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Chapter One




The stifling hot air of the crowded and noisy
market carried with it the vile stench of rotting vegetables and
rancid meat. It was the end of the day and most of the goods left
would soon feed the goats, dogs and pigs that shared The Outer Rim
with their Thraen inhabitants. What remained of the market’s
offerings lay on threadbare blankets thrown over bales of damp and
smelly straw. Flies and other insects buzzed and flitted from
merchant to merchant, getting the first and last taste of their
goods.

This was the outer market. Even within The Rim,
there were areas poorer than others. This was the poorest. Most of
the food traded and rarely bought, had made its way from The Center
and sometimes took days to reach the outer market. The richer
merchants had plank tables and servants to fan away most of the
annoying flying insects. All screamed at the buyers how the
freshness and taste of their produce was the best that they could
ever hope to experience… “If ye survive the food poisoning,”
whispered Duke Cleary to himself.

In his left hand he held a fighting staff,
capped with a silver ball. A bejeweled sword flashed menacingly
from under his full-length cloak. The Duke was well dressed and
moved with a confidence seldom seen in the Outer Rim. Many eyes
noticed and followed him as he wove through the market. Some
inexperienced thieves wondered if there was a purse to be cut under
the cloak, but were quickly deterred by the weapons and confidant
air of The Duke.

On his left shoulder, The Duke wore a pauldron
of heavy leather. It was worn and pitted with use. A medium sized
raptor lighted upon the pauldron. Its' talons gripped it as the
bird of prey quickly settled and quieted. It seemed to whisper into
The Duke’s ear before it stretched as high as it could and swept
the visible area with eyes that could catch the slightest movement
or threat. The raptor stretched its wings, which were a translucent
dark violet with the flight feathers tipped in golden yellow. Its'
red beak curved menacingly down between two heavily browed light
green eyes with large dark pupils. The brow feathers were also
golden yellow.

It was a majestic bird, suitable for a Duke.
One’s Familiar usually reflected their Thraen-Chosen’s strengths
and qualities. Some though, were chosen for other reasons. All
Familiars accepted each other and their Thraen-Chosen, even when
acceptance meant abuse and pain. A few Thraens had even killed
their Familiars. A choice they soon came to regret. Without a
Familiar, Thraens lacked the level of communication most trusted by
all.

The Duke stepped aside as two starving dogs
fought over a small strip of fat that had fallen from the blanket
of an old man and rolled in front of them. The old man feebly
kicked at the dogs, as a cat, looking as tattered and old as the
man, swatted at the nearest of the small thieves; with the result
of the old man almost falling over. Duke Cleary’s strong hand
steadied him.

"Cursed Familiars!" screamed the old man in a
high-pitched squeal. "Eat all my profits!" The already rattled cat
looked up at The Dukes' Familiar and hissed a challenge.

Duke Cleary laughed. "If that be thy profit,
Citizen, I would be looking for better meat to barter." The Duke
looked down at the hissing cat and laughed. “Shrike thinks thy
Familiar challenges her. Not a wise choice.” The old man scoffed
after The Duke then returned to his table, praising the quality of
his meat to anyone who would listen. His Familiar sat quietly
behind his legs, peeking at the perched Raptor. Duke Cleary passed
another merchant then stopped at a table covered with a few
shriveled sweet potatoes.

It had been a while since the Duke had been this
close to the edge of Mission. He tipped his head back and found the
top of the colored layers of dirt that climbed hundreds of meters
up the side of the energy dome of Mission. The towering wall of
dirt had risen over the 3,000 years of Mission's existence. This
blocked out any view of the outside world to all citizens. Only the
few Maintainers who were allowed access to the upper floors of The
Center saw beyond the wall of dirt and understood the source of
energy used to maintain The Dome and create most things within
Mission.

The well-dressed man, who looked so out of place
here at the edge of The Rim, turned and gazed toward The Center. It
rose like a thick black spear, giving birth to the center of The
Dome. The energy which formed The Dome, shot from the top of The
Center, then stretched out to cradle Mission in its protective
umbrella. The buildings within Mission never reached more than
three stories, making The Center visible from anywhere within the
domed city and the focal point of all Meditations and Prayers. He
stood as he had many times before, and wondered at the mysteries of
Mission.

An old woman in a tattered dress, looking much
like the wrinkled roots she sold, picked up one of the sweet
potatoes on her table and offered it to the hooded figure. A large
raven sat on a perch beside her. "Looking for sup, good sir?"

The Duke bowed respectfully to the woman as
Shrike spread his wings to maintain his perch on The Dukes'
shoulder. He pulled the hood off his head and revealed a full
growth of long gray hair. His trimmed goatee, physical fitness and
healthy glow betrayed his status. Most of the aristocracy of
Mission carried the sign of their wealth and position around their
waste. Most men of position in The Rim thought their women did not
mind the coarseness of beards nor the stench of sweat and dirt.
Women of The Rim were above such things… Duke Cleary knew better
and many a Lord had cursed him when their wives used The Duke as an
example of a true gentleman. "Would thee be the wife of Franklin?"
inquired The Duke.

The old woman cackled and shyly turned her head
to the raven as it also cawed a laugh. "Be thee blind, good sir."
The cackle turned to a giggle. "Not his wife but his mother I be.
And this be Adam.”

Shrike and Adam eyed each other and then nodded.
Familiars communicated in a way Thraens could not. It was a sixth
sense they had. Some Thraens, such as Duke Cleary, who trained and
focused, also had this sixth sense and could enter another’s mind
against their will and know their thoughts. A few individuals and
powerful Sages also had the ability to communicate telepathically.
But this was a rare talent. The Familiars could also communicate
telepathically with their Thraen-Chosen, but again, it was the
Familiar who made it possible. As long as Familiars got along,
Thraens knew they could trust before distrusting. But even
Familiars were sometimes fooled.

A surprised look came to The Duke's face. "My
good lady, the question was not asked in jest." He leaned down to
the woman. "Would thy son be home?" Her years were a sign of
survival. Not many from the Outer Rim had the opportunity to reach
old age, and if they did, they were usually either protected
warlords, or individuals who were cautious.

The old woman's hand found the hilt of the long
dagger hidden in the layers of rags. "It be poor manners to ask the
whereabouts of an individual without first announcing oneself." Her
eyes narrowed as she slowly backed away from the table, out of
range of the sword carried by the stranger. Adam looked at his
Thraen-Chosen and cawed. The old woman relaxed a little and took
her hand from her dagger.

The Duke raised his hands palms out. "I be Duke
Shane Cleary. Head of Clan Cleary and leader of the High Council of
Clans."

The old woman's right eyebrow rose in interest.
"There be only one Duke Shane Cleary I know of. And he be more
legend then real."

"I assure thee, good lady, I am he." The Duke
produced an energy seal and pressed it to the surface of the table.
"Are thee familiar with the Cleary seal?"

The old woman straightened. "I know every seal
of all Clans within The Rim." She leaned forward and examined the
still smoking seal.

Only a member of the Cleary family could use the
seal Shane had used. The DNA signature of the individual using it
activated it. If your DNA did not match the seals, your hand was
forfeit. The old woman raised her eyes and smiled at Shane. She
bowed her head. “El Franklin at thy service, Thy Grace. I will
inform my son of thy arrival.” She turned as a man emerged from
behind the tattered curtain at the back of the small stand. A large
dog followed the man. It was lean but looked alert and strong. It
looked to the raven then bowed to The Duke’s raptor who bowed
back.

“Welcome to my home, Duke Shane Cleary.” Tom
Franklin held back the curtain as Shane moved around the table and
through the opening. Tom quickly followed.

Tom was as tall as The Duke but thinner. The
years on the Outer Rim showed on his lean frame. He pointed to one
of two chairs on either end of a small table. The Duke found
another chair to perch Shrike on then took off his cloak and sat
down.

Tom’s home was typical of The Outer Rim. Strong
stone walls, solid roofs of timbers and shale tiles. Low ceilings
and small windows to keep the coolness or the heat in. Comfortable
and efficient. “It must be a matter of great importance to bring
the leader of the Cleary Clan to the farthest edge of Mission.” Tom
did not mean to sound resentful, but it was difficult not to covet
the position held by the Clearys in The Rim. The large dog sat
alert at his side glancing from The Duke to Shrike.

The Duke turned slowly toward Tom. “Any man can
take what another man has by right of arms, Tom Franklin.” The
confidence in The Dukes' voice came from years of challenges. “Do
thee wish to test my arm?” The Duke’s hand went to the weighted
hilt of his sword.

It was Toms turn to raise his hands, palms out.
“Ne’er would I dream of challenging one as great as thee, Duke
Shane Cleary.” He bowed low and thought that he should learn to
control his tongue. The large dog ruffed quietly at his
Thraen-chosen then laid down, still alert.

"Aye, thee should learn to control thy tongue
and thy thoughts as well.”

Tom slowly sat in the chair across from The
Duke. “I didn’t know thee possessed The Sight,” whispered Tom in
amazement.

“Thee have much to learn, Tom.” The Duke thought
it best to leave Tom’s mind alone and get down to business. “We
have news of another attempt by The Center to infiltrate our higher
ranks.”

Tom shrugged.

“What does that have to do with a commoner such
as I?”

“Also, The Center wants to place an agent in the
Outer Rim. The Clans have little say in the goings on of the Outer
Rim. Therefore, I have come to ask thee to be our eyes and ears
here.”

Tom straightened, knowing the Clans had come to
him because of his position within the Outer Rim. During the past
four years, Tom had finally succeeded in organizing the small
gang-like groups within the Outer Rim. There was still a long way
to go, but one could now walk most streets within the Outer Rim in
relative safety… At least during the day. “It would be an honor to
serve the Clans.” Tom hesitated. “I wonder if Thy Excellency would
be willing to do all the citizens of the Outer Rim a small favor in
return?”

The Duke knew Franklin would ask for something.
He looked into Tom’s mind. “If it be within my power and hurt none
within The Rim, aye, I will,” replied The Duke.

“This favor be not for me alone, Thy Grace, but
for all the peoples of The Outer Rim.” Tom stood and paced. The
large dog moved and sat beside the chair that Shrike perched on.
“For years I have tried on my own, with no help from The Clans, to
make The Outer Rim a safer place to live.” Tom returned to his
chair and leaned across the table. “We need to be recognized as a
Clan. The Outer Rim needs a voice at The Clan meetings.” Tom waited
a moment for a reaction from The Duke. “The Rim would be stronger
for this simple favor.”

The Duke leaned back in his chair. Tom was
sincere and right in his assumption that The Rim would be stronger
with a Clan controlling the Outer Rim. The Clans were reluctant to
force their authority on The Outer Rim, with its strong independent
nature. The Duke would have to convince the other Clans of
Franklin’s ability to lead a new Outer Rim Clan, and with Tom’s
work of the past four years, that should not be a problem, except
for The Tribe.

Tom had one more enticement for Shane. “Have ye
heard of the Vissies, Thy Grace?” The Duke thought back to a
council meeting from a few days back. Talwin, The Dukes' Sage, had
mentioned the Vissies. The Vissies seemed to believe that it was
safe to move outside of the protection of The Dome.

The Duke had thought that the notion of leaving
the domed protection of Mission at this time was suicide. All
within Mission knew the history. It had been eons since the
destruction of the layer in their atmosphere that protected them
from the harmful radiation of the sun that Thrae circled. Now, The
Dome above their heads was the only protection from the deadly rays
of the sun. This was common knowledge.

“What of them, Tom?” asked The Duke.

“One of them came to us a few days ago.” Tom
leaned toward The Duke. “Claims he came from outside The Dome.”

The Duke shook his head. “Ye best improve upon
thy seeing power, Tom Franklin. It seems this Vissie has thee
believing a lie. Can thee bring this Vissie to me? Not one within
the boundaries of The Rim can lie to me.”

“I may not have thy power, Thy Grace, but within
the Outer Rim, none may lie to me.” The flow of confidence from Tom
was clear and The Duke knew he believed the information from the
Vissie.

“What did he say, Tom?”

Tom tapped his finger on the table. “Me thinks
thee should consider a position on The Council… But until then I do
not wish to use it as a lever. For their own safety I wish to still
keep the name of my informant unknown.” Tom thought The Duke may
attempt to enter his mind. Hoping to hide the identity of the
informant, he pleaded to The Duke. “Please, Thy Grace… I understand
that there is no need for secrets among friends, but I feel thee
can understand the need for it at times.” Tom waited a moment then
continued. “I was told the Vissies claim to have a camp outside the
dome.”

“How could one leave The Dome?” asked The
Duke.

“They will not reveal that to me.” Tom stood and
paced. “I would not keep that information from thee, Thy
Grace.”

“All the more reason to get a council
representative here. Let me talk with The Council. If my word be
enough with thee, Tom Franklin, shall we begin preparing for The
Center’s new agent?”

Tom reached his hand across the table. The two
men clasped their hands around each other's forearms. “Aye, Duke
Cleary. Thy word is heard and honored!”

The Duke left the Franklins in the early hours
of morning after hours of planning and negotiating. His focus was
the plan he and Tom had finally devised to use any agent sent by
The Center to learn more of this Vissie and the possibility of
surviving outside of The Dome. He had agreed with Tom that the
Vissie was the reason The Center was sending an agent. The
Maintainers powers and reach could not be underestimated. They
seemed to know all that went on in Mission. Even the far reaches of
The Outer Rim.

The Duke grunted at the thought of surviving
outside The Dome, then quickly judged the thought as not worthy of
his time nor energy; at least not yet. They must discover and use
the agent sent by The Center to find the truth for themselves. The
Duke knew that The Maintainers were not concerned about the
interest or well-being of The Rim nor any of the citizens of
Mission. He knew from years of studying history and the actions of
The Center during his lifetime, that their intentions were never
honorable.

The Council must approve Tom’s request! They
must know what the Maintainers and The Center are up to!


Chapter Two




Freya stood in awe at the base of The Centers'
tower. Ix, her large feline Familiar, sat beside her. Ix was a male
jaguar. Golden coat, black spots with splashes of white in them. He
had chosen Freya when she was five. He looked up at Freya and
remembered their first communication.

∞∞

“Hello.” The little girl had greeted him.

Ix was startled by the clarity of her thoughts.
He knew he had not sought her. But here she was.

“Hello, Little One,” thought Ix.

“My name is Freya. What's yours?” asked the
curious little girl.

“Ix. My name is Ix.”

He remembered her excitement as she tugged at
her daddy’s coat telling him that the jaguars name was Ix, and that
he was her Familiar! Ix had told her his name! After many minutes
of convincing and a friendly growl from Ix, her father had called
the park attendant and Ix was soon released to Freya. The jaguar
now had a Thraen-Chosen.

∞∞

It was their first excursion to the inner
sanctum of Mission. She had just received clearance to enter The
Center after her graduation from Mediocrity a few days earlier. The
towering obelisk rose to the top of The Dome. Some of its busy
inhabitants who worked on the lower floors were visible through
sections of luminescent walls and floors. The 300-story building
was held together by thin black supports that seemed inadequate for
the job. As it rose the luminescent sections disappeared and were
replaced by flowing and ebbing black walls of energy.

All around The Center flew birds. Hundreds of
species were gliding and diving between each other. They seemed to
miss colliding by mere centimeters. Some were Familiars and others,
just birds. Ix had tried for years to explain to Freya, the
relationship between Familiars and animals who were not. Who ate
who, or, who tolerated who was not black and white. A Familiar
could be killed by another animal or Familiar for many reasons and
the opposite was also true. Many a small Familiar had become prey.
All Familiars stayed as close as they could to their Thraen-Chosen.
There were still large and dangerous animals in the controlled
parts of Mission. What everyone knew for certain was that the
animals and Familiars were here first. Thraens came much later.

The death of small defenseless creatures had
always saddened Freya. Ix had eaten his share of them in their
explorations of the forest of Mission. “It is the wheel of life,
Freya.” Ix had explained to her. “The Spirit returns to The One. It
is free.”

As a child, when she had lived in The Burbs with
her parents, she had always wondered why the top third of The
Center was always black. It seemed like all activity ended
two-thirds of the way up. When they had moved to Mediocrity, her
father had told her of the Maintainers and how they had never been
seen, and no one knew who they were… But all citizens of Mission
knew that their lives depended on the presence of The Dome which
the Maintainers had created and maintained. All that the citizens
of Mission required was created by the Maintainers. This made
immediate answers unnecessary.

“My, Tiny Saint.” Freya’s Father had lifted her
to his knee. She looked down at his Familiar, a large black feline.
“You have so many questions and I do not have all the answers.” He
kissed her forehead and held her a little tighter. “Maybe one day
you will find the answer to the question of who the Maintainers
are. But that day is not today.” He stood, his daughter in front of
him and looked deeply into her eyes. “Never stop seeking answers to
your questions. But do not let the seeking of answers nor the need
to understand all things, destroy you. The answers and
understandings will come when you least expect it.”

As a child, Freya did not understand all of what
her father had tried to explain to her that day. But here she stood
at the base of the biggest mystery in Mission with so many
questions racing through her mind. Still, she wanted an answer to
who were the Maintainers and what did they receive from their
supporting the Thraens. Ix had taught her that every relationship
was a circle, like the wheel of life. There had to be a give and
take.

Freya also knew from her studies that as much
land area as possible within the central area of Mission was
reserved for wildlife and meditation. It was taught that beneficial
meditative states were better attained within areas of natural calm
than within noisy over-crowded areas. The benefits of having access
to The Center, were used as motivation for the individual to
exhibit behavior that met with the approval of The Centers Council.
It was also home to many of Missions' animal species who lived on
this side of the River Gap. A virtual paradise.

When she had started school in The Burbs, her
parents had explained to her that she had to obey the teachers even
if she did not agree with them. Also, she was to ask her parents
any questions she had, not the teachers. They explained to her that
too many questions about The Maintainers would not be wise.

She knew her parents were right about this very
early in her schooling… There was one boy. Freya tried to remember
his name but she could not. She had actually liked him and she
mostly remembered his familiar; a white and curious ferret. They
had played a few times and he was curious like her but could not
keep himself from asking questions.

During the first two weeks of school, this boy
had asked many questions about The Dome and the Maintainers. At
first the teacher had smiled and had skirted around the question.
Freya was smart enough to know when an adult was uncomfortable with
a question and had told her friend he should stop asking questions
about the Maintainers. But this boy did not notice the teachers'
discomfort and persisted with the difficult questions. One day the
boy did not show up for class. When she asked the teacher where he
was, she was told that he had been transferred to another school.
Freya felt her teachers' discomfort and was about to ask another
question about how she could contact her friend when she remembered
her parents warning. She never saw that boy again.

Lost in her thoughts, Freya had circled The
Center’s base in less than five minutes, then, mesmerized by its
size and radiance, had lost awareness of time. “Can I be of
service, Miss?” The sec-borg had approached from behind and had
startled Freya. She turned and faced the nearly human, uniformed
machine.

She looked up at the emotionless face. “No. It’s
my first time here and I just got caught up in the moment.” Freya
had to look up to most people. She was five foot three, and that
was well below the norm. But her lack of height was rarely noticed.
Her blond hair and sparkling green eyes would send most men into a
spin taking their attention elsewhere. But this was a sec-borg.

“Most people who work around The Center do not
get caught up in anything but their assignments.” The sec-borg
pointed at Freya’s neck and scanned her implant. “You are to report
to Central Indoctrination by 07.30. If you proceed through those
doors,” the sec-borg pointed to a lighted area in the wall, “turn
left and go into the first door on your right, you will be in
Central Indoctrination.”

This was the first time a sec-borg had paid any
attention to Freya in her life and she didn’t know if she liked it.
A low growl came from Ix as she turned, threw her shoulders back
and strode defiantly toward the door. Ix and all Familiars had no
use for sec-borgs or any cyborg type. They could not sense them.
Familiars found cyborgs to be too unpredictable and therefore
dangerous. Also, cyborgs were programmed to ignore Familiars and
only acknowledge Thraens. Familiars do not like to be ignored.

Freya found the entrance to Central
Indoctrination. As she walked through the opening, the large
hologram letters announcing the area distorted, then quickly
resumed their crisp appearance. Freya pushed a large blue button
that seemed to hang in the air and the reception-borg came to life.
It immediately scanned her implant.

“Freya McBride, clearance level ‘A’.” An
identification card appeared in the cyborg’s hand. It laid the card
on the left side of her chest. “This identification card can only
be removed by a sec-borg when you leave the building. Every morning
it will be attached when you arrive for duty-time. Your group meets
on the 51st floor. Report to Robert Huelin. He is your group
leader.” Freya stared at the reception-borg. She had expected her
arrival at The Center to be more informative. A dozen questions
came to her mind, but before she could ask them the reception-borg
spoke again. “Your group leader will answer all of your questions.
Please take the elevator directly across from this office to the
51st floor.” The reception-borg’s head dropped as it powered
down.

“Now you may start to understand a Familiars
contempt of cyborg types,” thought Ix to Freya.

The elevator ride to the 51st floor gave Freya
time to regroup. The Rim, where she had been born, became visible
as the elevator slowly ascended. This was the first time Freya had
been above three floors. The Rim was the farthest area from The
Center. It circled Mission on the opposite side of the River Gap,
which circled The Burbs, Mediocrity and The Center. The Rim was the
largest and most populated area of Mission. It was also the least
cared about. Its citizens were considered rebels and thugs, banned
from crossing into The Center. The Maintainers did take care of the
needs of The Rim…barely.

Over the centuries, most of The Rim had been
over-grown by dense forest that had grown thick and sometimes
dangerous, between the populated areas of Mission.

When you moved toward The Burbs from The Rim,
you had to cross one of seven bridges that spanned The River Gap.
All of the seven bridges crossed into The Burbs, home of the
Mundanes. You were allowed in if you agreed to certain terms.

On The Rim side of the bridges, when Mission was
first created, you were free to come and go as you pleased. After a
number of infiltrations into The Center, and assassinations and
kidnappings of The Center’s personnel, checkpoints were set up on
the Burb side of the river to document who was coming and going.
The implants also came into use at this time. Choices had to be
made.

The River Gap was also filled with a number of
deterrents to keep the residents of The Rim, known in The Center as
Malcons, from illegally entering The Burbs by crossing it. The
Mundanes who lived along the shore of The River Gap knew the
deterrents didn’t always work, but the news of illegal entries into
The Burbs from The Rim didn’t move much further than the shore.

Freya had spent eight years along the shore in
The Burbs and had witnessed the fate of two Malcons who had entered
The Burbs illegally. It was the day after her parents had died.
After killing their Familiars, the sec-borgs had tossed the
screaming victims into the rushing water of The River Gap and stood
silently, watching, as the mechanical monsters of the river quickly
tore them apart. When the churning water, red from the Malcons
blood, had calmed, the sec-borgs had turned and marched back to
their post.

The citizens of The Rim were an enigma to the
citizens of The Burbs and Mediocrity. The opportunity to move in
towards The Burbs was always available, but few had taken it. Maybe
they had something against the clearance implant that on reaching
The Burbs side of the river, was immediately attached to your
jugular vein.

To move to The Rim side of the river with an
implant was suicidal. The Rim wanted no one being tracked in their
territory. As soon as an implant was detected at the clearing area
on The Rim side of the river, it was either removed or the carrier
would be turned back. One thing The Rim and The Center would never
agree on, was the implants.

Freya had seen the results of what an implant
could do. A young man was running from the sec-borgs and was almost
to the street leading to the bridge that led to The Rim. Freya did
not know why he was running nor what he had done. It was obvious
the young man was going to beat the sec-borgs to the bridge. One of
the sec-borgs stopped, then pushed a button on his fore arm.

The small explosion caused too much damage to
allow pressure bandages or antiquated surgical procedures to be of
any help and left the individual conscious, knowing they would be
dead in seconds. If the sec-borgs got to them quickly, they could
replace the vein with an implant, but the result may not be too
different from death. The sec-borgs were known for their unfeeling,
violent interrogation style. Also, if they did not get the answers
they wanted, it was a simple matter to remove the jugular implant.
Life could quickly turn messy in Mission. The young man fell to the
ground in a spray of blood. He turned on his back and reached up to
the sky. Freya often thought about what he had been reaching for.
Then his arm fell and he ceased to move. The sec-borgs just walked
away. It was not their job to clean up the mess. His Familiar, a
small dog, howled at the side of its' Thraen-Chosen.

As she rose in the elevator and surveyed the
majesty of Mission for the first time, Freya again struggled with
the dichotomy of the domed city. Anyone could have the implant
removed as long as you were willing to cross into The Rim. But here
on this side of The Gap, abundance and tranquility were available
to all. “But at what cost,” thought Freya.

Freya’s parents had crossed into The Burbs when
she was two. A month after her tenth birthday, her parents had
graduated to a large lab in Mediocrity, and shortly after, had died
in an accidental spill of some new control gas. The leader of her
parent’s group had taken her in and opened doors for her to be
accepted as a candidate for The Center. She was the second person
to be born in The Rim to graduate from Mediocrity.

Freya turned and watched the floors slip by. The
individuals who worked on each floor seemed to float as they went
about their business. Looking up, Freya saw the black solidity of
the floors, but as soon as she passed a floor and looked down,
everything opened up and she could see clearly to the ground floor
with the odd exception of solid walls and floors. Freya had learned
in Mediocrity that universal energy had been harnessed eons earlier
and was controlled by The Maintainers who channeled the energy into
The Center, then out to the rest of Mission. The citizens who
worked in The Center, were conditioned to accept the invisible
dividers of the building. It also served to observe the movements
of those who worked under you at The Center.

The elevator slowed then stopped, the hologram
above the entrance flashed 51. Freya looked down for a moment. They
had been trained to trust their intuition and knowledge, but Ix
still preferred the feel of solid Thrae. No Familiar that walked,
trusted energy fields. Ix had told Freya that they did not “feel”
right. It did seem like she floated on air but Freya felt the
energy of the floor as she had all her life. She sensed the flow of
it. Freya looked back up and noticed that the group on the 51st
floor wore uniforms and had insignia on the arms which seemed to
designate the individuals' rank. A tall, fit, middle-aged man
turned toward the elevator entrance as Freya stepped confidently
onto the invisible floor. Ix followed, his size and markings making
him hard not to look at. She noticed the others in the area stop
for a moment to glance at the new arrivals and then resume their
assigned task.

The man approached her holding out his hand.
“Ms. McBride, I presume?” Freya shook his hand. “We’ve been
expecting you. My name’s Rob Huelin.”

Freya had only been told that she had graduated
to The Center two days earlier and she was to report there the next
day. Her instructor had said she would be assigned duties once she
reported. “What group is this?” Freya asked as she shook his
hand.

“Rim Control,” Rob replied as a beautiful red
squirrel appeared on his shoulder. It looked down at Ix and nodded.
Ix nodded back. “This is Alice.” Alice seemed as amiable as
Rob.

Freya could not resist the friendly eyes of the
Familiar. “She is beautiful. This is Ix.” Freya rested her hand on
the back of her Familiars' head.

“Hello, Ix,” greeted Rob.

Freya had never heard of Rim Control before.
“What’s the purpose of Rim Control?”

Rob smiled at the newest member of his group.
“Let’s go to my office and I’ll fill you in.” Rob led Freya through
the maze of desk and groups engaged in conversation and meditation.
Freya’s attention was drawn to a large group to the right standing
in a circle with their hands held one right palm facing down and
the left palm up. Each member’s hands were held suspended slightly
over and under the persons to their right and left. Their Familiars
all sat quietly with their Thraen-Chosen. She felt a rush of energy
and was about to ask Huelin about what they were doing when she
bounced off an invisible wall. Freya stepped back and looked down
at the black energy rod… The Center would take some getting used
to.

“Told you not to trust energy floors. That goes
for walls too,” thought Ix.

Rob touched a small blue hologram button and a
portion of the energy wall became visible. Rob walked through the
opaque entrance and motioned for Freya to follow. “It’s easier if
you use the door.” Rob smiled as Freya walked into the private
office. He pushed another button at his desk that caused the walls,
floor and ceiling to transform to solid areas of soft white light.
“Have a seat, Ms. McBride.”

Freya sat across from her new group leader and
tried to connect with his source. She heard Ix’s reprisal as her
attempts were immediately blocked. “You can turn it off.” Rob
leaned back into his chair. “I’m aware of your ability to get into
people’s heads, and as you can feel, I know how to block your
attempts.”

“How can you block them? Nobody has ever been
able to do that before.” Freya felt slightly uneasy and vulnerable.
She had thought she was the only one.

“I have the same ability.” Rob stared past Freya
and she suddenly felt him inside of her. It surprised her and she
jumped. “Don’t worry.” She felt his presence leave. “I won’t look
around… too much.”

“It seems I may have to develop the ability to
block people out,” said Freya.

“You need to learn to be more cautious.” Ix
thought to Freya. “If there is one here like this Mr. Huelin, The
Center will have more, even more powerful,” warned Ix.

“I have no doubt of that Ms. McBride, but for
now I want you to understand that you are not unique. Many
individuals who work in The Center have your abilities and many
more.” They sat silently across from each other.

“See,” thought Ix.

Freya’s ability to read minds had been hers and
Zachary’s secret. He had trained her to hide her ability but had
never told her about anyone else having the same ability. She
wondered how many more surprises would be revealed to her today.
She would not let them shake her. “What will my duties be?” asked
Freya.

“Good! You want to get to work.” A video screen
appeared on the wall to Freya’s right. The picture that flashed
onto the screen seemed to be of the River Gap. “Do you recognize
this area?”

Freya leaned toward the screen and tried to pick
out a landmark. The camera panned left and the unmistakable outline
of the Bridge of Passion came into view. “I used to live half a
kilometer from that bridge,” answered Freya.

“Watch closely,” ordered Rob. The cameras along
the Gap were programmed to detect and follow any movement on the
Rim side of the river. The camera had obviously picked up movement
as it quickly zoomed in on a group gathering at the base of the
bridge.

It was the first time in years Freya had seen a
Malcon. This group was mostly men armed with spears, knives and
heavy swords. A man, his hands bound behind his back, was pushed to
the edge of the river and forced to kneel. A small fox was attached
to a long pole by a leather collar around its neck. A man in light
leather armor held the pole while another pointed a spear at the
fox’s side. One thrust would impale it to the ground through its
lungs and heart. Two mongrel dogs circled their smaller adversary,
growling and snapping at it.

“Cowards!” thought Ix to Freya.

A tall, large black man moved to the side of the
bound man. He stood a head taller than anyone around him. Beside
him the largest black wolf that Freya had ever seen stood tall and
alert.

Another man, almost as tall as his black
counterpart came to the other side of the kneeling man. His
Familiar, a large wolverine, snarled at the bound man before moving
to the side of its Thraen-Chosen. Freya was impressed by his armor.
Mostly heavy, stained leather with metal pauldrons. Chain-mail hung
part way down his arms with heavy gauntlets that protected his
forearms and hands. He pulled the head of the knelling man back and
pointed across the river with his sword. It was a long weapon, thin
at the tip but broad at the hilt. The picture paused. “Have you
ever heard of, The Tribe?” asked Rob.

“Weren’t they a Rim Clan that was disbanded a
few years ago?” answered Freya.

Rob nodded. “It was five years ago when they
were let's say, downsized, but, yes, we have known for the past few
months that they have been active again… Very active.” Rob pushed
into the palm of his hand and the video resumed. “The man you’re
looking at is called Hacker.” You could hear the water lapping on
the opposite shore of The Gap.

“I know thee be watching,” Hacker screamed.
“Probably only thee Maintainers will happen to view this. We need
not thy fancy implants nor sec-borgs to flush out traitors.” Hacker
pulled the man’s head back using his matted hair. “Do thee
recognize this man?” The camera zoomed in on the bound man’s face.
The video paused again.

“Terry Underhill.” Rob stared for a moment at
the dirty face that filled the screen. “He had been in The Rim for
two years and had just worked his way into the inner circle of The
Tribe. We had hoped he would gain their trust and help us curb the
influx of Malcons into The Burbs.”

“But I thought it was impossible for anyone to
cross The Gap,” said Freya.

“If the general population knew Malcons were
moving between The Rim and The Burbs at will it could create a
panic.” Rob turned back toward the screen. “Most Citizens on this
side of The Gap do not remember what The Tribe are capable of. If
the Burbs knew what really existed across the river… People would
be frightened. Not that anyone from The Rim could get far. But a
high Burb official in the know, fear-mongering into the right ear…
Well, let's just say a lot of energy would have to be focused on
river security that could go elsewhere.” He tapped his palm again.
The video resumed.

The camera zoomed back. Hacker nodded to a large
man who stood behind Underhill. “We know how thee deal with Tribe
members on the other side.” Hacker turned and nodded. A large ax
appeared in the giants' hands. “We be not as unfeeling as thy
sec-borgs.” The ax swung in a wide arc and severed Underhill’s head
from his body. At the same time the spear was driven through the
small fox’s body. Hacker bent down and picked up the now lifeless
head. Drops of blood dripped to the widening patch of scarlet sand.
“Death at the hands of The Tribe be swift and painless. Thy
mechanical monsters in The Gap like to play with victims before
killing them… My brother lived for over twenty minutes after being
thrown into The Gap by thy sec-borgs! I listened to him beg for
death… Thy lifeless monsters stood silent and unfeeling as my
brother was torn limb from limb!”

“Who is the big black man behind Hacker?” asked
Freya.

“Tutu. He is second-in-command of The Tribe.
Don't judge him by this video.”

Hacker looked down at the head he held, and then
threw it into the river. The body, still pumping blood, followed
along with the body of his Familiar. “The man we knew as Fleck does
not deserve to be buried in Tribe territory. His body may make it
back to thee who sent him. If it does… let it be a warning!” The
Tribe members turned and walked off the beach. The camera, its
sensors no longer detecting movement, switched off.

The video screen blinked off. Freya had not seen
a violent death since the incident at the river before her parents
had died. Her head swam a bit and her stomach flipped about.

“We did find what was left of his body. Our
deterrents only react to live human prey, but the natural
inhabitants of the river had their fill before we got to him.” Rob
tossed a picture across to Freya. “Not a pretty sight.”

Freya glanced quickly at the gruesome sight. Of
course it had to be 3-D. She slid it back across to Rob. “What does
this have to do with me?”

Rob stood up and walked around his desk. “You
were born in The Rim.”

Freya shrugged. “Yes, but I was two when we
crossed… I don’t remember anything about it.”

Rob smiled. “We can help you to remember. The
video you saw was taken a month ago. We have a number of agents in
The Rim. Some have been there for years. But Underhill was the
closest we ever got to the leaders of The Clans… He was also born
in The Rim.”

Freya had received her assignment to The Center
two weeks ago. Her graduation had been moved up three months. Now
she knew why. “I’m a mentalist, not a spy,” said Freya. “I realize
I can awaken memories, but I choose not to at this time. Did you
wake up memories in Underhill?”

“Didn't have to. He came to the Center later in
life,” answered Huelin. “Most of the people that work within The
Center do so out of a need to serve. We even serve The Rim. Their
goods and energy also come from The Center.” Rob paced behind
Freya. “This group’s job is to keep the Malcons on their side of
The Gap. That's it. They have made a choice as we have. You have
certain abilities that we can develop to help you survive in The
Rim.”

Freya had realized at an early age that all
decisions were personal choices. And there always seemed to be
advantages and disadvantages to all choices. She had often wondered
why this was so when her intuition wanted to accept it all. Was one
view evil and the other good. At times they both seemed to come
from fear. Different, but still steeped in fear. She often wondered
at the lesson being taught. The big lesson. Life’s true purpose.
Takai had told her many times that she would have to discover her
own personal truth. He could only guide her to help make her
choosing easier… not to choose her path.

“Was Underhill’s death why my graduation was
moved up?” asked Freya.

“It was one of the reasons. Look around you…
look up… solid. When we look up, we cannot see what is above us.
Now look down.” Freya looked down at the 50 floors below them. All
of the occupants, furniture and fixtures were visible to the ground
floor. Certain areas were walled for privacy. But mostly, all
below, was visible. “You have started on the 51st floor. I started
on the 8th.” Rob looked up. “They say the consciousness of the
original seven Maintainers are on the 300th floor.” A wave of
wonder washed around him. He looked across at Freya. “Believe me,
Ms. McBride, if you were not ready for The Center you wouldn’t be
here.”

“It seems dangerous.”

“You saw the video,” replied Rob.

Freya’s enthusiasm had waned. She had not felt
this uncertain since her parents had died. She thought that she
would have to return to Mediocrity if she turned down her first
assignment. “Don’t worry, Ms. McBride, you’re part of The Center
now. If you don’t feel comfortable with this assignment you will be
given another.”

“Huelin’s in my head again,” thought Freya. The
thought of returning to her birthplace was intriguing, but could
she fit in. Could she fool The Tribe and the rest of The Clans?

“He is focused… Be careful,” thought, Ix.

Rob walked back to his chair and sat down. “You
will be thoroughly trained. Remember; if at any time you feel you
have to back out, you will be re-assigned to other duties within
The Center.”

Freya stood and stared down at Rob. “One
condition.”

“You want me to teach you how to block others
out,” Rob answered without hearing the question. “It will be part
of your training. Once you’re ready to leave you will be able to
cover over your real thoughts. It will not even seem like you are
blocking.” He stretched his hand out across the desk. “Agreed.”

Freya knew he already knew the answer. She
smiled and shook his hand. “Agreed!”

“Are you going to trust this man to teach you to
block him?” thought Ix. Freya ignored her Familiar and focused on
Huelin. “Be careful, Freya,” thought Ix.
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