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Chapter Sixteen: Into the Aos Again.
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Wednesday, November 6th, 2047

University Center, Ulrich

Random and Sarah stood in the little clearing in front of the Commonwealth's quonset. They were joined in the clearing by Guinaheir, Maxim and Sevari, and Geneive al To-ok. Random said to Sarah, “It looks like everyone who intends to join us, is present.”

“What about Goodwoman Ophelia? I don't see her.” 

“That's true, but Ophelia and Olvir do not have to have a visible presence to be here with us.”

“Then how will we know they are here?”

“Somebody is going to have to contact them and ask.”

“Is that someone probably going to end up being you?”

“Not right now. Right now, I have to contact our Beloved and bring her to us.”

“Random, would it be easier to contact Eileen if both of us are attempting to contact her?”

“Probably. Let me telnet her and help her to prepare.”

“Yeah. It would be better if you explained it to her. I tried but she seemed kind of distant. I'm not certain how much of it she took in.”

“All right. I'm connecting now.” Sarah nodded and then Random opened his telnet link with Eileen. 

When the telnet window clarified, Random saw a very nervous looking Eileen, pacing back and forth in what appeared to be a family room at their estate. He could also see Carol in the background, anxiously watching Eileen pace. He said, “Eileen, I need to talk to you for a few minutes,” hoping she had kept her telnet link open. She had.

Eileen answered, “I hear you Random. Give me a minute to take a seat and then we can talk.”

“Ok. It looks like there is room on the couch, next to Carol.”

“Random, don't be pushy.”

“Yes dear.”

Eileen said, “I'm going to 'Yes dear' you in a minute,” as she sat down next to Carol. 

Random opened his telnet link with Carol as a split screen. When Carol's image solidified, he said, “Hello Carol. It's time to get Eileen ready for our tour. I wanted to make sure that you both could hear me. Telnet can be kind of finicky about some things.”

“Ok, I'm here and so is Eileen.”

“Good. Let me start with Eileen.” Random shifted his attention to the other telnet link. “How're you doing, love?”

Eileen took a deep breath and answered, “I'll survive.”

“Good. I'm going to need you find a place where there are very few distractions. When you've found that place, then we can talk about what comes next.”

Random watched as Eileen's image faded into the background. He could tell she was moving, but he couldn't actually tell where she was going. When the movement stopped and Eileen's image once again appeared in the foreground, Random said, “Have you found a quiet place?”

“Yes. I'm still in the same room, I'm just sitting on the floor. Our entertainment screen and sound system have been turned off for this room.” 

“That sounds perfect. Where is Carol sitting in relation to you?”

“She's sitting next to me. Holding my hand actually.”

“Excellent. Now I need you close your eyes and relax. Let the outside world drift away.”

After two minutes, Eileen said, “It's hard to let the outside world drift away when Carol is holding my hand. Not that I'm complaining.”

“Do you want me to ask Carol to let go of your hand?”

“No. Please don't. It's very comforting and I will find some way to deal with it.” Random watched as both Eileen and Carol shifted position slightly. “I think that should do it.”

Random looked at both images and didn't see a great deal of difference. “What's different?” 

“I have my hands in my lap and Carol's hand is between my hands.”

Random tried to picture that then decided not to worry about it. “Good. Now, close your eyes.”

“Closed.”

“Great. I want you to imagine a candle burning on the floor in front of you.”

“It's in a candle holder, right? Don't want the carpet to catch fire.”

Random chuckled and replied, “Certainly.”

“Done.”

“Excellent. Now slowly take a couple of deep breaths and then try to focus only on the candle.”

“I'm not very good at this kind of thing.”

“I know dear. Hang on a minute. I'm going to talk to your hand holder.”

“I'll be waiting.”

“Keep focusing on that candle.”

“Candle. Right.”

Random shifted his attention to his other open telnet link. “Carol, I'm going to need you to do something for me.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Do you remember the roller coaster ride?”

“Oh yeah. I remember.”

“Do you remember what I did to you just before we started?”

“Yes. You put your hands on my shoulders, nuzzled my neck and then the whole world seemed to drift away.”

“Great. I want you to do something similar to that to Eileen.”

“Now? It doesn't seem to be the right time for that kind of thing.”

“Yes now. I'm not asking you to make love to her.”

“Damn. What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to help her feel calm and relaxed.”

“And how do you want me to do that?”

“I want you to put your hands on her shoulders and then concentrate on calm, relaxed, and comforting things.”

“I don't think I can do that without letting go of her hand.”

“No. You can't, so you'll have to let go. I want you to kneel behind her, put your hands on her shoulders, and then whisper in her ear that you're there, and that it's alright to feel calm, comfortable and relaxed.”

“Are you sure you don't want me to make love to her. That sounds like a good start.”

“It may be love, but that's all I want you to do for now. Just let her know that your there and that its all right to feel calm, comfortable, and relaxed.”

“Alright. Give me a minute.”

“Hopefully I'll be able to see you behind Eileen on her screen. I'll pop over here if there's anything else I need you to do.”

“Oh, Random, before I forget. What am I supposed to do when she's in the aos?”

“Once she's in, I want you to keep an eye on her. If she moves suddenly, or does anything really odd, I want you to contact the Servi that was sent to be your protector. If you can't do that then hold Carolyn and concentrate really hard on contacting me, Sarah, or my mother.”

“Why should I hold Carolyn?”

“Because Carolyn has many of the same abilities that I do. Holding her should increase your ability to reach out and contact one of us.”

“Got it. This is really scary, Randy.”

“I know love. Hopefully nothing untoward comes of it.”

“Hopefully.”

Random shifted back to his telnet link with Eileen. He saw Carol place her hands on Eileen shoulders, and squeeze them gently. He then saw Carol lean forward and whisper something in Eileen's ear.

Eileen leaned back into Carol and said, “Mmm . . . That's nice.”

Random said, “Concentrate on your candle dear.”

“Fine. Damned candle.” 

After a moment, Random could see Eileen visibly relax and let go of a lot of the tension she had been carrying. He popped over to his telnet link with Carol and said, “Great job Carol. Keep it up for a few minutes. You should be able to sense when she's gone.”

Carol smiled. “Thanks Randy. I'm glad I could help.”

Random popped back to his link with Eileen and said, “I want you to keep concentrating on your candle. As you concentrate I want you to listen for Sarah and my voices. You should be able to hear them in a couple of minutes. When you can hear them, I want you to focus on where they're coming from and try to respond.” Eileen nodded.

Random put both of his telnet links in the background, He then reached out and held Sarah's hand and asked, “Are you ready?”

Sarah answered, “Yes,” very quietly. 

He saw Sarah's eyes close and he knew she was finding her focus. He closed his eyes, found his focus. His dream self opened his eyes and looked around. They were not in the valley on New Beijing. Instead, they were on the grounds of the estate.

“Sarah, open your eyes.”

“Tell me where we are first.”

“We're on the grounds of the estate.”

“Will Eileen hear us if we call to her, or do we have to go and find the room she and Carol are in?”

“I'm not certain. Everyone keeps telling me that the aos plays by its own rules.”

“That's not very comforting Random.”

“No, it's not, but for the moment, the aos seems very quiet. Let's both call to Eileen and see if we get a response.” 

Random and Sarah both called Eileen's name loudly and then listened. There was no response. After several more equally fruitless attempts, Sarah nudged him in the ribs. “Let's get a little closer.” 

“Alright.” The two of them began walking towards the estate. As they neared the front doors, they swung open. Eileen was standing in the doorway. She said, “You're here.”

Random answered, “We're here. Did you hear us calling?”

Eileen shook her head and then answered, “No.”

“Then how did you know we were here?”

“Carolyn knew you were here. She somehow made me know that I should look for you outside.”

“Wow! How in the hell did she do that?”

“I don't know Random, but I'm glad she did.”

“I am too. We shouldn't hang around. Let's see if we can get back to where Sarah and I started.”

Sarah and Eileen both responded, “Ok.”

Random reformed his focus and he pictured the little clearing in front of the quonset hut. He then took Eileen's hand with his right hand. He used his left hand to hold Sarah's hand. When he was holding both of their hands, he stepped forward into the image of the quonset hut clearing. 

Much to his relief, that's where they came out. He took a quick look around and immediately spotted Lady al Ca-ir and Ophelia. He could not see Maura or Cormac. As he prepared to contact them, he heard, “Great-grandson, Cormac and I need your assistance.” 

“How can I help you, Great-grandmother?” 

“I need you to fix your current location in your mind. Cormac and I will come to you, Great-grandson.” 

“Let me guess, Great-grandmother. You tried to do that a few minutes ago and wound up on the grounds of our estate on Echo World.”

“If that is where you say it was. I have never been to your family dwelling on Echo World.”

Random chuckled and replied, “I suppose you could say that Sarah and I have never been there either. We were only at the estate for a short time before this adventure started. The estate looks very different from when we were there. Sarah and I traveled there a short time ago to bring Eileen along with us on this tour.”

“If you could fix your current location in your mind, Cormac and I will join you, Great-grandson.”

Random concentrated on the little clearing and within a few seconds Maura and Cormac stepped out of the mist to join them. Maura said, “Greetings Lady Eileen. I am Random's great-grandmother, Lady Maura al Fi-er. This is my partner, Lord Cormac al Fi-er.”

Eileen smiled graciously and replied, “Greetings Lady Maura and Lord Cormac. I remember you from my visit to the Fortress. I am pleased to see you again.”

Cormac bowed his head slightly but did not speak. Maura answered, “I am glad you remember, Lady Eileen, and I am pleased to see you again. We didn't get much opportunity to speak when you were there. Hopefully we will get that chance soon”

“Perhaps now we can, Lady Maura. If I can connect with Random, should you not also be able to connect with me?”

Maura smiled and answered, “Now that I know what to look for and listen for, Lady Eileen, I should be able to contact you as well.”

“By listen, does that mean you can hear my thoughts, Lady Maura?”

“I can hear your voice, Lady Eileen and it is possible, though difficult, for me to listen to your conversations when you speak with another person, either in spoken form or in this manner.”

“Oh, um creepy. So you don't know what I'm thinking, Lady Maura?”

“No more than I can tell by reading your expression and your body language, Lady Eileen.”

“Is there no way to shield your conversations if you want them to be private?”

“There is, Lady Eileen, but it is cumbersome and takes a lot of practice.”

“Oh, well I suppose that's good to know. Thank you Lady Maura My partners made it sound like you or someone else was listening to their every thought.”

“No, Lady Eileen. Most of the time your thoughts and conversations are your own and Eloran rules of courtesy require you to announce your presence if you intrude upon the conversations of another.”

Random interjected, “They still may be overheard. Lady Maura. Might it be possible for Lady al Ca-ir to monitor all of my conversations? I have been puzzled for some time by a comment that Lady Rianna al Ca-ir made to her cousin, Lady Guiana al Ca-ir. Lady Rianna told her cousin that there was no place she could hide. Based on what you've told us and what I can remember my Mother teaching me, couldn't Lady Guiana hide by not speaking?”

“Normally, yes, but in this case, I do not think so, Great-grandson. Being able to hear another's thoughts is something that Elorans can not do, but Lady Rianna is now a creature of the aos. Who knows what rules she follows.”

“I was afraid you might say that, Lady Maura. Goodman Olvir has charged Lady Rianna with looking out for my safety and protecting me. She's already made it clear that she can observe my dreams.”

“I would assume that she can, at least, gauge your thoughts and she is probably constantly aware of your moods, Great-grandson. She can also enter your dreams, if she wishes, so be careful. Things that happen in the aos can have real world effects.” 

Random replied quietly, “Yeah. I've learned that already.”

“I have heard about your classroom exploits and how those exploits affected Eloran culture, Great-grandson. Let it serve as a reminder.”

“I will, Great-grandmother.”

“Excellent, Great-grandson. I think I would like to meet this Goodman Olvir.”

“That may well be possible, Lady Maura. I think Goodwoman Ophelia said that Olvir would be coming with us on this tour,”

Random heard Lady al Ca-ir make what sounded like the noise you make when you clear your throat. She said, “Is everyone present?”

Random answered, “I don't see Goodman Olvir or Goodwoman Ophelia, Lady al Ca-ir.”

Before Lady al Ca-ir could reply, Random heard Olvir's voice boom, “We are here, Redimere,” as Olvir was speaking, both Olvir, looking like a Hollywood version of a Greek god, long beard, flowing robes, and all, and Ophelia, looking like a huntress, without the bow, stepped out of the mist close enough to startle Sarah. 

Sarah said quietly to Eileen, “I am never going to get used to that.”

Eileen whispered, “Yeah. Me neither.” 

Lady al Ca-ir said, “They appear to have arrived, General Hause. Are you ready to begin the tour?”

“I am ready, Lady al Ca-ir. No. Wait. Before we go, there is something I would like to talk to you about.” 

“Very well Fe-ar, but make it brief.”

“I will, Lady al Ca-ir. When I am in the aos, I can sense two different things that are aware of my presence. Those occupying the aos, and the aos itself.”

“I can not say that I have given it much thought, Fe-ar, but it would make some things easier to understand.”

Ophelia cut in, “I agree, Lady al Ca-ir. If the aos itself were aware it would explain why locations within the aos seem to remember what has happened in that location before, which makes it much easier to maintain an environment like the forest I used for shelter.” 

Random answered, “Lady al Ca-ir, if we take that to be the case, how will it affect our tour?”

Lady al Ca-ir replied, “I do not know Fe-ar, but I think it means that we should proceed with great caution and take steps to keep all of us together. I think we should all physically link together by linking arms or holding hands while we are in the aos.”

The travelers formed a chain linked by holding hands. When the chain was complete, Lady al Ca-ir stepped forward into the mist. Each member of the chain followed.

When Random stepped out of the mist, he was in another valley, one that had suffered the ravages of a protracted war. The chain of travelers collected around him. As he stood there, his first impression was a feeling of fear. He guessed that the aos or the creatures living within it were frightened by the sudden appearance of the travelers. 

Random said, “Lady al Ca-ir, I sense fear around us. We need to move carefully and talk quietly.”

Lady al Ca-ir did a very slow turn, stopping at each of the cardinal directions and appearing to sniff the air. When she returned to her starting point, she said, “I sense it too, Fe-ar. It is more than just the inhabitants of the aos who are fearful.” 

Guinaheir said, “Where are we.? This is not the valley on New Beijing.”

Random looked around, studying the visible landforms and the subtropical vegetation. It reminded him of the land that had been described to him by General Bashere. He said, “Unless I miss my guess, Mother, this is one of the valleys in Bashere's holdings on Nova Lagos.”

Guinaheir smiled. “Would that be the man that nearly caused your Colonel Elkins to have a heart attack, Fe-ar?”

“Yes. That would be the one, Mother.”

Eileen interjected, “Nova Lagos seems a long way off to be having a major impact on your life.”

Random answered, “It is a long way off, but evidently something very important is happening there. I sincerely hope that it is not the assassination of Bashere.” 

Lady al Ca-ir interjected, “Shall we continue on with our tour?”

Random answered, “I think so, Lady al Ca-ir. I'm not certain there is anything else we can learn here, other than that even with its rich and fertile soils, this valley has not been replanted.”

Eileen squeezed Random's hand. She said, “That is significant. Bashere's people are farmers, or were farmers before the fighting broke out.” 

Lady al Ca-ir spoke, “I am assuming that this is something requiring further study, Fe-ar.”

Random replied, “Very much so, Lady al Ca-ir. Without further information we cannot gauge the significance of this valley's appearance here.”

Lady al Ca-ir said, “It sounds troubling Fe-ar, but I do not believe anything more can be gained by lingering.” She then said to the group, “It is time to move on.”

When she finished speaking, she turned and stepped forward, expecting to step into the mist. When that didn't happen, she continued walking. After one or two steps, her pace slowed to a crawl. It became obvious to Random that she was struggling to push forward against an aos that seemed to be resisting every step. He too could feel the aos's resistance. It felt like he was trying to walk across a marsh. 

Luckily, their walk was not a long one. Some twenty paces later, in mid-stride, Lady al Ca-ir vanished into the mist. The other travelers followed her, one by one. 

This time they stepped out into some place that Random could immediately identify. The streets of Omaha Station near the compound where he and Eileen had lived. As he stood there, he no longer sensed fear, but he could sense a feeling of alarm.

“Lady al Ca-ir, I think we still need to move carefully and talk quietly.”

Lady al Ca-ir repeated the slow turn she had performed on Nova Lagos. When she once again returned to her starting point, she said, “I agree Fe-ar. The feeling of fear seems to have lessened but it would not take a great deal to bring it back, or to provoke a response. Something we want to avoid at all costs. We should continue our careful movements and quiet voices.”

Eileen squeezed his hand again and said, “You should remember this place.”

Random replied, “I do. There are times that I wish we could go back to the way it was while we were there.”

“There are times when I wish that too, but then I realize that if that were so, I would never have had Sarah and Carol and Carolyn in my life.”

Random wanted to turn and wrap his arms around her, but it was pretty much impossible to do without letting go of Sevari's hand. He was also concerned about Lady al Ca-ir and said, “Lady Rianna, I noticed you struggling against the aos's resistance. After our briefing this afternoon, are you sure you have enough energy to continue this tour?”

Rianna al Ca-ir smiled and she replied, “Thank you for your concern, Fe-ar Random. The crossing was difficult, but as I told you, I gain strength in the aos. It sounds as if you and Lady Eileen know this place well.”

“You are correct, Lady al Ca-ir. Lady Eileen and I once lived in that compound across the way,” Random said, pointing out the correct compound. 

“I see. That does not seem to explain why we have arrived in this specific setting , Fe-ar.”

“You're right, Lady al Ca-ir. It doesn't.”

Eileen commented, “I can't think of any reason why we would be here either.” She tugged on Random's hand and said quietly, “Lady Eileen, Lady Rianna?”

Random shrugged and then looked down the street. He realized that the New Beijing compound was also visible from where they stood. Random pointed to it and said, “Eileen, that's the New Beijing compound down there. Well it was, anyway.”

Eileen looked in the direction Random was pointing. “That's right. I think it still is.”

“I don't see anything else here. Why don't we let Brigadier Stewart see what she can uncover in the morning. I think we can ask Tupelov to look into Nova Lagos.”

Eileen's eyebrows raised. “Can you trust Tupelov to actually look into Nova Lagos and then report what he finds?”

“I think I can trust him to do that. Besides, would you rather send one of our own people out there?”

“Point taken. Tupelov it is.”

“Lady al Ca-ir, I think we're finished here. If you're ready to move on?” 

Lady al Ca-ir replied cheerfully, “I was waiting for you to finish, Fe-ar.” When she had finished speaking, she stepped forward, leaning into her step, anticipating resistance. Instead she immediately passed into the mist and nearly fell on her face as she emerged from the mist on the far side. She regained her balance and then looked around as she continued to step away from her entry point to allow the other travelers to pass through. She realized quickly that she was on the grounds of Random's family estate, although at a different point than where they had entered in the morning. 

When Random stepped through, he sensed a quiet watchfulness. The aos and its denizens seemed to have accepted the travelers' presence and that the travelers did not represent an immediate danger. Still he could sense that his every action was being watched closely. He spoke quietly saying, “Lady al Ca-ir, we must continue to move carefully and to speak quietly.” 

“Very well , Fe-ar. Tell me what you sense.”

“I can sense quiet watchfulness and a readiness to respond to a perceived threat.” 

Instead of replying immediately, Lady al Ca-ir repeated her slow turn. “I think you have gauged the situation exactly, Fe-ar. I think the aos may be trying to decide whether it wants to ask us to explain our purpose here.” 

Random looked around a minute and then replied, “Why don't we tell it what our purpose is, Lady al Ca-ir?”

“How should we do that, Fe-ar?”

Olvir interjected, “What do you do to prepare to enter the aos, milady?”

Lady al Ca-ir looked puzzled for a moment and then replied, “I am a creature of the aos, Goodman Olvir, I simply desire to move from one realm to another and then step across the void.”

Olvir responded, “Exactly, Lady al Ca-ir. Can you instead concentrate on the void?”

“I can Goodman Olvir, but I do not dare to enter into it.”

“I do not want you to enter the void either, Lady al Ca-ir. I want you to concentrate on the void and then speak to it.”

Lady al Ca-ir looked even more puzzled, “Speak to the void, Goodman Olvir. What will that accomplish?” 

“I am hoping that by speaking to the void, we will in fact be speaking to the aos itself, Lady al Ca-ir.”

“You realize that sounds daft, Goodman Olvir.”

“Do you have a better idea, Lady al Ca-ir?”

“No, Goodman Olvir. I do not.”

“Then as our young friends here would say. Give it a go and see what happens, Lady al Ca-ir.”

“You really are daft, Goodman Olvir.” She glared at Olvir as if she were burning a hole in him. Olvir just nodded and smiled. A smile that was more indulgent than friendly. A casual observer would think he hadn't a care in the world. A short time later, with an exasperated look, she said, “Aaargh. Very well, Goodman Olvir. I will attempt to speak to the void.”

“Excellent, Lady al Ca-ir.”

Random clearly heard Lady al Cair say, “We apologize for causing you alarm. We do not wish to threaten, only to study and understand the aos as it appears, here.” 

Random, and everyone else felt more than heard, “Then do so quickly. Do not linger. The presence of so many of you together, creates instabilities.”

Lady al Ca-ir replied, speaking into the void once again, “Thank you. We will move as quickly as we are able.”

When she finished speaking, Lady al Ca-ir stepped quickly into the mist. The rest of the travelers followed. They stepped out onto the roof of the estate. What they saw from the various points on the roof was quite similar to what they had seen on the earlier tour.

There were differences. The ridge looked just as it had before. The mountain now appeared to be in front of the valley. The forest appeared to be glowing, and the Omaha Station site was now visible in the distance from another vantage point. 

Without talking and without wasted movements, the travelers examined each of the views, taking in as much detail as they could. When each of the travelers had seen as much as they could, Lady al Ca-ir stepped forward into the mist. 

The travelers stepped out into the little clearing in front of the quonset. When the travelers had gathered, Sarah broke the silence by saying, “Wow. That was impressive.”

Eileen responded, “You heard that voice answer Lady al Ca-ir. Right?”

Random answered her, “We all heard it love, although it seemed like I felt it more than heard it.”

Eileen replied, “Yeah. Creepy.” 

Lady al Ca-ir announced, “That completes our tour this evening. It time for us to exit the aos.” There were grumbles, but no one openly complained. One by one the travelers disappeared. 

When most of the travelers had disappeared, Random said, “It's time to take Eileen back to the estate.”

Sarah nodded and she and Random prepared to step into the mist. Eileen stopped them by saying, “Don't do that. We've caused enough ripples for one night. I can feel Carol and Carolyn. They want me to just step through to them.”

Random replied, “Say what . . .?” but before he could react, Eileen was gone. He and Sarah quickly exited the aos. 

As soon as they were fully back in the compound, Random called up his telnet links. The first thing he saw was Eileen's smiling face. He said, “Hey beautiful. Am I ever glad to see you.”

Eileen replied, “I'm glad to see you too. Everything seems to be ok on this end. Carol and I are going to tuck in. We have a long day ahead of us and Carol seems to want to finish something we started earlier.”

“Alright. We'll see you tomorrow. Give Carol and Carolyn my love.”

“I will. See you tomorrow.”

Sarah asked, “Did you expect that to happen?””

Random replied, “I didn't know what I expected to happen love and what Eileen did, just about gave me a heart attack.” 

“Why did you let her go then?”

“Surprise, I guess. I didn't realize what she was doing until it was too late to stop her.” Sarah looked like she was going to make a pointed reply. Instead, she sobbed and wrapped her arms around Random, resting her chin on his shoulder. He returned the embrace. Even though she wasn't making any noise, he could feel her crying. 

As he was holding Sarah, Genieve al To-ok captured his attention by saying, “Were you expecting this, Fe-ar?”

Without loosening his embrace, he replied, “Expecting what, Lady Genieve?”

“All of it, Fe-ar.”

“Yes and no, Lady Genieve. I was expecting to see the different settings. I wasn't expecting the things that happened within those settings.”

“It felt to me like you had anticipated some kind of problem, Fe-ar.”

“What are you saying, Lady Genieve?”

“You could have given us warning, Fe-ar.”

“Warn you of what, Lady Genieve? I was as surprised as you were by what happened in the aos.”

“But you suspected that there might be trouble, Fear.”

“I did, Lady Genieve, but had I tried to warn you about my suspicions beforehand, would you or anyone else, have believed me?”

Genieve huffed and then smiled and said, “I am sorry, Fe-ar Random. I was just overwhelmed by what we saw and the things that happened. We Elorans have a difficult time dealing with situations that seem out of control.”

Random returned her smile and replied, “I wish I could have eased your stress, but I didn't think that there was anything effective that I could have done. I can guarantee that you weren't the only one feeling stressed, Lady Genieve.”

Genieve asked softly, “Is your partner alright, Fe-ar Random?”

“I think she will be, Lady Genieve. Give her a moment.”

“Would that I could stay, Fe-ar Random, but Mother is calling.”

“You'd better go then, Lady Genieve.”

Sarah, evidently done crying, said, “Lady Rianna, Lady Genieve? You're getting awful chummy with these Eloran tarts.”

“Jealous?”

“A bit. Yes.” 

Random decided to change the subject. “Luckily, we're close to home. Let's make our rounds and then turn in.”

“Lead on, Soldier.”

“Soldier?”

“Well, you are a soldier, aren't you?”

“Yeah. Ok”

Random turned to see Maxim and Sevari staring off into space. He guessed that they were involved in a conversation with Consul ul Ter and the rest of the Servi High Command. He said quietly to Sarah, “Should we interrupt them?”

“Let's see if anyone else needs our attention first. We can start with your mother.”

Random and Sarah began walking, arm in arm, to where Guinaheir was standing. She looked up as they approached and said, “That was amazing! Simply amazing, Fe-ar.”

Random replied, “It was impressive milady.”

Guinaheir nodded and said, “Please, Mother, or even Mom if you must, my Son.”

“Yes, Mother. What did you think?”

“I do not know where to begin, my Son. What we saw and felt was so different from what we saw this morning, and so completely different from what Elorans have always believed the aos to be. To top things off, Lady Rianna spoke to the aos. She actually spoke to it, and it replied.”

“I know, Mother. I was absolutely stunned. She did, and it did. Then again, I don't know how we could exactly verify that the entity Lady Rianna spoke to was the aos itself. I wonder how Olvir knew to speak to the void.”

“I do too, Son. You will have to ask him.”

“I will Mother. Um, I have to flake out for a minute. Great-grandmother is demanding my attention.”

Guinaheir laughed and then replied, “Then you had better speak with her, Son.”

“Yeah. I got that one, Mother.”

Random cleared his mind and focused on Maura's voice. “Great-grandson, are you listening?”

“I am listening, Great-grandmother.”

“Good. Ti-ar Cormac and I have returned to the Fortress without incident.”

“I am glad to hear that, although I doubt that is the only reason you have been calling to me. Is there something else I can help with?”

“Did you expect any of what we witnessed?”

“Yes and no.”

“Would you care to elaborate on that?”

“I'll try. I expected to see the different settings because that is what we had seen in the morning. I also expected some kind of reaction by either the creatures that inhabit the aos, or the aos itself. I did not expect the responses we did get.”

“You expected the aos itself to react, Great-grandson?”

“I thought that some kind of response by the aos was possible.”

“We need to be able to sit down and talk about this. Are you returning to Fiale al Fi-er soon?”

“It'll be a couple of weeks before I can return to Fiale al Fi-er.”

“That is too long. Based on what has already happened on your quest, our entire definition of the multiverse could have changed in two weeks.”

“I am sorry that my actions are causing you stress, Great-grandmother.”

“I am sure that you are. Returning to what we saw this evening. Can I say that what we saw on our tour was at least somewhat similar to what you saw this morning?” 

“Yes, you can.”

“Do you have an explanation of the significance of the things we saw?”

“Based on the briefing that Lady Rianna, and Goodwoman Ophelia gave my partners and me this afternoon, the order and appearance of each of the settings is a reflection of the importance of the role that each of those places is playing in the quest I am undertaking.”

“I take it that you do not know exactly why we saw what we saw in the order we saw it.”

“You would be correct in that assumption.”

“Does it bother you that you seem to walking this path you have chosen with no real knowledge of what lies ahead, Great-grandson?”

“A little, but I feel that what I am trying to accomplish is worth the risk.”

“You were definitely not raised as an Eloran.. That degree of uncertainty would drive most, if not all Elorans out of their mind.”

“Mother and Lady Guiana have made that idea clear on more than one occasion. Just in case you wanted to know, the Servi aren't real fond of the uncertainty factor either.” 

“I imagine not, yet neither the Servi, nor the Elorans in your company have tried to stop you. Do not misconstrue what I am trying to say. I am eternally grateful for what you have done, but I find their inaction puzzling.”

“I don't believe that they have been as inactive as it seems. I do believe that they have often acted, and the results of those actions have created the path that I follow. Unintended consequences.”

“Unintended consequences indeed. Ti-ar Cormac and I will probably be in touch with you, once we have had time to digest what we witnessed tonight.”

“Until then, Great-grandmother. I hope the rest of your evening is less unsettling than our tour turned out to be.”

“Until then, Great-grandson. I share your hope.”

Random cleared his thoughts and focused on the environment surrounding him. He could see both Sarah and Guinaheir watching him. Sarah noticed the movement of his head and said, “Was Lady Maura upset?”

Random replied, “I think she, and everyone else on the tour was truly stunned by what we saw on the tour. Aside from that, I wouldn't say she was upset. A little puzzled maybe, but not upset.”

“Random, that's not really an answer. You're saying she was, but at the same time she wasn't.” 

“That's about right. Let me try to explain. Lady Maura found what we saw on the tour shocking, and it's going to take her some time to come to grips with it, but she wasn't really angry with me, or anyone else. Does that help?”

“Sort of like Lady Genieve?”

“I think so.”

Guinaheir interjected, “May I ask a question, Son?”

“Certainly, Mother. What is it that you want to ask?”

“The differences that we saw on this evening's tour indicate that the forces affecting your life and your quest are constantly shifting. How does that shifting affect the way we plan our next steps, Son?”

“It means that while we have a long term goal, we will only be able to plan one step ahead at a time with any degree of certainty, Mother.”

Guinaheir gave an almost imperceptible shudder and then said, “I think I need to go and lie down for a while, Son.”

“Go and rest, Mother. I'll come and check on you later.”

“Thank you, Son.”

Sarah watched her walk off and then said, “She's putting a brave face on it, but she's really worried.”

“I know. She's probably terrified, but she's determined to see it through, regardless.”

“If Guinaheir is responding like that, what must Madame Chairwoman be doing?”

“I don't even want to think about it. I'm glad they brought along their own medical staff.”

“Yeah. Let's go see if Maxim and Sevari are ready to call it a night.” 

“Sounds like a good idea to me. Are you sure you don't want to . . .”

Sarah cut him off with, “Yes, I'm sure.”

“Alright.”

Random and Sarah walked over to where the two Servi were. As they approached, they noticed that while Maxim appeared to still be engaged in mental conversation with the Servi High Command, Sevari appeared to be available. Random stepped closer to Sevari and said quietly, “Goodwoman Sevari, how did the conversation with Consul ul Ter go?” 

Sevari gave him a wan smile and said, “Rocky at best, General Hause.”

“Could you tell me what seems to be the general conclusion, Goodwoman Sevari?”

“At the moment, there is little I am at liberty to tell you, General Hause.”

“I understand, Goodwoman Sevari. Please tell me what you can.”

“Very well, General Hause. Suffice it to say that what was encountered on this evening's tour was totally outside the expectations of the Servi community.”

“The Servi are not alone in that, Goodwoman Sevari.”

“Nonetheless, it does create an entirely unexpected set of problems, General Hause.”

“Being uncomfortable with the uncertainty factor seems to be something that the Servi share with the Elorans, Goodwoman Sevari.”

“It would seem so, General Hause. Our scientific community is already struggling with integrating what we have learned on this journey with our accepted science. This new set of anomalies might well shake certain portions apart. As expected, our High Command is concerned.” 

Random chuckled and said, “I would guess so, Goodwoman Sevari. I am sorry that this journey is causing the Servi community such grief.”

Sevari smiled and said, “There is no need for you to apologize to Goodman Maxim or me, General Hause. We are soldiers, not scientists. As soldiers, we are trained to deal with reality as we encounter it.” 

“Sometimes that's a very healthy way to approach the world, Goodwoman Sevari.”

“Goodman Maxim says that it saves a lot of grief and lost sleep, and I agree with him, General Hause.”

“Ok, Goodwoman Sevari. Sarah and I were going to turn in for the evening. Should we wait until Goodwoman Maxim is finished?”

“I am not going to tell you what to do, General Hause, Goodman Maxim and Consul ul Ter would both prefer it if you waited.”

Random turned to Sarah and said, “Did you catch all that?”

“I did. I'm getting very good at thumb twiddling, you know.”

“There's no reason to get cross.”

“I'm tired and I want to go to bed, instead I have to wait for the end of a conversation that I'm not even part of.”

Random gently put his arms around her and said, “I'm sorry, Sarah. I know you're tired. I could ask Sevari if she would accompany you while I wait for Maxim.”

Sarah leaned her head against his and said, 'I'll stay. I wouldn't feel right about leaving you out here by yourself.'

“I won't be by myself. I'll be with Maxim.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Alright. We wait together.”

Sarah sighed and said, “This is nice. We could wait just like this.”

Random squeezed her a little tighter and said, “Sounds good to me.”
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Chapter Seventeen: Eileen Arrives.
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Thursday, November 7th, 2047

University Center, Ulrich 

Random awoke to find Sarah already up and about. “Good morning, love.”

Sarah replied, “Good morning sleepy head.” 

“Are we late for something?”

“We will be if you don't get up.”

“Your heli isn't scheduled to leave until ten.”

“I know, but it's already seven and before we know it, it will be nine.”

“Alright, alright. I'm getting up.”

“Good. I've already ordered breakfast.”

“Got it.” Random got up and grumbled quietly as he headed off to the bath to complete his morning routine.

“I can hear you fussing.”

“Sorry.”

The hours passed very quickly. As Sarah had predicted nine arrived too soon for Random. He wasn't ready to take her to the tarmac and kiss her goodbye before she boarded her flight to Savannah. As they loaded Sarah's bags into the transport, Random said, “I wish we didn't have to say goodbye.”

Sarah smiled, took his hand and said, “I feel the same, but we have to do what's best for all of us, not just you and me.”

“You're really worried about her, aren't you?”

“Yes. I'm very worried about Eileen. I've learned enough about my partners to know that if Carol says she's worried, then there's a real problem that needs to be addressed.”

“You're right. Carol's very level headed most of the time, even more so than you. If she thinks there is a problem, then we have to do something about it.”

“You think I'm level headed?”

“Yes. I've found that even if you're crying your eyes out, if you think something needs to be done, you make sure it gets done.”

“Have you been talking to Eileen about me?”

“Sometimes. Why do you ask?”

“Because Eileen said the same damned thing to me a while ago.”

Random shrugged and said, “Must be that great minds think alike. Eileen went so far as to say that you're 'plucky'.”

“Plucky? I suppose there are worse things.”

“There certainly are. Looks like we have everything loaded.” Random looked at the full to bursting transport and said, “Are you sure you're bringing enough stuff?”

Unfazed, Sarah answered, “Nope, and I'm probably going to bring back even more. Most of that stuff isn't even mine.”

“If it's not yours, why are we going to load it onto the heli and fly it out of here?”

“Elkins and Thorn both told me that they brought along stuff that should have remained back in Savannah. I promised that I would see to it that their stuff arrived in Savannah safely.”

Random looked at the small mountain of bags and said, “What all did Elkins and Thorn bring with them?”

“A few of the other soldiers in our unit asked if they could send stuff home too.”

“Were going to need a bigger heli.”

“That's enough of that. It's time to take me to the tarmac.”

“I know.” Random held open the passenger side door for Sarah to climb in and then he followed, climbing into the cramped spare seating area in the back of the cab.

When he was seated, Sarah asked, “Comfy?”

“No. There's no place to put my legs and something is poking me in the ass.”

“Poor poppet. Luckily the trip to the tarmac is a short one.”

The trip to the tarmac was indeed short, although the driver informed them that all but military helis would now be using the newly constructed airfield on the plain, at the far edge of the forest.

Random asked, “Do we have scheduled non-military flights coming in?”

“First one touched down yesterday, sir. At the moment, they have one flight in and one flight out scheduled each day.”

“What other transport do they have scheduled?”

“There's a truck convoy sir. It makes a round trip each and every day.”

“Holy crap. I really haven't been paying very close attention. What are these flights and convoys carrying?”

“Food, tools, and settlers, sir. Although for now, it's mostly food and tools.”

“We have settlers already established on Ulrich?”

“Yes sir. Ranches and farms on the plain, along the Avendal, down by the coast. They plan on building a couple of fishing villages along the coast, as soon as they can determine whether there's enough fish for sustainable harvest, and whether it's safe to venture out to catch them.”

“Do they plan on settling farmers in the upper Avendal valley?”

“Yes sir, but that's going to take a little longer. We have survey crews in the valley now, and we're trying to liaise with the Elorans about where the valley farms should be set up.”

“Is there a problem?”

“Not so far, sir, but Colonel Elkins felt it best to consult the Elorans because they once had settlers in that valley. She didn't want to step on anyone's toes.”

“Colonel Elkins has proven herself to be an amazing officer.”

“I agree sir, and we all love her.”

“Indeed we do. Help me get this small mountain of stuff unloaded and ready to go on Captain Hause's outbound flight.”

“Yes sir. I hope they're not trying to send her out on one of the Westlakes.” 

“Let's hope not.”

Sarah interjected, “I heard that.”

“Sorry Sarah. It's just that Westlakes aren't very big inside and there's a lot of stuff here.”

Sarah huffed and said, “The Westlake has a carrying capacity of twenty-four fully armed and equipped soldiers. There should be plenty enough space for these things.”

“Yes ma'am.” 

Random and the driver unloaded the baggage Sarah was taking and placed it on the tarmac, to await being loaded onto the outbound heli. As they were unloading the bags, a second transport arrived carrying Sevari and Maxim. 

Sevari's lone bag was unloaded and placed onto the tarmac, next to Sarah's. Compared to Sarah's collection, Sevari looked like she was going away for an overnight trip.

Sarah took one look at Sevari's single large bag and said, “Oh girl. We are going to have to take you shopping when we get to Savannah.” 

“Shopping?,” Sevari responded, grinning happily.

Maxim shook his head and smiled, then he walked over and stood next to Random. Random said, “Well, my friend, it looks like it going to be just you and me for a little while.”

“Yes it does, General Hause, although I have you at a disadvantage because I will be able to maintain steady communications with my loved one.”

“Must be nice, Goodman Maxim.”

“It does have advantages, as well as drawbacks, General Hause. Then again, Lady Sarah may have my mate's attention so occupied that I might not be able to get a word in edgewise.”

Random replied, “I'm not saying a word.”

As they were talking, a single Westlake settled in for a landing. When the blades quit rotating, Random and Maxim began loading Sarah'a and Sevari's bags into the aircraft. After several trips, Random muttered, “Feeling like a pack mule yet, Goodman Maxim?”

“I am not familiar with the concept of a pack mule, General Hause.”

“A pack mule is a relatively large animal used to carry heavy loads, my friend.”

“I understand now, General Hause, and yes I am beginning to feel like a pack mule. Luckily, none of these bags have been particularly heavy.”

“I found them heavy enough, Goodman Maxim.”

When the bags were finally loaded onto the heli, Random walked over and interrupted Sarah's and Sevari's conversation by sweeping Sarah into his arms. After a momentary surprise, Sarah returned the embrace and said, “I guess
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