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Sage looks around her, blinking in confusion. What is she doing at the laundromat? She had bought her own second-hand washer and dryer ages ago.

She points at Mystic. "Hey, I know you," she says. "You are the organist and choir master at my church."

She looks down, spotting an unfamiliar butterfly brooch affixed to her sweater. And her scarf. It's blue now? It used to be green, she does remember that, but now it is a lovely vibrant shade of lapis lazuli, so she's not complaining. Sage looks at her right hand. Ooh, a new pretty ring, too. Tiny silver butterfly inlays, surrounded by blue-green paua shell, sparkle in the harsh overhead lights.

"Come on, Sage. That is so not funny," Mystic says.

"I wasn't aware that I had made a joke."

"Where's your memory stone?"

"My what now?"

"Check in your pockets."

"Okay." Sage checks the front and back pockets of her uncomfortably tight fitting denims - she should really put in more of an effort to lose weight - coming up with only a bunch of keys; her passport, for some or other unknown reason; some loose change and paper money in a foreign currency, as well as a gaudy-looking, plastic, egg-shaped object, in an unpleasantly insipid, light-purple hue.

Frowning, Mystic asks: "May I?"

She hands him the ugly piece of plastic.

He rolls it around in his fingers. "Where's the real one?"

"I have no idea what you're on about. What real one?"

Realisation dawns on Mystic and he suddenly feels faint, the blood draining from his face. His whole body erupts in prickles of alarm.

"You don't look so good." Sage grabs one of the plastic chairs. "Here, sit down, before you fall down."

Mystic sits down and he feels Sage pressing his head towards his knees. His vision clears and he sits up slowly. Sage pushes up her glasses, still looking very concerned for his well-being.

"Should I call for an ambulance, or are you all right now?" she asks.

"No, that won't be necessary. Just give me a minute, I've had a bit of a shock."

Sage takes a chair for herself. Her feet hurt, as if she had walked or stood a lot the previous day. She looks around the laundromat. No-one else is inside. Come to think of it, it was usually empty every time she used it before. She hadn't been here in ages, since she got her own appliances.

"It seems that we have a lot to discuss. Would you join me at Constance's for a coffee?" Mystic asks.

"What day is it? Never mind. If I'm here it would be the weekend."

She holds out her hand, to help Mystic up, but he declines, getting up by himself, holding his body stiff, as if he is in pain.

Sage glances back at the laundromat when they exit. Brand new blue letters spell out the name.

"They changed it to OB1's Wishy-Washy Laundromat. Oh, I get it, it is a Starry Warsy reference."

Mystic nods, smiling. He now knows in what type of gaming world their next adventure will take place. He is actually looking forward to it, being a computer geek in real life.

They walk the short distance to the utilitarian coffee shop. There is nothing special to recommend it, except for its proximity to their current location. Mystic takes shallow breaths, trying to get used to the constant pain he feels in their own world.

"I'll buy the cappuccinos, since I noticed you only have Swedish money on you," Mystic says.

"How...?"

"Do I know? It's a long story and we'll need a couple of refills. Find us a table so long." Mystic orders at the counter and looks over his shoulder, where his sister chose their usual table next to the window. Some things never change. He places the paper cups with their plastic lids on their table, handing her a stirring stick and three packets of sugar.

Sage takes the lid off to add the sugar. How on earth does he know how many sugars she prefers?

"Where to begin?" Mystic says. "I'm your brother."

"But I'm adopted."

"I know. I know almost everything about you. Poor Ashe is going to be devastated by your memory loss."

"Who?"

"The guy who gave you that unique ring. Your boyfriend."

"Oh my. When did I acquire one of those? He has good taste in jewellery at least. Wait, what memory loss?"

"That hideous purple thing used to be an amethyst memory stone, given to you by our psychic gecko, named Zola. The original must have been stolen by Ashe the elf's evil sister, Niamh, and switched for this useless piece of tat."

"Zola, like the long-distance runner from South Africa? I've always liked her."

"They have the same name, yes."

"This sounds like a fairytale. Evil sisters, elves and animals with ESP."

Mystic sighs. How is he supposed to bring her up to speed on everything that happened since he got his own memory stone? He'll just have to give her some of the highlights. How sad is it that she won't remember any of their adventures together. All the good times they shared, and how much Ashe loves her. All of that, gone, in one fell swoop. Niamh won't even know the extent of the damage she had done. And was the betrayal of Sage even worth it for Niamh?

"We are mages and as such, we get pulled into a gaming world, usually from inside this laundromat, and when we return to Earth, our memories are wiped, except if they had been stored in our memory stones. Having lost yours, you have no recollection of what happened over there." He scrunches up his face. "This is such a huge mess."

He proceeds to tell her everything he can of the convoluted story which had taken place over the span of twenty years. Pain is gnawing at his stomach and fatigue is creeping up on him, despite all the caffeine he had consumed.

"Well, I choose to look on the bright side. I don't know what I'm missing." Sage is on her third coffee and is feeling jittery as a result. She should have called it quits at two.

"That's one way of handling it." Mystic feels an urgent need to return home, to take some painkillers. His head is also starting to hurt, he's tired and the pain in his abdomen had intensified. They walk to their flats. He'll never be able to tell Sage everything she lost. Ignorance is bliss in this case, but he still feels sad on behalf of himself and Ashe. He should call him and relay the bad news.

Ashe had arrived safely in Switzerland, from Poland, where he works at Larry-Ann Gaming Studios as a game developer. The limo driver had been waiting to meet him at the airport when the company jet landed. He was rushed over to the hospital where his twin had been admitted in a critical condition, after a skiing accident. The driver couldn't help but steal glances at her very attractive passenger in the rear-view mirror. He is tall and lean, with some experience lines on his face, just adding to his allure. She puts him somewhere in his fifties, just because there are some grey hairs threaded in between his brown ones. She sighs. He's taken, if that promise ring she saw on his right hand is any indication.

The driver pulls up to the entrance of the hospital, so Ashe doesn't have too far to walk. She watches his neat behind as he enters the hospital, leaning heavily on a stick. Taken or not, a woman may appreciate looking at such a prime specimen. Pity about him being handicapped, though. She drives away, to find a parking space from where she can see him when he exits the building.

Niamh is hooked up to a ventilator and various lines are attached to her to monitor her condition. At least Ashe can walk short distances now, with the use of a cane. The wheelchair is on stand-by, in the trunk of the limo, for when he might need it. He wants to call Sage, but he knows she won't have her phone on her, after just returning to Earth. The mages had just finished their fourth adventure in the gaming world, which he had helped to create. He smiles every time he sees his ring, matching the one Sage wears and he can hardly wait to see his one true love again.

He holds his sister's hand, while the lead doctor of her medical team is updating him. His smile fades as the specialist lays out the extent of Niamh's injuries. She is not out of the woods yet and might still die. The next 48 hours will tell. Ashe has a few minutes alone with his sister, before the nurse informs him that his time is up. He slowly makes his way out of the ICU, back to the entrance of the hospital, where the driver promptly picks him up.

On the way to his hotel, his phone rings. It's Mystic. The driver sees Ashe's face crumple. It must be bad news. He's visibly struggling to take breaths and a single tear escapes, before he angrily wipes it away. His heart had been crushed by the news Mystic had given him about the loss of Sage's memory stone.

"Hey, sir. Are you all right?" the driver asks. She can almost feel his sadness and struggles not to shed a few tears of her own in sympathy.

"No. I'm not all right and there is nothing to be done about it."

It is as if some of his elan had been doused in an instant. His face took on a grey aspect and he seems to have aged in only a few seconds. The driver is sure he would have uttered a primal scream if he had been alone. He stares out of the window, in forlorn silence, for the rest of the trip to the hotel.

Sage feels restless. Mystic had informed her that she doesn't work in a lab anymore and that in essence, she doesn't need a job, since the foundation which they are a part of, takes care of all their expenses. She decides to open up her laptop to start on a new e-book. She had finished her debut novel, although she had since neglected writing, due to poor sales, as evidenced by the dates on the files. She had been playing with ideas for a follow-up to her first book. She opens a new folder and creates a document for the first chapter. She puts on some classical music and is soon lost in the story. Sipping some tea, she saves her work and does a check on the word count. She had effortlessly typed over a thousand words. She powers down the computer.  

Discovering some expensive steak in the fridge, she starts preparing a lonely supper for one. It feels strange not to worry about finances all the time. In the past, she could hardly afford to buy chicken, and never bought extravagant food items, such as red meat. And since when does she have a fancy oven? A shiny, brand new Italian appliance, with all the bells and whistles, sits proudly in the place of her old, outdated one, which tended to burn everything.

Ashe is jarred awake by the ringing of the landline in his hotel room. He's still half asleep, but sits up, wide awake, when he realises that it's the hospital calling. He can't afford to wait for his driver and uses the hotel's car service to bring him to Niamh's bedside. She had taken a turn for the worse during the night. Even he, as a non-medical professional, can see that the numbers recording her vital signs are looking less than optimal. The doctors had done everything humanly possible for her.

As the sun rises, she takes her last breath. By now, the press had gotten wind of her accident and Ashe has to face a crowd of reporters assembled outside.

His years of training take over. Take deep breaths. Duty calls. Make a statement. This will be an international headline. The death of a member of a lesser-known royal family, a duchess, even without a kingdom, is still newsworthy. Leaning heavily on his cane, he exits the hospital, to flashing cameras and microphones shoved in his face. Suppressing his grief, he informs the world of Niamh's passing. His driver of the previous day stands off to the side, bless her. The hotel must have notified her that he might need a ride. Ashe nods at the driver and she helps him make a way to the car, through the throng of paparazzi. She pulls away slowly, giving the members of the press room to get out of the way. She watches him in the rear-view mirror. He had dropped the stoic mask he had put on for the press. Grief is deeply etched into the duke's countenance.

"Where to, sir?"

"Nowhere in particular. Just drive around for a bit, please."

A couple of days later, Sage had been invited to lunch by Mystic and since the English weather is cold, but nonetheless pleasant for a change, she decided to walk to his flat. She's wearing worn-in hiking boots, comfortable jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt, a puffy jacket and her dazzling, blue cashmere scarf, which she can't quite remember where she got it from. Passing a magazine kiosk on the way, she spots the picture of a gorgeous man and a woman who closely resembles him, on the front page of a tabloid. She stops to read the text above their photos. What a shame. The woman, his twin, had tragically died recently.

Mystic opens the door before Sage can knock. "Ashe just informed me that his sister, Niamh, had passed." He takes her jacket and scarf, to hang on hooks beside the door.

"I'm sorry to hear that, even if I don't remember either of them."

"Niamh was a piece of work in the game. I never met her IRL, but I suspect that art imitated life. And Ashe is such a nice guy."

"IRL?"

"Ugh, all your gaming knowledge is gone. I keep trauma blocking that out of my mind. In Real Life."

"Oh."

"I made some shepherd’s pie." Mystic brings the piping hot oven-baked dish to the table.

"It smells divine. It still feels weird not having to go to my former lab job."

"Do you miss doing cytology?" He places a generous helping on Sage's plate and dishes out a smaller portion for himself.

"Yes and no. I liked doing the microscopy part, searching for abnormal cells, but I don't miss the stacks of never-ending admin and definitely not the office politics. Some of the pathologists are real divas."

"I can imagine that they think they are God's gift."

"You don't know the half of it." Sage savours the first bite. Mystic's cooking is top-notch. "You should open a restaurant. This is amazing."

"Thanks. I'll take that into consideration." He smiles. "Due to the foundation, we are relieved of daily toiling for pennies. The company is in good hands with Bertha, the COO, at the helm. She's working tirelessly to find childless couples to give some of the thousands of unused frozen embryos a chance at being born."

"I read up on it. They are called snow babies, which is adorable. It is a noble cause and I am honoured to be a part of it. I understand that the foundation's services are free?"

"Yes. The donors of the thousands of unused embryos never want any money and the foundation even sponsors the hormonal treatments and implantation procedures for the recipient couples. They only have to pay for their own care, such as a natural pregnancy would require. And if they can't afford that, the foundation even steps in to pay their hospital bills as needed."

"Good to know. How does the record-keeping work? Surely they must keep track of who is who, because the babies will grow up having siblings they don't know about."

"They take great care with the genetic information register and the parents are encouraged to be open about the origin of their adopted offspring."

"Infertility is an ever-growing problem. I'm glad that we can do our part in mitigating that."

"Makes one feel useful. Can I interest you in another helping?"

"I won't say no. Why does other people's food always taste better than what you made yourself?"

"I wish I knew."

After lunch, Mystic brews some coffee in his cafetière. There is enough to have two mugs each. He also made his version of a tiramisu, with salted caramel, in addition to the coffee it requires.

"Now I'm stuffed. You could sell this dessert and people will line up to buy it."

"Thanks. I like it too. How do you feel about going for a walk to the laundromat to see if the next adventure is ready for us?" Mystic asks.

"The real question is: Are we ready for the adventure?"

"Of course we are." He picks his next words, just to watch her reaction. "What could go wrong?"

Sage's eyes go wide. "Don't you ever say those words..."

"I know. I was just messing with you. You are so superstitious."

"I'm not. Those types of questions are dangerous. Words have power and I know that from experience."

"I'm aware. We've talked about it, ad nauseum."

"Sorry. I'm bound to repeat myself. I feel at a disadvantage. You know more things about me and what we had done in the games."

"I can't remember the tutorial level and most of the next game that followed. I only got my memory stone at the end of that second adventure and you received yours half-way through the third. So I'm not as far ahead of you as you think."

"Oh. But why are my memories of the real world also patchy?"

"If I may borrow a few words from the Doctor."

"Who?"

"Yes. That Doctor. It's a timey-wimey thing."

"Time-travel had always done my head in. That would explain it then." Sage pushes her glasses up. She should really invest in a new pair, as these keep slipping down her nose.

"How about that walk now?"

"I have nothing on my calendar for the rest of the day, so why not?"

Sage dons her outdoor clothes, winding her scarf around her neck. Mystic dresses in his ratty old jacket, with its plethora of pockets and no collar. He remembers to leave their phones behind, since the devices never seem to travel with them to the gaming worlds anyway.

It takes only a few minutes to reach OB1's Wishy-Washy Laundromat. To other people, the plot appears to be empty, but to the siblings, an old building is present. The mages enter via the glass door. Mystic is not very optimistic that anything will happen. In the past they had visited the laundromat on numerous occasions, and nothing transpired. He walks around, finding a newspaper on one of the plastic chairs. The newspaper is always a day old. He places it on top of one of the washers. The date on it is Monday, September 30, 2024. Sage was inspecting the big dryer and joins him at the bank of washing machines.

A picture of Ashe and his deceased sister is relegated to page three by now. Old news, according to the rest of the world.

"I've seen them before somewhere," Sage says.

"I should hope so. It's your pretty boy Ashe and poor Niamh."

"You're kidding!"

"Why would I do such a thing?"

"Let me get this straight. This guy, Ashe, is my actual boyfriend?"

"That's what I said."

"Impossible. He's gorgeous. Why would he even look my way?"

"He likes you." A slight breeze lifts Mystic's hair off his forehead.

"I don't believe you."

"Suit yourself."

The newspaper's pages start flapping in the strengthening wind.

Sage looks worried at this sudden change in the atmosphere. There is a smell of ozone in the air and before long, her unbound hair is whipping about her face in the gale. Mystic laughs gleefully as he is pulled towards the open door of the big dryer, Sage following in his wake. He is dragged into the dryer, feet first, taking care not to bump his head as he enters the portal. Sage is not as lucky and she is knocked out when she doesn't duck quickly enough.

Darkness. Light. Darkness. Light. Darkness...

"Ooh, ouchie! Head hurts." Sage risks opening her eyes again. "Too much light!" She scrunches her eyes shut again, but that hurts her head and she relaxes her forehead.

She is lying on her back, surrounded by seven people, hovering over her. The only one she recognises, is Mystic. She reaches up to her forehead, where a substantial bump is forming. A peculiar vibration can be felt through the floor and there is some noise, almost like being on a plane. She pushes up her glasses, glad that they are still intact, despite her accident. She looks around at the smooth, grey walls of the passage. There are doors leading off on both sides.

"We should take her to the med-bay and place her in the medical stasis pod," one of the women says. She has gorgeous ginger hair and freckles.

"Yes, Sofia." A tall young man answers. He has longish dark hair and a full beard, and looks to be around twenty-something. He gently puts his arm beneath Sage's shoulders, to help her sit up.

"What the heck?" Sage says. "Sofia?"

"Yes, Sage. You are indeed on the spaceship Sofia and I am her avatar, in a robot body."

"Who are you?" Sage asks the young man helping her.

"Jean-Paul Landry, at you service ma'am."

"Bess and Daniel's boy?"

"Yes, ma'am. Come on, let's get you up."

"But..."

"Get checked out first, then we can talk some more," Jean-Paul says.

Sage lets herself be taken to the medical bay, where a pod is opened. She climbs in and the lid closes. It takes ten minutes for all the scans to be completed. The lid opens by itself and Sage is assisted by Jean-Paul to step out.

She has a slight concussion, but nothing serious. She only has to take it easy for the next week or so. Her skin is not broken, so Sofia places a pain patch directly over the bump on her forehead. She still feels a bit dizzy as they walk to the opposite side of the ship, via the passage. She is offered a seat on a squishy wine-red sofa, bolted to the floor in the canteen area. All the people stare at her and Mystic. Sage looks down at herself, to see if her clothes are dirty or something, but there is nothing amiss. She stares back at them. In addition to Sofia and Jean-Paul, there are three girls and a younger boy.

"I'm Anina," the eldest girl says, I just turned nineteen."

"Cate and Nick Landry's daughter?"

"Yes, ma'am," Anina says.

"Enough with this ma'am stuff. Call me Sage, please."

"But you are the same age as our parents," the youngest boy says.

"We are the twins, Emma and Melissa. We're almost sixteen. and this is our little brother, Joshua. He's eleven."

"Ah. The Turners."

"Yes, Anandee and Brent are our parents."

"You seem to know these people, Sage," Mystic says. "You have to explain to me who belongs to who."

She nods. "Later."

The children keep staring at them. Looking at Sage, then at Mystic and then back again. It is making the mages uncomfortable.

"You're in those movies our moms like so much," Joshua blurts out.

"What movies?" Mystic asks.

"You know, silly. The Mystic & Sage ones," Emma says.

"The three oldies get together and binge-watch all four of the mage films, once a year at least," Anina says.

"Yes. Please do some magic for us. We want to see how you do it," Melissa says.

"Well, paint me purple," Sage says.

The children laugh.

"Leave our guests alone," Sofia says. "You can pester them some more in the morning. It is bedtime for all of those under sixteen."

"Aaawh!" the three youngest ones say in a chorus.

"Go on. Off to your cabins," Sofia says.

Melissa, Emma and Joshua obey the robot, albeit reluctantly.

"Would you like some supper?" Anina asks.

"We just had lunch, so we're sorted for the time being, thank you," Mystic says.

"How about some coffee?" Jean-Paul asks. "Our family's coffee is famous all throughout the Alliance."

Sage nods eagerly, despite her aching head.

Jean-Paul removes an antique manual coffee mill and a packet of roasted coffee beans from one of the cabinets. He measures out the right amount of beans, grinding them to a fine powder and sets to expertly brewing five mugs of the most delicious beverage.
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"My dad, Daniel, brought the beans for this particular variant directly from Earth, when they were stuck there in the past, due to a freak accident," Jean-Paul says.

"I know," Sage says.

"Excuse me?" Jean-Paul says.

"Never mind." The five Landry and Turner cousins are probably unaware of the fact that their family features in a trilogy of books. References to it would either just bounce off them, or they might only feel a vague sense of puzzlement about it. Best not to probe too deeply. Who knows what might happen if they become self-aware?

"Seconds?" Sofia asks. She adores coffee in all its forms, ever since the first time she tasted it. Her avatar, which Anandee built, runs on a core of Mesosideritium, just like the spaceship, but it is able to burn organic matter as fuel too. "Jy kan my in 'n wip vang met koffie," Sofia says.

Sage laughs out loud. "I didn't know you spoke Afrikaans, Sofia."

"I'm an AI, I know every language spoken in the Alliance. For the benefit of Mystic and the children: I said that you could catch me in a trap with coffee."

"We're well aware," Jean-Paul says, smiling. He picks a different packet of beans and the resulting brew is excellent as well. All the Landry coffees are perfectly roasted and low in acid content, making for a superior product. His pride in it is justified.

Jean-Paul opens a tin of biscuits. "My mom loves baking and she always stocks the pantry when we take the Sofia out for a spin."

Sage can't wait to sample some of Bess's famous biscuits. She takes one of each variety: custard, shortbread, coffee, condensed milk, and ginger flavoured.

"We're a bit short on space," Anina says. "I hope you don't mind sharing a cabin."

"No problem. We've had to share before," Mystic says.

Jean-Paul stacks the sonic dishwasher with their mugs, while Anina shows them to their cabin. She places her hand on a pressure plate next to the door, which noiselessly slides open at her touch. There are two single beds inside, with an en suite bathroom.

"You touch the inside panel to open and close you cabin door," Anina says. "See you in the morning."

"Thank you. Sleep well," Mystic says.

Now that they can speak in relative privacy, Mystic is full of questions.

"Time to dish out some info sis," he says.

"All right. The five of them are cousins. There is a series of books, set in the future, about the Landry siblings; Daniel, Nick and Anandee," Sage says.

"I have a vague recollection about you mentioning Landry books," Mystic says.

"Their family owns a coffee plantation on the planet Moa. They farm organically and their estate yields smaller crops of exceptional quality. They charge top credits for their product. which sells out in the twinkling of an eye."

"They are surely entitled to it, judging by the taste. So who's who then?"

"The first Landry book, called Journey to Nowhere is about Daniel and how he meets Bess. The three Landrys used to have a bounty hunting business and they mistakenly caught Bess, because she was framed by a woman called Naydien Huisamen. So then they traipse all over the known universe to find the real criminal. Jean-Paul is their son."

"All right, I'm with you so far."

"The second book, Between Nothing and Nowhere, is about Nick Landry and Cate. Nowhere is a prison planet, by the way. I should have said that earlier. Anina is theirs. I guess Cate's difficult pregnancy put her off from having another child."

"So what happens in the second book?"

"I can't say, because it will spoil the plot, but I can say that they were after the other villain, Captain Salvinski, when disaster struck. He's a space pirate, on the ship, Maximus."
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