of this before we move against this conspiracy,” Warbel agreed.

Junto had decided. “My chambers after supper tonight. Aaron, you must seek out this mind and attempt to reach Melbray and Gedrack. We will follow you in and protect your flank as you proceed. We must know more before we act.”

Warbel nodded quietly and moved off to the exit. The whole discussion had taken just moments and went almost unnoticed by all. Only one individual had paid them any attention, and Aaron had sensed their tendril of mental curiosity, recognising it as one that had searched for him last night. He had to maintain secrecy with his skills and so could not engage that mind to return the favour. Maybe tonight would be different. Perhaps they would try again then.
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Vash sat quietly, staring at the remains of her meal, watching out of the corner of her eye while Aaron and Junto left the breakfast room. She was vastly relieved they hadn’t noticed her, but then nobody noticed acolytes who were widely regarded as non-persons by the increasingly arrogant Watchers. The newly-fledged apprentice's skill was generally so weak and unfocused as to be laughable. As a result, it took years to overcome the stigma of being an acolyte. It was a known fact that skill grew with age and training and it never diminished even in old people, the bright torch of their talent shone until the light of the life in their eyes dimmed. The far-sight was usually the last thing to go when a Watcher left this plane of existence. Acolytes were, therefore, regarded as invisible - except to other acolytes and only at similar levels. Those that had a year or two experience in here soon adopted the same aloofness of their masters and mistresses, often even more so as they attempted to distance themselves from the new arrivals.

There had been a massive intake of breath amongst the Watchers when Junto had appeared last evening. Vash had heard through the publicly broadcast arrival. She had laughed quietly at the image of him flattening the pompous guards in the courtyard. Then, when Junto had gone directly against Kendar’s demand for him to remove the acolyte, Vash had suddenly paid attention to the young man. 

She became instantly aware there was more to him than simply an acolyte, especially as Vash was here for the same purpose. Yet on the first morning the young man was already sitting with the Watchers and being treated as an equal by the famous Junto. The very same Junto who had refused to participate in acolyte adoption for decades. Vash had tried to obtain his approval to enter the Watchtower, but he had denied her and she had been forced to accept a lower Watcher who paid scant attention to her training. This actually suited Vash as she could spend long hours on her own spying on other Watchers and their training of their apprentices. She learned more watching them and sometimes they were aware, others not. Neither did they care overly much - acolytes had the free run of the Tower, except for the basement and upper reach where Krendar had his rooms. 

So, yesterday when she had scanned Aaron in the hallway as they arrived and confronted the Watch Master Kendrar, he broadcast the presence of a simple boy with a smattering of talent, yet she had noticed that within him there was a hint of something she couldn’t quite pin down. To most, it wouldn’t have shown, but to Vash it was a thinly hidden seam that echoed one of her own. He was hiding himself and doing a pretty good job - that in itself took some skill.

Then, last night she had sensed a new mind. She wasn’t sure, but she had felt that mind had similarities to the one that this boy had portrayed during the day, only stronger; much stronger, and extremely quick. It was gone and shielded before she had managed to trace it. Vash realised that the mind had felt her probe and retreated. Something to hide? she wondered speculatively.

Then, a few moments ago she was watching the three conversing in a tight melding. Something seemed to be bothering them, the emanations coming from their body language suggesting it was serious. She had attempted to access their stream, and quickly sensed the one called Aaron might provide her with the means to tap their conversation. She had attempted to push through a tendril of thought, only to find herself rebuffed and suddenly faced with nothing, but empty space. Was this young acolyte possibly as strong, if not stronger than the other two - stronger than her?

She didn’t recognise the shielding he was employing, and was now worried that her efforts to hide herself here amongst these other Watchers might have been a mistake after all. If he could hide himself, could he find her? Who was this new acolyte that could at one moment appear naive and untrained, and the next hold an impenetrable shield that allowed his mental presence to vanish. What was going on here that a tightly melded private conversation could leave her feeling nervous and unsure of her own plan.

Vash had no intention of staying here beyond finding Derril. Her elder brother had not been seen for over six months and was believed to have become an acolyte under the guidance of Krendar. Initial enquiries by her family had left unanswered questions and she had heard rumours circulating suggesting things weren’t quite what they seemed. Hence her secret search for any trace of his whereabouts. So far she had failed to discover anything, but now this new arrival might provide her with a fresh opportunity to find him - if he was here.

She decided that tonight she would set out to discover the secret of this new acolyte and would use that to enlist his help in finding her brother.
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The council chamber was filling up and although acolytes were not normally allowed to remain in the room while Tower matters were discussed, Junto was in the mood to buck the system and push Krendar’s patience until he made a mistake. So, it was that Aaron sat behind Junto’s immense bulk, hidden from proceedings, but nonetheless present. He had been instructed to hide his powers, but get a feel for the mood of the Sentinels without giving away knowledge of his abilities.

Aaron felt the power in the room build as the arrival of the remaining senior Sentinels added their considerable mental strength to the security shield. It would be hidden from non-council members and outsiders who might want to hear what they planned. Mostly, the matters were of non-important Watchtower events, but this morning there was a definite air of anticipation. Something was afoot and from flitting amongst them, Aaron could glimpse excitement and trepidation. There were pockets of uncertainty mixed in and he desperately tried to identify those that might possibly represent allies. The trouble was in the mixed atmosphere he couldn’t place faces to mental signatures. He would have to memorise their patterns and attempt to identify those that might be swayed to Melbray’s cause afterwards.

There was a stirring of sorts at the end of the hall and the tall figure of Krendar appeared with a dozen guards positioned both sides of him. That was strange in itself as  any attack on Krendar would more than likely be mental, rather than physical where guards would prove useless.

The men looked ready to deal with anyone who proved rash enough to attempt to challenge their right to be there. As they spread around the chamber the mood darkened and muttering could be heard across the room. Now, real concerns were emanating and the sense of dread or anticipation increased. 

Junto tut tut’d mentally at Aaron. He looked worried and pale.

“This is a first, there have never been guards in council chambers before. I fear the worst.”

Aaron scanned the guards to gain some insight into their intentions, but they were not emanating anything. His blood ran cold as he recognised the nature of their shields.

“They are Nangarl!” Aaron hissed at Junto, drawing immediate scowling attention from those nearest who nonetheless looked around to see who he meant. They didn’t know the Nangarl and would not have recognised them. They twitched nervously picking up the vibes from around them. The arrival of the guards was unexpected.

Krendar’s eyes scanned the faces of those around him mercilessly as he marched towards his chair at the head of the room. Aaron sensed deep anger. Then, as Krendar’s eyes settled on Junto it spiked, leaving no doubt to anyone in the room that his ire was directed at the corpulent rebel that had publicly thwarted him the previous evening.

“We are in order,” Kreebo, the weasel-faced secretary called out as Krendar took his chair. It was high-backed and sturdier than the others. No ostentation was permitted within the council, but as first among equals, the leader's chair held prominence amongst them.

“We are here on a serious matter of order,” Krendar launched into his opening.

“There are issues at stake here that command our utmost vigilance in all things, and there cannot be any dissent amongst us while matters outside the Watchtower are so volatile. Yet, just yesterday evening, a request from me for a private meeting to remedy such disagreement was met with rude and obnoxious behaviour which publicly did much to damage the unity which we have so carefully nurtured these past months. 

Not only did this Sentinel, of most senior rank undermine the authority of this office here within the Tower, but he also had the gall to bring in a talentless street urchin in a deliberate attempt to provoke matters after we had so recently agreed that all new arrivals would be screened by our own inspectors to ensure the recent weakening of the skills and talents within the Tower was brought to a halt.

Now, I’m a reasonable man, and if this matter can be brought to a conclusion this morning with an apology and agreement to adherence of the rules for Tower approval of acolytes, then the matter would be deemed resolved. So, I lay this before you so that the Sentinel in question might be given an opportunity to do so, or explain why they continue to promote discord amongst us at a time when we must present a unified front to the citizens that look to us for leadership.” He looked Junto squarely in the eye, a glitter of zeal shining from his, and a triumphant stance that informed all that he held the upper hand in this contest of political wills.

“What say you, Sentinel Junto? Are you prepared to apologise and conform to Tower rules, or must we acknowledge the matter as a more serious breach of council resolution?”

Eyes swivelled and landed on Junto. Behind him Aaron sensed the fear in some people’s minds, there was in others malevolent glee. There were many here today who wanted this confrontation and what was more, wanted Junto to comply and fold. Aaron knew they would not see that occur and wondered what would happen when Junto retaliated.

Junto pulled his corpulent frame up and pinned his thumbs and fingers on the table in front, to give him poise. He looked around the room seeking the mood of the room. He didn’t like what he saw and read in the ether, but neither could he back down and Krendar knew it.

“Krendar, you are a pompous fool! You are leader only by your own machinations and not the will of the Sentinels and you do not have the right to command me or others to attend you either here, or at the gate. The Tower guards are not your personal servants or private army and you cannot use them to carry out your personal wishes. There has been no full council meeting to agree any such matter as Tower approval of personal apprenticeships and I have no need of its approval to decide who I shall, or shall not train here, or outside the Tower.”

The secretary stuck his nose up at Junto and called a point of order by raising the gavel, another new contrivance to increase the power of the one over the others. He glared as he interrupted Junto.

“On the contrary, Sentinel Junto, the council here present agreed and authorised the pre-approval of new talent and so far the new system has processed over two hundred applicants, of which a good fifty percent have been found unsuitable for further training. That alone has ensured the long-term strengthening of our service. Your acolyte, who I detect sits behind you in contravention of our long standing rules shows no evidence of talent, and must be tested by our own inspectors to decide whether he should continue to reside here. Your approval is not required.”

The secretary stood partially and signalled to the guards who had quietly spread around the back of the room out of sight from the forward facing Sentinels. They moved on his signal and closed in on Aaron and Junto’s position. 

“He will be removed now and taken down to be tested, while council continues with the important task of deliberating the breach of council regulation.”

“It’s a trap,” Junto tight-beamed to Aaron, “Beware, they have blades.”
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Even before the guards had moved, Aaron was being subjected to a mental attack from Krendar’s mind. It was broadcast to all.

“You insolent pup! You dare to sit in the chambers of your seniors as though you have the right to involve yourself in our affairs? You will be removed by the guards, thrown from this tower and never be seen or heard of again.”

Aaron was ready, he had sensed the power building while the secretary was setting the scene. He drew on the minds around him, but only a little from each, they would not notice the loss in the tension of the meeting. They might even think it was Krendar that pulled the energy from them. Collectively it amounted to a significant amount.

Krendar threw a powerful blast intended to leave Aaron without a lucid mind, but at the last second Aaron turned it aside and redirected it at the approaching guards. He had never done such a thing before, but it seemed the only way of dissipating such a potent force. If it connected with his mind he would be a gibbering idiot for the rest of his short life. Aaron had no doubt he would not survive a second once out of sight of the council and he also feared for Junto.

The guards crumpled under the redirected onslaught and bought Aaron and Junto some valuable time as they backed themselves away from the table towards the wall. 

Krendar renewed his attack and this time was joined by a dozen minds that rallied to his aid. Aaron was forced to close his defences under the aggressive and powerful mental blade of Krendar’s might. Now beginning to appreciate how Krendar was maintaining his hold on the council, Aaron searched for a weakness that he could exploit. His new shield was holding, but as per Junto’s warnings, he held back his own power and made it appear he was weakening under the attack.

Junto melded him, “link to me and direct your attack through me, they must not guess that you are the real danger.”

Aaron did as he commanded and pushed his own blast of power through Junto and sent it back to Krendar. It stopped at the First Lord’s shield which was proving as strong as Aaron’s and through Junto’s mind the two enemies battled.

Krendar looked surprised at Junto’s strength and while the attention of the group switched to attacking Junto directly, Aaron was temporarily forgotten.

The secretary was looking desperately about for more guards, and must have been summoning them because reinforcements burst through the doors at the end and made directly for Junto’s position. They would be on them in seconds and Aaron wasn’t getting a good feeling about it, they could see their comrades bodies lying near them and were preparing for an aggressive take-down.

The onslaught from Krendar was now in danger of doing serious injury to Junto who was concentrating so deeply on the attack from the other Sentinels he was oblivious to the new threat coming at them. Aaron had no time to think, he needed more power to deal with both threats. As he prepared to take it from others, which would reveal his true nature, out of the blue another mind touched his.

“Take mine,” it said and instantly fresh powerful energy flowed into him building rapidly into something he could work with. Channelling the new mind’s power towards the guards he was dimly aware when they also collapsed from his mental assault on their weaker minds. 

With the added energy, the attack on Krendar renewed, and just as Aaron thought Junto would break through, there was suddenly nothing to grasp onto. Krendar’s mind had erected what Aaron had come to recognise as a Nangarl shield and their attack just slipped off its surface.

The leader was shaken. His secretary who had added his weight to the attack was sitting pale and exhausted. Krendar must have pushed his followers harder than was healthy to break Junto’s defence. Aaron looked around and noted the faces of the attackers and made a note of them. He would discover their names later. He was looking for the mind that had linked with his, but he knew instinctively that he wouldn’t find it in the council chambers. The mind, whose ever it was, was not one of these. It had vanished as it had come to him - without trace. He had learned very little of its owner, so well shielded was it. The fact it was female and young was all he could discern.

The door opened again, a head poked in, then was pushed in further by a commotion behind him. It was Warbel preceding a bunch of Sentinels that had not been in attendance for the meeting.

“What has been occurring in these chambers?” he demanded in a tentatively authoritative voice. He was deliberately not looking towards Junto, but it was evident to Aaron that the state of his friend was uppermost on his mind as he sidled into the room moving over the unconscious guards in their direction.

“There has been an attempt to usurp the council by rebel elements within this room,” Kreebo wailed, his tiredness evident, but the growing strength of his voice as he warmed to his response indicated that his intent was to turn the new arrivals against Junto and the unknown parties who had turned back Krendar’s attempt to mute opposition. The presence of unconscious guards appeared to justify the assertion.

Krendar sat at the table, seemingly unmoved by everything that had happened. He supported his head on one hand, as he nonchalantly watched the proceedings. He smiled knowingly as he looked over at Junto, then at Aaron. The other Sentinels seemed nonplussed by events. Some of the murmurings suggested that there had been no such coup attempt, but they were quickly silenced as elements loyal to Krendar made their feelings known. In the absence of a strong leadership the rebellion withered before it had begun. Junto wasn’t strong enough to rally them alone. 

More guards arrived. This time they moved cautiously. Amongst them was another, not a guard or a Sentinel. This person seemed intent on remaining in the background and Aaron forgot about him as events moved ahead. Krendar stood up.

He pointed at Junto and Aaron. “Take the rebel Sentinel and his puppy into custody, remove them to the basement. We will hold them until we get to the bottom of this conspiracy,” he ordered.

Aaron used his mind to halt the guards, but found his way blocked by a mental barrier. He couldn’t get past it and recognised the nature of it as that which hid the thoughts of Melbray. “The other new arrival must be a Nangarl, he is blanking the guards minds from my attack,” he informed Junto.

Warbel and the new arrivals were nonplussed. They could not openly take on the guards nor, without knowing what had transpired, could they contest the leaders commands. They stood helpless as the situation unfolded in front of them.

“Just let them take us, lad, they will keep on wearing us down until we can no longer fight them,” Junto warned him by tight beam and Aaron, against his better judgement, allowed the guards to approach and lift him bodily from his seat and escort him ahead of Junto’s big frame out of the council chamber, past Warbel and the others that had gathered hoping to defend them from further attack.

“I’m sorry I arrived too late to help you, my friend,” Warbel beamed to Junto, including Aaron in his mind link. 

“You could have done nothing, Warbel. I’m afraid they are well organised and very strong,” Junto replied.

“You have allies here, they just need to know that Melbray and Gedrack are with us,” Warbel added.

“We will shortly find out where they are. I believe they are planning on taking us to the same location,” Aaron asserted. He had scanned the Nangarl’s mind and in a brief unguarded moment had pulled a picture of a darkened room and half a dozen prisoners. He believed the Nangarl had deliberately allowed him to see that image, supposedly to promote fear in him. Aaron was enthusiastic, but didn’t allow his enemy to sense it. He kept his own ability dampened as much as he could.
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Aaron and Junto were frogmarched past amazed onlookers. Junior Sentinels, acolytes and Tower workers were all pushed aside as the guards escorted them to the lower levels. The Nangarl ‘blocker’ walked with them, not close enough to be attacked by Aaron, but providing an impenetrable barrier that ensured there was no interference with the guards. Whispers and murmurs followed them, the absence of others thoughts made it unnerving for Aaron who had grown used to the constant murmur.

Once they had moved beyond the ground floor there were no longer any spectators. There weren’t even any other people. It was eerily quiet. Although Aaron tried to track their movements, he couldn’t sense anything below him. The Nangarl that accompanied them looked at him and sneered, obviously picking up his mental searches and knowing he would find nothing. Evidently there was some shielding he was unaware of being used down here.

They passed through a guarded area and dropped down a further dark lit staircase, where suddenly Aaron could pick up mental signatures. Melbray was here, Gedrack too. Aaron looked across at Junto and he nodded. He was picking up their mental ID’s as well. There were others and Aaron realised the picture he had received from the Nangarl had been from the room they were now being escorted into. 

A door unlocked and they were pushed inside and they were immediately aware of the other occupants, but no welcoming committee. 

Behind them the guards retreated back into the corridor. The door locked and they were imprisoned with no recourse to any assistance from the outside.

Junto waddled over to his friends, ignoring any others for the moment. He bent over and shook them both without result.

Neither did Melbray or Gedrack respond to Aaron’s mental enquiry. There was something sorely amiss and their supine forms on pallets at the back of the room left him with a deep-seated concern for their well-being.

“They are kept drugged to keep their strength low and to keep them from breaking through the barrier.” A voice spoke off to one side.

Aaron looked from where it came and noticed an acolyte lying on the floor. A small bed had been placed there and a girl lay on it. Weak and sick looking, she had been badly treated. Aaron kneeled close to her and used his mind-sense to gauge her condition. She was alright, but had been beaten. He could see bruises, there had been blood spilled too. This was bad - violence was unheard of in their society and this could only be the work of the Nangarl. His list of grievances with these people was growing and he knew there would come a time when he would extract payment. He laid his hand on her shoulder and felt the skinniness of her. She needed nourishment, they had to be keeping people here for a reason, but it didn’t include paying attention to their welfare. 

Aaron had a bad feeling about their situation. “Junto, this is not good. There is violence and evil intent here. These Nangarl... I sense they intend us serious harm.”

“I agree, Aaron. I believe we should make a serious attempt to escape from here, and take these people with us.” He was with Melbray and attempting to bring him round from his drugged condition. Gedrack was the same. They could go nowhere unless the two friends were conscious.

Aaron attempted in vain to reach some of the minds above, but found his attempts unsuccessful as though something were deflecting his efforts. So, this was why he couldn’t reach Melbray last night, he thought. They must have some kind of barrier between the floors. Drugging Melbray and other strong telepaths would reduce their ability to call for help and the psychic barrier helped them remain undiscovered. He must have been lucky last night, there must have been a temporary break in the system that allowed him to see through it, but Melbray would have been unable to respond.

There was a commotion down the corridor and Aaron stood back from the girl and walked to the cell door. He could see a small entourage forming.

“Krendar,” he beamed a warning to Junto.

As they got closer Aaron sensed the mind probe. It was strong, as powerful as it had been in the council chamber. Conversely, Aaron’s power seemed weaker. His shield was as strong, but he couldn’t transmit more than a weak signal to the others. Whatever was blocking his access to the Sentinels above, was also ensuring he could do no damage down here.

“Ah! If it isn’t the little puppy that Junto rescued,” Krendar sneered. “Tell me, boy, what is it you have that interests him so. Were you acting as a channel for his strength? is that your secret? or do you simply keep him warm in his bed at night?” Krendar sniggered. “Whatever, it won’t be for much longer, poor lad, you will be soon free of him and your troubles.” He almost patted Aaron on the head through the bars.

As Aaron contained his anger, Krendar turned his attention to the big man that came up behind him ready to defend him if he needed it. Aaron didn’t. He didn’t have the same strength to draw on from other Sentinels down here, but neither did Krendar. 

“Ah! Junto. You put up a good fight up there. Three of my guards will never recover, but no matter, they will be joining you on your little adventure tonight. Astonishingly, you will escape and they will be murdered by you in the process. It will look realistic and the other guards, appalled at the needless slaughter, will hunt you down and eliminate you as rogue murderous rebels. The sheer act of violence will ensure your conspiracy will be as dead as you, come morning.” He rubbed his hands together in glee.

“Thanks to your little pantomime this morning we have identified all of the other conspirators who would side with you - if you were still here, but you’re not - at least as far as they’re concerned. Now, they are just weak talents with even weaker constitutions. No further threats exist and our plans will move ahead.” He was matter of fact now, having delivered his victorious speech and committed them to his endgame, he believed his business was done.

As he was turning to leave Krendar peered towards the back, perhaps making sure that Melbray was listening. He was, having just surfaced from his drugged state. “Melbray, your pain will end tonight, and unlike the last few days, you will meet it fully conscious. I hope you enjoy your last few hours. We will be back soon,” he laughed and moved back up the corridor, joking with his guards.

Aaron settled down to wait. There was nothing to be done and whilst he could probably hold his own against the Nangarl, he wasn’t ready to try anything until they had an opportunity of escaping and that would have to wait until the others recovered from the effects of the sleep potions. 
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“Where do you think they will take us?” Aaron asked somewhat naively. He guessed it would be away from here. They would meet with an accident a long distance from the Tower to ensure no blame fell directly on Krendar or his council. Was this why the Nangarl were here. What was the deal with them, Aaron wondered.

Junto was looking across at Melbray who was leaning back with his eyes closed, probably trying to clear his head. They had at best an hour before they were taken and Aaron was nervous. It only seemed a short time ago when he was cast out from his village with nowhere to go and certain death in the desert. Yet, here he was a few scant weeks later in the depths of a conspiracy and fighting for his life – again!

It was strange, he thought, how the Nangarl had featured in his recent experiences. They had for so long been only a story told around the village when people spoke of the old days. Yet, now he had learned that not only did they actually exist, but they were possibly more powerful than his own people. If they were let loose, their willingness to commit acts of violence would reverberate through Sar society. Aaron thought he knew why Krendar used them - they would do the work no other Sar would do - kill and maim.

It was evident to Aaron that Krendar intended to use them to eliminate those in opposition to his plans. The Watchtower was his now that immediate resistance was crushed. Aaron had no doubt that the Nangarl would be the guards that removed them. He looked at the condition of his companions and worried. They were defenceless under this blanket of suppression. Aaron couldn’t imagine the possibility of them being free of that for long enough to mount an attack on the Nangarl, nor was he certain they could succeed. He needed a means of bringing down the enemy that were maintaining the block on their mental abilities, then they could prevail against the rest. If he could draw power from others, then he felt certain he could save them.

He must have dozed, because he was suddenly aware that there was movement near the door to the cell.

It was thrown open and a single guard entered to check on them. He was then followed by others who brought ropes and chains and threw them down at their feet. 

Melbray tried to mount a mental attack against them, Aaron felt the draw on his own power as he tried to confront the first guard. He must be the one holding the block, because he just gave an evil smile and folded his arms looking directly at Melbray as though inviting him to do his worst. Aaron didn’t want to give himself away yet. They wouldn’t be able to escape this room with these guards here and countless more around the Tower. He beamed to Melbray, including Junto and Gedrack in the conversation.

“Don’t Melbray, this is not the place. You only waste energy while under this Nangarl blanket and there are too many of them. Besides we're physically not capable of killing them to gain our escape.”

“We have no choice, Aaron, if they get us away from here we are as good as dead,” Junto replied. Melbray was straining hard to maintain his attack and the guards were approaching to rope them together in chains and bindings.

“You will gain nothing and only weaken us further,” Aaron submitted frustratedly. He knew they were expending valuable energy and they would need everything they could muster if an opportunity came.

“You have a plan, young Aaron?” Gedrack asked.

“I may have a plan, but it requires us to be away from here and out of sight of the Tower and reinforcements,” Aaron responded. In truth he didn’t have a plan, just a glimmering of hope and a thought that might turn into one if he could just get away from the Tower. He didn’t want to let the others know, in case Krendar had someone who could read their thoughts. He didn’t even dare think it openly. 

Melbray broke off his attack at the behest of the others and they were quickly bound and roped to each other. Aaron was considered the least dangerous and the youngest so was placed at the end of the line where the rear guard would watch him. He was content to be there, it aided his plan which was slowly forming. It depended entirely on a possibility - a vague one, but it was their only hope.

They were gagged so as not to be able to shout for help or bring attention to themselves, then led out and down another level until they came to a dark tunnel at the end of a corridor running parallel to the one they had left. 

It was damp and low hanging moss brushed against his face and shoulders despite him being last. The way ahead was lit by the lead guard, his torch glimmering weakly against the wet walls reflecting the passageway. The cold increased as they descended. Aaron had a bad feeling that if they intended to deal with them in the tunnel, they would never be able to defend themselves or turn on their attackers. Despite the chill he began to sweat and his nervousness must have transmitted to Junto who walked ahead of him.

A tendril of thought reached him. “Calm yourself lad, I know about these tunnels. They lead to the outside and were used in the past to bypass the city limits when we had to leave on missions to other cities. There is nowhere for them to do anything inside. It will be in the forest they will take us down, like the grithspawn they are.”

Aaron realised he must have let fear carry his thoughts as a dig in his back told him he was also slowing too much. The pain of the shove brought him to his senses and he regained his mental balance just as the air pressure changed telling him they were moving out of the tunnel. He felt a breeze on his cheek, then as they moved further out into the open, the breeze became stronger and smelt of the woodlands around them. He felt better, less claustrophobic out here. He looked up and could see the stars, the night was clear.

They stumbled onwards until a worn trail appeared and they could walk more easily. Their speed increased, obviously some distance to go yet, or they would have maintained their pace. 

Aaron pushed his mind outward trying to gauge the blanketing cover of the Nangarl. It was coming up front of them, one of the leaders was the blocker. A tendril of thought crept towards him and he tried to track it, but the guard closed his mind to Aaron and there was nothing there, like the day on the cliff. He knew now that was just their shield and he concentrated more on the one broadcasting the suppression of their abilities. He was to the left of the group and was walking alone, concentrating on maintaining the block and not watching them at all. 

As Aaron watched his movements, trying to work out what kind of threat he would represent, he caught a smell on the breeze, just a whiff of something familiar. He smiled.
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In the dark it was difficult to see anything beyond the path they were on, lit as it was by two moons above. It was enough to avoid tripping or bumping into each other. The forest either side was an impenetrable blackness that added to the malevolence they felt emanating from the guards. It would be soon now, Aaron thought to himself. Either their opportunity would come, or they would reach their destination and all would be lost. He had no doubt that the Nangarl guards could and would eliminate them all quickly. The injured guards from earlier were being led separately, still armed and in full uniform. They would be sacrificed to make the escape attempt look good.

Aaron thought again of the unknown female that had aided him in the council chambers. She was as strong as he, yet he knew nothing of her. Would he ever hear from her again. Where was she now. He was sure she wasn’t a Sentinel and if an acolyte, then she was a powerful one. How had she remained undiscovered? Was she like him, able to disguise her abilities from everyone? Maybe she had a benefactor like he had in Junto. He might never find out if they couldn’t escape and resume their rebellion against Krendar. He was so deep in thought he didn't notice the musty animal scent suddenly getting stronger .

The attack when it came was so fast in the darkness it went almost unnoticed.

There was no responding defence from the Nangarl guards, they had no opportunity to react. They were each hit at the same time. Within seconds the guards were down and the blanket of suppression was gone.

In the dark, he glimpsed a loping shadow as something approached him. Then, in a blink of an eye his bindings were in tatters as a razored claw sliced neatly between his hands. He pulled off his gag and hugged the creature that had appeared in front of him.

“You came.” 

“Of course, A-ron two-legger. We never far. When you hidden, we think you killed, but not way endings happen. We watched tall two-legger building and felt you. When you come out of ground we see. These people kill many of our kind. We know their thinking. They would kill you, you are pack-kin, we keep you safe.” 

“Gratitude, Den Mother,” Aaron emoted across and gave her a mental hug, which he could sense made her happy. 

“We stay close, you safe now. Your friends not like us near,” she laughed as the sound of the pack began to move off dragging the dead Nangarl with them. One large Grith was sniffing a body ahead of them. It moved.

The man was wounded. It was the blocker, Aaron ran to his side and could see he was bleeding out from a large claw wound in his thigh. Aaron didn’t waste time. He entered the mind of the dying guard and searched for what he needed. There was no defence, no screen and his thoughts and memories were open to Aaron. The invasion of the man’s mind was complete. In seconds Aaron knew everything he needed to know about the enemy. He didn’t like what he saw - as he stepped away his face betrayed the revulsion he felt at being exposed to such vile aggression. He had killed many Sar and more Grith than he could count. He was a killer and not worth saving.

“Take him, he is yours,” he emoted to the large Grith standing motionless by his side. The Grith grabbed the blocker by the throat, shook once. Aaron heard the crack as the man’s neck broke. There was a gasp beside him and he looked to see Melbray’s pale face reflected in the double moon’s glow. He had walked up not expecting to see the Grith execute the Nangarl.

“You adapt to the ways of the Nangarl and the Grith so readily, young Aaron?” 

“I saw his mind, he was not worthy, Lord. I did what needed to be done. These are our enemy, the Nangarl - I now know with certainty.”

“But, you ordered his death without a second thought knowing it would be as it was. This is so alien to the Sar, but...” he mused, “...you may be exactly what the Tower needs right now - a mind that has a strong will and equally strong constitution to match.”

They walked towards the others who were still loosening their bindings.

“How is it you can control such creatures so completely?” he asked.

“I don’t, Melbray. They are proud and independent, but I am a member of their family and they are loyal to the wishes of their den mother. Their telepathic abilities are on a par with ours yet we don’t communicate with them. If we did, things might be different.”

“The Grith? Are you serious? We don’t even talk to our ferrels except to instruct them on where to go,” Melbray was incredulous.

“You have never tried to talk with one?” Aaron turned on him, only part accusingly. He was sensitive to the injustices his people had piled upon the animals who had a better sense of balance in this world than his people did with all of their past.

“No. You’re right, of course. It never crossed my mind to even try,” and with that Melbray shelved the matter for another day. As any good leader he was already thinking on what needed to be done next.

Gedrack was now free of his bonds and helping Junto who had suffered greatly at the pace of the trek. He turned to them.

“We must warn the others and gather our forces. We will not be safe until Krendar is finished.” He looked none the worse for his ordeal at the hands of the Nangarl.

“Yes, I believe we must retaliate, but we are no match for these guards - these Nangarl that Krendar is employing. They will kill everyone if they have their way,” Melbray agreed. 

Aaron didn’t believe they could match the mental and physical threat at the same time. Melbray was right. They needed a way of dealing with the Nangarl. The rest would be a matter of political expediency. If Krendar lost his support, his plans would fail and he could be dealt with in the Sar way. 

He moved off from them alone, he needed to think. Something den mother had said, ‘these people kill many of our kind,’ had stayed in his mind.

He had an idea and the more he thought about it the better he liked it.

He turned back and rejoined his friends. “I may have a way of handling the Nangarl,” he offered.

For the next hour he laid out his plan fine-tuning it with Gedrack and Junto’s aid. None of them were happy with the idea that Aaron proposed, but recognised it was the only means of overcoming Krendar’s defences. Melbray was quietly communicating with people in the Tower. More than once Aaron felt the tug as he drew a little power from each of them to help reach across the distance. Aaron felt that the distance wasn’t so much the problem as the recent ordeal that Melbray had experienced had left him weaker and less sure of himself. He kept these thoughts to himself, he owed Melbray and his friends much for saving him from himself.
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Aaron reached the entrance at sunrise and sat back on his haunches while he mentally quartered the surrounding area. He waited expectantly. He wasn’t worried about discovery, he had excellent scouts and the area was secure. Besides, those inside the Watchtower complex wouldn’t be expecting company, not this soon and not in this manner; they were about to get a major awakening. One that would change things, probably forever.

He was marking time while Melbray and the others prepared their own response to Krendar’s attempted coup of the Watchtower council. Their job was more complicated in that they had to organise a resistance to the support network around Krendar and keep themselves safe from the guards and Krendar himself.

“Aaron, you’re still going ahead with this?” the voice in his head asked him. 

“Junto, you know we have to do this. The plan will fail unless we tackle the Nangarl head on. I’m the only one that can do that,” Aaron responded.

Junto sighed mentally, a more expansive one than usual. “You’re a brave man, Aaron. Melbray says it’s time. Good luck, my friend.”

Aaron sent out the signal to his guardians and as they loped to his position he mentally prepared to enter the tunnel and take on the enemy in their own lair. The thought disturbed him greatly, but the alternative was failure and the continued yoke of tyranny.

“Two-legger, we are Grith. Not fear,” came the response to his unshielded thought as his den Mother pushed her head between his arm and body forcing him to grip her neck. It was an act of deep affection and Aaron turned and placed both arms around her, hugging her to him.

“Be careful, Mother,” he said as they pushed off together. She purred, her way of saying she appreciated his concern.

Two of the Grith males moved in front of them, blocking their way momentarily as they jostled to get their big frames into the tunnel. The Grith were at ease in dark tunnels as their dens were much the same in size and shape. Aaron wondered about that, was it coincidence that the Grith just fitted?

“No, this old den hill when Grith hunt bigger pack. Two-leggers came, Grith left,” Mother whispered in his head.

So, the Grith had been here before the Tower was built. That meant there were probably many tunnels and routes in and out of the Tower with one or two large nesting rooms deeper in the hill.

“Smell Garl,” came the warning from the leading male.

Interesting, Aaron thought. The Grith could distinguish between Sar and Nangarl body smells. He remembered being mind-linked with them and crossing the lands when they searched for Mother. Their heightened senses tuned every smell on the wind or left in the ground from passing creatures into a mine of information. That they could smell differences that subtle was amazing.

The Grith moved silently, so when the sound of voices came from forward of their position, it startled Aaron so that he stopped in his tracks. His reluctance to proceed was interrupted by a cold nose behind his ear nudging him back into action. 

He moved cautiously forward. The absence of torches didn’t affect the Grith, but he was moving in blackness relying on the visual impressions from the creatures minds to keep him grounded. He wasn’t as silent as they were so as they approached the disembodied voices Aaron could detect nervousness. 

Then, they were out in the open, the corridor they had entered on their way out the previous night and there were shouts and screams as the guards reacted to the two male Grith exiting the tunnel. As the animals surged forward, bustling past Aaron who was there only to direct their attack, the screams and crunching sounds increased. The Grith had no urge to stop and rally, their adrenalin was driving them into a kill-surge. Their ability to tell Garl from Sar meant they dealt with the actual threat in front of them leaving unharmed those that were less disposed to violence.

In that first attack there were ten guards killed and only one left unharmed. The man was plainly petrified at the blood-letting of these wild animals that Sar had been taught from childhood to fear. The size and smell of them within inches of him caused the guard to collapse in a blubbering mess.

Aaron hissed at him. “If you value your life stay here and do NOT move an inch, or they will tear your head off.”

The man had no intention of doing anything else. Aaron could see there was no fight in him. The Grith were wise and could ‘read’ a combatant’s mind and know their intent. As a result while the battle progressed up the stairs and into the main hall, there were scattered survivors. Aaron watched as one Grith male towered over a belligerent guard and growled inches from his face, blood dripping off its jaws.

The message was evidently received as the guard backed away to the nearest wall and slid down until he reached the floor. He would not rise against them now. Aaron had no time to feel sorry for him while the carnage continued unabated. Individual Grith tore through the rooms of the Tower, smelling out the ‘Garl and dropping them to the ground, often a single neck wound the only evidence of the passing of a wild carnivore that at this moment were cleansing the Tower and areas around the central plaza of any Nangarl enemy.

Everywhere Aaron ran, there were Sentinels, acolytes and workers cowering in corners or standing in groups in the middle of rooms. Often one, or two Nangarl littered the floors around them. As the Tower’s communications opened up and people could finally telepath others, the opportunity for Melbray and the others to calm and inform everyone of what was occurring meant that Aaron and the Grith were left alone to do their job and within thirty minutes of arriving through the tunnels the final Nangarl was killed.

The Grith walked through room after room sniffing the dead, checking the living, all the while maintaining perfect self control. No innocent was taken by the Grith, not one. As they drifted past Aaron, he put up a hand and stroked them affectionately, talking to them gently and thanking them for their restraint. In turn they nuzzled his hand or butted their heads against him while he scratched behind their ears. The Sar onlookers paled at the obvious relationship between Aaron and the wild animals he controlled. 

The immediate battle was over.

“How goes the taking of the Tower, Aaron?” Melbray asked.

“We are finished. We are clearing the bodies and seeing to those injured in their fright and attempt to escape the Grith. Nothing serious, but many will be unable to sleep this night, or perhaps many nights from now on. It was a terrifying experience for all involved,” Aaron replied tiredly. He had spent the morning soothing the terrified, the ones who had witnessed first-hand the violence both of the Nangarl and the Grith.

A few prisoners had been recovered from the lower levels, seemingly new fledgling talents that would not bend to Krendar’s rule. A girl had immediately appeared and embraced a young male. Aaron felt a brief moment of recognition as his mind swept over her and the small group as he felt her joy in the moment of discovering the man was alive. Small respite for a morning of carnage. Some memory about the girl reminded him of something, but he had no time to dwell on it further as Melbray interrupted his chain of thought.

“Where is Krendar?”

“We have not found him yet, but there are still the upper levels to clear. I have been waiting to hear that we have been successful in persuading the council to reconvene.” Aaron answered.

Melbray sounded more positive than he had been for a while “We have the backing of 73% of the council. They were horrified to discover that the guards had been substituted with Nangarl fighters. In fact, when we showed them evidence of Nangarl involvement they practically fainted. Most of them had no idea that there was anything other than a leadership spat between Krendar and myself. There is real confusion, but they will be there tomorrow for a review consensus. That’s all we can ask for.”

“So, we have to present ourselves tomorrow at the council and Krendar must be there as well?”

“Yes, you will not be allowed in, it is strictly members only. I’m sorry, but there are rules that must be followed,” Melbray apologised.

“It’s alright. I’m not comfortable in there. I prefer to deal with the Sentinels.” In truth Aaron had discovered he had a way with the all of the Sentinels within the Tower. They had seen how he controlled the Grith and were amazed at how the innocent had remained unharmed throughout the battle. The inhabitants of the Tower attributed much of this to Aaron when it was really the Grith themselves that smelt a ‘Garl amongst the Sar and singled them out, giving no quarter of mercy to their bitter enemy.
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As soon as he sensed the proximity of wild animals stalking the corridors of the Tower it dawned on Krendar that things weren’t going as predicted. Then Kreebo burst into his private suite in a complete panic.

“They are attacking the guards!” he shouted. The fear and revulsion in his fraught manner caused Krendar to scan his aide’s mind. Pushing to one side the mental emanations of uncontrolled and disjointed terror of his weak aide, he watched a replay of the Grith ripping the throat from the guard on the level below. In his effort to escape, Kreebo had run the stairs at his fastest ever time, seeking sanctuary and guidance from the First Lord Watcher.

Krendar observed all of this realising that somehow their enemy had returned and released wild animals into the Tower. Kreebo, not taking any cognisance of the fact only the Nangarl guards were being killed thought the Tower was being overrun and they were all in peril.

“We need to hide, the doors should hold them,” he gabbled as he set the seals, locking them from external threat. When he heard scrabbling as the Grith attempted entry, he laughed madly, his mind gibbering in fear.

Krendar ignored his aide and stood thoughtful as his mind swept the levels beneath them. He detected Melbray, and Gedrack and a new powerful mind, the one he had noted a few weeks back. It was here in the Tower. He detected similarities to the acolyte mind he had scanned and who had been with the group that they had sent to be eliminated as a threat. So, that’s who you are, he thought turning to his aide in fury.

“You were supposed to kill those meddling fools and deal with that wild talent yet here they are in my Tower.” he bellowed at Kreebo, seemingly oblivious to the danger they faced if the door didn’t hold.

“I don’t know what happened, they shouldn’t be alive. The Nangarl – “

“It doesn’t matter now, the guards are all dead. Our plan is in ruins and we will be lucky to get out of this with our lives. If they know those guards are Nangarl then they also have an inkling of our aims. If they find out the full extent, then we will be left to the mercy of those wild animals out there,” he spat, furious at how inept the guards had been to allow them to escape and turn the tables on Kendar’s plans.

“We need to have a plan, and we need it quick. Do you think you can muster enough of your grey matter to concoct us a plausible story before Melbray and the Council come knocking on our door?”

“Yes, I think so,” he said as he observed the calmness of his leader and the suite door remaining in place. The clawing had stopped and the growling moved on. Kreebo overcame his panic as his mental abilities responded to the timely diversion. He began to pull together his thoughts. As he searched the minds below to understand the extent of their knowledge of what had transpired, he came to the conclusion that there was one way it could be achieved, but it meant some serious acting on the part of Krendar and himself.

He opened his mind to his leader and outlined his idea.

***

While Aaron had been drawing the enemy to the basement and lower levels, Melbray, Junto and Gedrack had been using their contacts within the Tower to ensure they had an unrestricted path to the middle levels and Melbray’s suite. Warbel welcomed them having cleared the level of anyone who might disturb their efforts by patrolling the stairwell until the Grith were seen. Having no desire to become one of their meals, he scooted back to Melbray’s suite and prepared to duck within should they appear before Melbray and the others.

Once ensconced in Melbray’s rooms they set about contacting Tower council members and allies giving them unrestricted access to their memories of their capture, and Krendar’s involvement in the intended assassination of them all. They slowly built momentum in their efforts to have Krendar suspended and a new council session organised to have him and his cohorts removed. 

Krendar wasn’t inactive during this time and as they built their argument across the network of council minds, he used his followers to dispute their version of events and to reinforce the belief it was their intention to disrupt his efforts to rebuild the Watcher network into a potent political force. He had a lot of sympathisers within Council, many of whom believed the Watchers were unappreciated and should hold greater influence over society’s progress. Arguing their case often came down to Junto’s knowledge of legalities, and Gedrack’s strength of purpose. The respect for Melbray by all members gave him a platform to be heard. However, convincing them that Krendar’s judgement was faulty was an entirely other matter. They all looked to a strong leader and Krendar was one of the strongest they had.

Junto privately linked to Melbray, “Krendar is upto something - he’s calling for an emergency meeting first thing tomorrow?”

“He cannot hope to deny the evidence we are presenting?” Melbray mused.

“Probably not, but he has the right to call the meeting and it serves our purpose if he does. I say let him do it,” Junto replied.

“We have no choice, if the Council follows the rules, they must attend and Krendar will set the agenda. As you say, I wonder what he’s intending to achieve?”

“Whatever it is won’t be good news,” Junto warned.

***

“Vash! VASH?”

“Derril?”

“Vash!”

“Yes, I’m here, I was just stunned to hear your voice. Where are you, why haven’t I been able to find you?” Vash responded.

“Haven’t you seen - heard what’s been happening?” Derril asked.

“No, I was sleeping. What?”

“You won’t believe me - if I was you I would start scanning and check your door,” Derril warned her, then went on.

“I have been a prisoner below in the catacombs of this place. It’s been impossibly difficult and they had some kind of mental block that stopped all this and I haven’t been able to break through it - until now, There are Grith running around the levels, they took out our guards, but ignored the rest of us. They.. Vash, you won’t believe this, but the Grith are telepathic - they spoke to me and told me not to interfere. 

“Where are you? I’m coming for you now!”

Vash watched as he mentally described where he was and recognised the main reception area. She also saw the young man that intrigued her. The acolyte with strange mental emanations. Aaron. 

“I’m on my way down to you - stay there,” she warned him not wanting to lose him again.

As she rushed down the stairwell she heard a scampering of claws on tile and froze half way between levels.

A shadow preceded the huge creature making it look even larger than it was. The brown fur and the big black eyes were what she saw first, then as the rest of it turned the corner and faced her, it grinned baring large fangs. The blood dripping off the creature’s maw caused her to step back, but the Grith stalked her, step by step. When she reached a wall with nowhere else to go, the creature also halted, its large nose ventured closer sniffing in her scent.

“You are not of them - yet your smell is tainted,” the voice in her head sounded inquisitive more than threatening.

“Who are ‘them’?” Vash asked, unwilling to let her fear freeze her entirely, but the creature ignored her and continued to sniff.

“Mother says you are to be spared. Go little one, you are safe. Your brother waits for you,” and with that it loped past her up the stairs, a single bound and it was gone.

Vash trembling from the close call, held her hand against the wall to steady herself as she almost ran the remaining stairs to the main reception. ‘Grith - that was a Grith? It was so big - and it can mindspeak!’ her thoughts tumbled as she ran. Her thoughts switched to the muddle in front of her as her eyes sought out the figure of her brother. 

Then there he was in front of her and she ran and hugged him to her. Finally, her search was over! They could go home.
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The new Sar guards standing at the doors to the council chamber looked nervous.  Aaron was patrolling the corridor, equally nervously, but not letting it show. He had a male Grith alongside him; the smell of the animal adding confusion to the moment, increasing the guards uncertainty.

Aaron, as Melbray had warned, was not allowed entry to the meeting. He had attempted to piggy-back on Melbray’s mind, but had lost that connection when Krendar arrived. He and his secretary had put a blanket over proceedings that they had learned from the Nangarl, but Aaron had learned a few things too. He could break through the suppression shield, but to do so would cost him an advantage, one he could not afford to give up. Instead, he paced the main corridor while the nervous workers had all vanished from the presence of the large animal padding alongside Aaron like a pair of caged beasts.

An hour went past, then two. Aaron’s nervousness was beginning to break into real concern. The effect on the animal next to him was equally worrying. The Grith’s movements had become more predatory as time went on. It appeared to pick up Aaron’s mental concerns, but then Aaron also thought that the Grith were more sensitive to mental activity than his people were. It might just be the sense of the heated debate that was going on behind closed doors.

The Grith noticed first. The guards had changed their stance and were now on high alert. Their ceremonial halberds were now extended as if to ward off the enemy, but there was only Aaron and the Grith on this floor. Their eyes scanned them as if noticing the pair for the first time. Aaron felt a wave of power sweep over him and shielded his mind to ward off the attack that he instinctively knew would follow. 

The Grith seemed unfazed by the mind that was now engaging his, whilst its hackles went up as its front legs rose to their full height intending on making it look larger than it was. In truth it was almost as large as it looked. 

The guards, previously wary and nervous showed no such concerns now. They advanced on the Grith and Aaron and the animal backed up confused because these were not the hated ‘Garl. It was reassured by a tight tendril of thought from Aaron who was fighting his own battle with Krendar who was attacking him with the force of a hammer on a giant anvil. 

Aaron guessed that the secretary, that morally challenged creature, was controlling the guards and probably intended them as a distraction. Aaron couldn’t take the chance. He gathered his resolve and prepared to respond to the threats they faced. He knew that something must be going on inside the chamber, but needed to resolve this before he could help Melbray and the others.

He felt Krendar’s mind behind the incredible pressure and understood not only what he was doing, but how he was doing it. He held back just enough to let Krendar believe he had him contained, then sent a strong attack bolt across to the guards. The effect was instantaneous. The guards, already wide open under the manipulating control of the secretary, were unable to manage the overload and their minds closed down, even their autonomous system would not obey any commands as they collapsed to the floor. Aaron had no idea whether he had killed them or not. He only knew that had the Grith done so, the damage to the trust built up in the last twenty four hours would be gone, or severely damaged. He’d decided to stop them even though it probably exposed his talents to the enemy.

The hold on the guards released as Kreebo retreated from the attack on him from Aaron, who now had a lot of information on what was transpiring in the chamber. Melbray and the others were in extreme danger, but he had no time to process it. He needed to silence the secretary quickly.

The impression of the proceedings he absorbed indicated that he, Aaron, was being blamed for the deaths of the guards. There was no mention of them being Nangarl, except the accusation was refuted by Krendar who implied it was a wild excuse for Aaron to remove their only defence and take over the Tower. Who would believe an acolyte that had infiltrated the Tower and then used a pack of wild animals to take out innocent bystanders. There was lots more of the same and he felt his anger rise, but Aaron needed to concentrate his attack.

His initial blast at the guards had continued up the mindlinked channel so as the secretary retreated, Aaron’s fury drove his attack directly into Kreebo’s mind before the other had an opportunity to raise his defences. The man’s mind definitely wasn’t as strong as Krendar’s and was ultimately unable to mount a viable defence. The guards had obviously been an easy target and required little skill on Kreebo’s part to manipulate, but more than that he’d obviously depended on Krendar’s strength to protect him. 

Krendar had misjudged the situation thinking that Aaron was an easy target, and that a simple distraction and then a hard-pressed mental punch to his mind would deal the fatal blow to Melbray’s support. He believed that without the aid of the Grith the defence of the Tower would fall to him and Krendar could resume his iron-grip on the Council.

Aaron had yet to bloody himself on a mental attack against a Sentinel enemy, but he did so now with surgical precision. He first demolished the Kreebo’s ability to draw power from others. It was pitiful anyway, but it represented 50% of his total strength. Without it Kreebo was next to useless. He next reduced his talent to nothing by sending a powerful stream to the part of his brain that held his ability to ‘path anyone. The overload to that area caused Kreebo to scream out loud in the Council chamber which attracted attention from people within. He felt the pressure in his own head ease as Krendar drew back some of his attention to see what was happening to his accomplice.

The distraction, small though it was, gave Aaron the opportunity he had been waiting for. While Krendar tried to find out who had attacked Kreebo, Aaron retaliated with all of his power against Krendar, using the knowledge he had sucked from the Nangarl’s mind before the Grith broke his neck. He pushed his attack and drove Krendar’s mind back into the Council chamber. He then followed it through with the same precision he had used on Kreebo. It wasn’t as easy and in accessing Krendar’s mind he realised that the man was as strong as he was, and possibly, just possibly, Aaron might not be able to beat him. As if Krendar realised his advantage he rallied and pushed back at Aaron who sensed the power as it flowed from his adversary. Aaron’s own power withered under the onslaught and as he attempted to pull energy from others in the Tower, felt his way blocked by supporters of Krendar who were anticipating his every move.

Krendar now ignored everything else that was going on and attacked Aaron with renewed mental vigour. Aaron could no longer block the Krendar, his shield would not work in the current format of his own attack leaving him vulnerable. As Krendar pushed his own formidable power up the channel towards Aaron he felt his own strength draining by some method that Krendar was using to tap it, doubling his own power and crushing Aaron’s before him.

There was nothing he could do, his own power alone wasn’t enough to match his opponent. He couldn’t ask others for help, they were now fighting their own battles within the chambers against Krendar’s supporters. Yet, if he had no help now he would be finished.

A vaguely familiar tendril touched his mind and before he could respond against the new attack the words formed in his head.

“Take mine,” she said and as Aaron felt the mind open partially to him, he felt a talent behind it that was as strong as his own.

The push towards Aaron halted as he pulled in the energy he needed. He repelled Krendar’s final attack, and as it collapsed he realised that it had been Krendar’s last-ditch attempt and there was nothing more behind it . As Aaron blasted through the failing defence using the combined power of his unknown helper, Krendar’s mind quickly unravelled giving up its knowledge at the same time as Aaron took from him the ability to ever use his talent again. Ironically, the same treatment that the village elders had wanted to give to him, he now gave to Krendar. It was fitting justice as it was on his order that Aaron and others like him be crippled in the first place.

It was finished and as he sensed approval from the mind joined to his he was left with the impression that justice had been served for more than he could know. He sank back into the chair and felt the Grith sitting close beside him, its hackles still extended, and considered the mind currently joined to his.

Before he could ask anything of his benefactor she withdrew with a parting message. “A debt repaid in full, with thanks,” and she was gone. Whilst Aaron recognised the mental signature, he didn’t know who it belonged to. However, he had picked up a small amount of leakage from her mind and he visually connected it to his view of a girl yesterday, running and hugging one of the prisoners who had been released from the basement prison.

He smiled at the memory of her running figure and the glimpse of her face, then as the chamber doors opened, he was greeted with the view of his enemy sitting at the table at the end of the room. He had a vacant look about him and was drooling onto his tunic. 

Krendar was finished as leader of the Council. The war for the Tower was over.
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Aaron waited impatiently in the anteroom of the council chambers. They had met this morning and Melbray, now the First Lord of the Watchtower, had summoned him after it had concluded. He had no idea what it was about and he had been pulled away from the clean-up operations. 

Mostly things had returned to normal and the Grith that had initially patrolled the corridors had largely vanished back to the forest. One, an old grey that had shadowed him for most of the journey from his homeland was now his appointed guardian. His den Mother insisted that he take on this duty as he was getting too old to run and hunt and they needed to move swift and sure to build the Grith into a powerful pack taking on their new responsibilities of patrolling the Nangarl borders, keeping out further hunting parties. Aaron realised that in the long term the Nangarl problem would need to be resolved, but the Sentinels had important work to do first, rebuilding the Sar society that had fallen into disrepair under Krendar.

The full extent of the damage had not become known until the last few days and now they were looking to find the means to restore faith and confidence in the Sentinel programme. It was the reason for this morning’s meeting and Junto had laughed when Aaron had requested to join them. “You cannot attend a meeting where you might be the subject of the agenda, young two-legger,” he responded locking down his mind tight against any sneaky tendrils from Aaron. He had learned quickly that Aaron’s new methods were superior to his own and had adopted them in self defence of Aaron’s talents. He chuckled as he felt Aaron’s attempt to open him up.

The door opened causing the old grey beside him to stir, sitting up in readiness to protect his charge. Aaron held the animal’s scruff affectionately and mind-linked to the Grith. “Easy, old man, the battles are done, they probably just want to complain about the smell you make,” he laughed mentally, only the smile on his face betrayed anything to anyone watching.

The large wiry head turned in his direction and Aaron found that sitting brought him eye to eye with his companion. “Your Mother never told you, but it took weeks to get your smell off her coat after you sheltered from the rapids,” and with that the old Grith lumbered off towards the open door. It looked back and Aaron detected the grin in its snarl and laughed. The other reason for the old grey being left with him was its command of the Sar language ensuring messages between Aaron and the pack would be transmitted reliably.

Aaron followed him in, still chuckling.

Melbray met them at the door stepping aside to let the Grith in ahead of them.

“I see your pet is still by your side,” Melbray said guardedly as they squeezed past him. None of the Sar were comfortable with the huge carnivores around them.

Aaron chuckled some more. ”He’s not my pet, Mel, he’s my chaperone. I can’t get near any of the ladies, they run when they see him and hate it when he puts his head on their laps.”

A tendril of thought drifted across from the Grith “What makes you think he was referring to me, two-legger?” as he slumped down on the rug provided for him.

Melbray chuckled, but said nothing. He was still getting used to the Grith being telepaths AND sentient. It was taking the whole of Sar society by storm and there was much wringing of hands at the poor treatment that had been meted out to them in the past. They were in the process of being reclassified as protected which had gone a long way in cementing the alliance between Grith and Sar.

“We have been discussing your future this morning, Aaron. You might be interested to know there wasn’t any opposition to you being added to the rolls and you will shortly be welcomed as a new member of the Council. However, that wasn’t the main reason for the meeting,” he paused while he resumed his seat. The Grith groaned comfortably, the rug a pleasant change from the hard floor.

Aaron was pleased with the appointment to the Council, but this still left him with no idea what to do. He was too adept to remain an acolyte, his once-wild power now partially tamed, was still uncommon amongst the other sentinels. He would not fit in to the existing framework of training and there was no master skilled enough, other than his current companions, to tutor him. This left him with a sense of loss which was strange considering he had never had anything to do with the Watchtower before.

“You are aware that from the discovery of records that Krendar has been suppressing for sometime that the incidence of talented telepathy has been increasing. It is expected to represent more than 50% of the population within the next generation and as that generation joins and has offspring, it will impart the talent to almost every living Sar within a few decades after that.”

“Yes, it seems we have more wild talent turning up for training every day now that the fear of Krendar’s crippling of strong developers has been halted. I believe we will be the better for it and I’m looking forward to getting involved, but just don’t know how I can assist.” Aaron was frustrated. He was hoping to hear something about his new duties and was impatient for his mentor to get to the point. Obtusely, Melbray was insisting that the discussions in Council were maintained through physical speech as mental debate had been bleeding out into the offices attached to the Council through poorly maintained shields. The speech also slowed down the process of decision-making, but did allow for more thought and consideration beforehand which in the end, benefited everyone. 

“Well, you might find that the Council have wise heads on their shoulders in the wake of Krendar and want to harness that talent as much as possible. However, not all talents will want to enter the Watchtower and this means increasing numbers of wild talents working out there in the midst of society. There is already talk of division and if we are not careful there will be another splitting as with the Nangarl. We cannot afford such a weakening of our society again.” Melbray was drumming absently as he looked hard at the Grith that was sleeping and yipping quietly as it ran with the pack through its permanent mind-link.

“What we need is a force which can keep the stronger telepaths in check while they develop and ensure that no unfair advantage is taken within day-to-day life in the cities and towns. We want to increase the Watchers and involve them in maintaining law and order. The new order will be required to monitor and balance the emotional imbalances that increasingly seem necessary as our people talk less and less and communicate more and more through their mental links.” Melbray was musing, approaching the issue at an angle, but Aaron could see where he was headed and let him continue. Inside him a whisper of excitement began to grow.

“The Council have accepted the testaments of Junto, Gedrack and myself of your abilities and have concluded that your still-wild talent is stronger than any other Sar whilst still maturing. We have recommended that you become First Watcher under the new Tower and your links to the Grith and their ability to sense the Nangarl is considered paramount to the future security of our society. Junto and myself are to be your overseers until you are accepted fully by the Tower. You are to add to your numbers by vetting and training your own teams. You will have no time to run with the Grith and you must use all your skill to bring balance to the people out there.” He looked directly at him.

“Much needs doing, Aaron. I make no pretence that Krendar has ruined much in preparation for his ascent as leader of the Sar. You must be diplomatic in your handling of your charges and at the same time measure the justice you give.” He looked shrewdly at Aaron as if measuring him to the job he had described.

“Did we choose wrongly two-legger?” Melbray used his adopted Grith name. The Old Grey’s head came up and some private exchange went back and forth between the two old-timers. The Grith grunted as his head fell back and resumed its dozing while Melbray smiled knowingly.

“It seems the Grith approve, even if you seem silent on the matter,” Melbray proffered by way of explaining the exchange.

In truth Aaron was silenced by the thought of the task before him. He had anticipated some role in rebuilding the Sentinel programme, but had never considered he would head it. His youth and inexperience was against him, even now he realised it was holding him back.

A tendril of thought entered his mind. “You will do as needed, two-legger. The den Mother has overheard and believes you are the one to rectify the balance, you will represent us also in this. It is right for you to accept. Be a man now two-legger, leave indecision behind you and do as bidden.” The Grith didn’t stir. 

Aaron smiled. “It will be as you say, Melbray. We will begin immediately,” and he let out the tension he had been holding in for the last few hours and allowed his mind to open in relief. He immediately sensed his friends minds on the edges of his, waiting for his acceptance. His den Mother too; all happy at his decision. As Aaron realised they had all secretly contributed to his new fate, he laughed at their benevolent duplicity and felt their strength as his, their affection flowed over him and he knew that everything would be as she said. He was the right man for this and as First Watcher he would bring in a new era.

He could not know then just how hard that new era was going to test him.

 

End of Part 1

If you liked this please leave a review, and look out for Part 2, due out shortly.
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The first book in the best selling new SF trilogy from Tobias Roote

In the year 2020, Zirkos finds himself on earth among the "indigenous bipeds who appeared to be harmless gatherers," two billion years after his ship crashed and he entered extended hibernation. To fit in his surroundings and mesh with the inhabitants as well as build a new ship, Zirkos must utilize the patterning technology.

 

As a homeless man, Zeke has worked hard to claim an alley as his own territory. A restaurant backs onto the alley, with staff leaving him food. Zeke wants to find employment, but he's on a government watch list. As if things aren't bad enough, Zeke also has a metal skull, made from a meteorite, which has bonded to his brain.

 

When Zirkos discovers the material in Zeke's head is Pheson Alacite, he faces a dilemma. Zirkos needs the material. On the other hand, Zeke will die if the material is removed without careful timing. With an intergalactic conflict to win and a need for human allies, Zirkos decides to team up with Zeke, rather than kill him. As the partnership leads to learning and growth for both Zirkos and Zeke, can they evade Zirkos' pursuers and fulfill their self-imposed mission?
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Following on from The Pattern Ship, ‘POD’ the second book in the series, sees the newly sentient escape pod, accidentally enhanced by Zeke’s DNA-transformed Alacite, continue to develop as an individual.

Despite Zirkos and Ship remaining missing, the tiny AI continues to try and follow their instructions to assist the humans develop their technology. As the power struggle between Fortress and Space Island continues on Earth POD decides to await the outcome; concentrating instead on preparations to take on the real enemy, the Nubl.
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and the concluding story in Nubl Wars (see Sky City for parallel storyline)

As the post-attack chaos forces Earth governments to realise they no longer have the ability to maintain order; the destiny of mankind falls to a select group of human and artificial intelligence to prepare a defence against annihilation by the Nubl hives.

Pod’s growing sentience causes problems when she lets her guard down. Zeke gets severely wounded, ultimately forcing the mutating DNA to intensify its activities. His friends and colleagues believe he cannot survive the transformation, but Zeke doesn’t give up easily.

Meanwhile, Arty obtains a mental boost. Believing he has the answer to everything, he makes plans to do what he can to protect humanity from extinction. Pennington baulks and demands all the high-calibre AI’s be controlled - preferably by him. This doesn’t go down well with humans and AI alike, but there is no time to dwell on the issue, because the Nubl are coming.
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The race to defend Earth against the oncoming storm of Nubl hordes has begun.

Humanity is on a knife-edge, despite surviving the first invading fleet of Shadow ships, a repeat attack would seriously damage Earth - it might not be able to survive.

While Space Island frantically shores up Earth’s defences, increasing its chance of survival, scientists and politicians recognise the need to protect humanity from eradication. Plans are put into effect and decisions made to ensure civilisation and newly discovered technology is protected in the hope that one day the Nubl will be defeated, and planet Earth recovered.

One man, extremely powerful and very determined, believes he has the answer to ensure his personal survival. He sets about to beg, borrow and steal everything he needs to achieve his ambition. When he succeeds beyond his wildest dreams, he discovers the ultimate irony - that to survive, he must be the first to die.
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The humans have a new champion, so do the AI’s. Neither are aware of RIGA’s identity - which might be just as well.

In a distant galaxy a human/AI hybrid, RIGA, has been developed and perfected in a secret laboratory. Now, having escaped with the help of a mysterious backer, she and her friend Gossie are hunted across space by those who are determined to stop her at any cost. 

In a desperate pursuit, with bounty hunters prepared to kill her for the huge reward on her head, RIGA is forced to keep one step ahead as she frantically tries to find a way to preserve the tenuous peace between AI’s and humans that threaten to boil over at any moment. 

RIGA must now rely on her unique set of skills to keep her alive long enough to unravel the mystery of who wants her out of the way, and why. But with enemies everywhere, and a mysterious presence watching her every step, this may seem like a hopeless and impossible endeavour.
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