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Sage's long, brown hair is whipped around her face, mostly obscuring the person ahead of her in a dark tunnel. A point of light appears in the distance. The person in front of her is ejected from the tunnel and she follows close behind, landing on her backside.

"Oof!"

He had landed on his feet, as if he had known what to expect, but the abrupt exit had taken her by surprise. Mystic holds his hand out to his sister, to pull her up from where she had been ejected onto the floor.

"Ouch." She rubs her backside, before straightening her glasses. What is the former choirmaster from church doing here?

Mystic looks at Sage's puzzled expression and sighs. "Not again." He slaps a hand to his forehead.

"Excuse me? What not again?" Sage asks. "And why am I in a laundromat? I do have my own appliances at home."

He sighs. "This is getting so tedious."

"I beg your pardon!"

"Not you, the situation, which is playing out over and over again. It's starting to irritate me."

Something is poking Sage in the ribs. She brushes the ends of her purple scarf away and unzips her puffy jacket, to access one of the inner pockets. "What's this?" She takes out a square, plastic case. "A CD? We don't use these anymore, it is 2024, we stream our music these days."

"May I have a look?" Mystic asks.

"Sure." Sage hands him the object.

Mystic opens the case, to reveal a cobalt blue disk.

"I've never seen a solid blue CD before," Sage says.

"I don't think it's a CD." Mystic takes it out, to see what's on the flip side.

"A DVD?"

"Nope, not that, either."

"What is it then?" Sage looks down. Since when does she have a purple scarf? The colour is deep, and rich. She loves it.

"I don't know. Something else, something new. It seems to be made of some type of crystal."

"Hmm, I think you're right." Sage rubs one of the ends of the scarf against her cheek. And it is so soft, too!

"I have a Blu-Ray player at home. I'd like to try it and see if it plays this disk."

"That's old tech. I don't even own a DVD player anymore, but if you insist. I have to admit, I'm a bit curious to see what's on it."

Mystic had just realised that he's feeling better than ever before. There is no pain!

"Hello? I said I'd like to see what's on it," Sage says.

"Hold your donkeys. Let's go to my place. It's not far."

Sage bites her lip. "Um, I'm not sure I feel comfortable to go to a virtual stranger's home."

"We're related."

Sage's eyes go wide and her jaw drops.

Mystic shakes his head. "Why do I even bother?" He starts walking to the exit.

His eye catches the newspaper. Its date is September 30, 2024, which should be yesterday's. Outside, he breathes in the crisp autumn air. Still no pain! He feels like running, jumping, clicking his heels together in the air, but Sage would think he's gone batty, so he refrains from any such antics. Sage trots to keep up with Mystic.

"Good. You decided to join me."

They quickly reach Mystic's flat. He inserts his key into the lock and when the door swings open, everything is just as he had left it.

"Have a seat. Here's your phone."

Sage just gapes at him, taking her phone from his hands.

Mystic switches on his television and slides the disk into the Blu-Ray player. Only a few menu items are displayed. Some are the movies about him and Sage and the last entry is Book.

"Well, at least we know it works," Sage says.

Mystic uses the remote to click on the first item on the list.

Sofia and Jean-Paul's faces, from their previous adventure appear on the screen.

"Hi, you two." Jean-Paul executes a little wave with his hand. His voice can be heard clearly, over the surround-sound system.

Then Sofia speaks: "Jean-Paul and I had devised a plan to enable Sage to take the movies home. By using a particular type of crystal, and since we know crystals can travel between the worlds, we embedded the information on a small disk for you."

"Wait. Pause, pause, pause." Sage is flabbergasted. "Sofia the robot and baby Jean-Paul all grown up, from the Landry books?"

"Yes."

"Well, I never!"

Mystic presses the play button.

Jean-Paul takes over the narration: "Bear with me as I infodump on you. This type of disk stores a whopping 360 terabytes of information, equating to 80 years of continuous high-def video. The quartz-glass crystal stores information in five different dimensions. It is resistant to impact, extreme temperature fluctuations, as well as cosmic radiation."

Sofia speaks again: "The information in it, shall be kept safe indefinitely. To get a bit technical: Tiny openings of 20 nanometres are made with a femto-second laser pulse, to record the information in five ways: Position, height, orientation, length and width. The information is read, using another laser, when the nanostructures alter the way the light is polarised and reflected."

"Sofia took the liberty of adding all her databases to the disk, since the four movies based on your adventures take up such a minute amount of space," Jean-Paul says. "She also added everything in your fifth adventure, which happened on the ship and in the presence of her avatar, so those memories are also not completely lost to you, Sage."

"Jean-Paul ensured that the movies and other files on the disk could be read by placing it in a Blu-Ray device, otherwise it would just be a useless piece of rock to you," Sofia says. "The databases are embedded deeper, in a different layer and can only be read by a highly advanced laser system. You might want to visit a university science lab if you want to access those particular encrypted files. I have to caution you on disseminating any of that information, since it has the potential to cause changes to your current timeline. So maybe it's best to leave them alone for the time being."

Jean-Paul continues: "Sage, you might want to first replay each of the four movies, and only after that, the file of your experiences on the ship, since Zola is not done with your new memory stone yet."

Jean-Paul and Sofia end their recording by saying in unison: "Good luck and Godspeed." They both smile and wave. "Bye for now."

The screen fades to blue.

"That was really ingenious of them, to place everything on a crystal disk, for you to bring home," Mystic says.

"Why is that?" Sage asks.

"For the umpteenth time: You have lost all your memories, the moment we set foot back on Earth again and the crystal disk contains everything, so they managed to give your memories back to you."

"All right. I guess I should do as they suggested and watch."

"I think that would be the best way to get you caught up. I need to do some food shopping, so can I leave you to it?"

"Sure." Sage presses the menu key on the Blu-Ray player's remote, to access the first movie. She sets the playback speed to 2x, so she can get through everything faster.

Mystic returns, catching the tail end of their first adventure. He opens some packets of flavoured popcorn, pouring their contents into bowls. He re-watches the remaining three movies with her.

At the start of the recording of their fifth adventure, Mystic asks her to pause the disk. Sage can't hide the tears streaming down. He gives her a hug. "I'm so sorry that you're sad about Ashe."

Sage takes her glasses off, to wipe her face on her sleeve. She's utterly devastated by everything she had learned. "It feels as if my emotions had been through a washing machine, all churned up, wet, and wrinkly. Poor Ashe, too."

"You'll feel better after you've had something more substantial to eat." Mystic grabs a box of tissues and places it on the coffee table.

"One might only hope." Sage yanks a tissue out, to blow her nose. Why did she have to be such an idiot about Ashe?

Mystic gets up to put their supper into the oven to cook. When he returns from the kitchen, he hands her a mug of decaf. Sage will have trouble sleeping if she has regular coffee this late.

"Stop worrying about Ashe. He's tougher than he looks."

"If you say so. I feel like a louse." Sage hits the play button and they start watching the expertly edited footage of their fifth adventure. "I should be happy, but all I feel is regret at wasting so much precious time with him."

"Hindsight is 20/20. You couldn't have known before."

"Life is so unfair. It seems like everything had been stacked against you and I."

"Maybe it is because we have something important to do. The forces of evil are constantly trying to break us."

Sage looks at him, frowning. "To prevent us from fulfilling our destiny?"

"Exactly like that. You and I both suffer from bouts of depression."

"Which makes us want to curl up and do nothing."

"Thus preventing us from doing what we're supposed to."

Sofia and Jean-Paul had done an excellent job at capturing most of everything which had happened in the sci-fi world, showing more detail than in the preceding four movies about the adventures of the mages. The oven's timer dings and Sage pauses once more, so Mystic can tend to supper.

"It's nothing fancy," he says.

"Anything's good. I like oven chips and crumbed chicken steaklets. Pass the All-Gold, please?"

Mystic hands her the bottle of imported tomato sauce. He had already dolloped a sizeable helping of the condiment onto his plate.

"How do you have South African tomato sauce?" she asks.

"You introduced it to me long ago and I got hooked. It's so much better than the plastic-y, artificial nonsense we get here."

"Oh, good for me, then." She drags a fry through the thick sauce. This is comfort food at its best.

It is almost midnight when they reach the end of the fifth adventure. Sofia had included an unedited version as well, but it would take weeks to watch through all the mundane, boring parts.

There is a knock on the door.

Mystic jumps up, nimbly. "Now who might that be at this hour?"

Sage is feeling a bit sleepy, but starts wide awake when Mystic speaks to the caller at the door.

"Cecil. This is unexpected. Do come in." Mystic steps back so that their half-brother can enter.

"Don't mind if I do. Your English weather is atrocious." Cecil places his folded-up umbrella next to the door, to dry off. He nods at Sage, who tries her best not to glare at him. They had gotten off on the wrong foot when they first met, and the animosity is palpable.

"Have a seat. May I offer you some tea?" Mystic asks.

"That would hit the spot, thank you."

Sage has no idea what to say to Cecil, so she just stays silent. He looks comfortable in his seat, as if nothing can disturb his tranquillity. He looks around the flat, but she can't discern if he approves or not. The place has a lived-in ambience, although it is spotlessly clean. As a renter, Mystic is not allowed to put any nails in the walls, to hang art on. The furnishings are functional, as are the plain curtains. Mystic's personality is not reflected by his surroundings, at all.

Cecil waits until Mystic returns with his tea, before speaking. "You two might be in danger."

"I don't like the sound of that," Mystic says.

"His lordship, Duke Ashe had requested that I look into his twin sister's death. It seems that it was no accident." Cecil takes a sip. Mystic's tea-brewing skills are up to par, at least.

Sage's breath catches in her throat at his mention of Ashe.

Mystic frowns. "What does that have to do with us being in danger?"

"Maybe you'll be fine, but Lord Ashe had requested that I inform you of the possibility. He had arranged for some agents to guard you from a distance."

"What?"

"He knows some powerful people. The agents had been watching your flat since you had returned earlier and they followed you to the store, Mystic."

"I never noticed anyone suspicious," Mystic says.

"You're not supposed to. The agents are trained to blend in, so you won't even know they are there." Cecil takes another few sips of tea.

"And here I was imagining guys in black suits and 'shades, speaking into their wrists," Mystic says.

"Don't be daft. That's only done in the cinematic arts for effect."

"I was joking, Cecil. Lighten up, will you?"

"It is not a laughing matter."

"So what now? Should we lie low for the time being?" Mystic asks.

"As of yet, the agents have detected no threat, so you may go about your lives as normal. Just be aware of your surroundings and lock your doors. Don't be wandering outside, alone, at night, things of that nature." Cecil's cup is empty.

"Noted. Thank you. More tea?" Mystic says.

"Not at this time. I'll be off then. Consider yourselves warned." Cecil gets up to let himself out. "Now lock the door behind me. Goodbye." He even remembered to take his damp umbrella.

"Phew! And just like that, he's gone again," Sage says.

"He's not so bad."

"Once you get to know him? I doubt if the pair of us will ever sit beside the same fire."

"He's an acquired taste, to be fair."

"Like olives, anchovies and capers?"

"Exactly."

Sage yawns. "I should get home."

"You're welcome to stay over. I have a sleeper couch. Do you want to be out in this weather?"

"Not really."

"It's settled then. I have a new toothbrush and I'll dig up some pyjamas that fit you."

"Great. I do need a shower, first."

"The clean towels are in the airing cupboard. Help yourself."

Feeling clean and cozy, Sage settles on the sleeper couch. Her thoughts are racing due to all she had learned about their adventures. They should find a safe place to keep the disk. What if it falls into the wrong hands? She makes a mental note to tell Mystic in the morning. The soft buzzing of the air- and filter pumps of his tropical fish tanks lull her to sleep eventually.

The next morning, Mystic wakes up first. He takes a moment to fully appreciate the miraculous absence of pain, before getting up. He sets up a pot of coffee to brew. He's hungry and starts on breakfast, cooking some pork bangers and poached eggs, with sourdough toast and lemon marmalade.

Sage is roused by the sound of sausages sizzling in a pan. "Why didn't you wake me? I could have helped."

"I know you don't always sleep well, so I left you to it." Mystic dishes out the food onto two plates.

"Oh. I guess I really need that new memory stone from Zola. You have so many more recollections to draw upon, than me."

"That would be a great help. Dig in."

"My stone needs to be secured better, this time around. Maybe in the form of a pendant on a chain around my neck. Speaking of, we should find a safe place for the disk." Sage takes a moment to bless the food silently, before taking a bite. "Hmm, this is good."

"Eek! The thought hadn't even crossed my mind. I'll phone Bertha right now and ask her if we can keep it in the safe at the Foundation."

Bertha, the COO of the Foundation, funded by Ashe, enabling childless couples to adopt donated frozen embryos for surrogacy, had been awake for hours when Mystic's call comes through.

"All right. That's done. She says we can bring the disk in any time."

"I'm a bit scared to carry it around. What if it gets stolen en route and all that classified data falls into the wrong hands?" She takes a bite of egg. Poached is all right, but she prefers hers fried.

"I'm sure our security detail will prevent anything from happening to us or it."

"Oh, yes. We have one of those now. I just wonder how Ashe has access to things like that. What is he up to and who is he really?"

"Money buys you a lot of power." Mystic bites into a crispy piece of toast.

"I guess. It bothers me that he's still keeping things from us and we don't even know what is actually hidden deep inside that disk."

"Patience, dear."

She sighs. "That is one of the myriad of things I am short of."

Ashe had done all in his power to keep Sage and Mystic safe from a distance. They should be entering the gaming world again, soon and he has to ensure that everything is ready for their sixth adventure. The disk which Sofia and Jean-Paul had given Sage might cause problems, but he's sure the mages will figure it out by themselves.  

They are in for a tougher game, this time around, but he has confidence in the siblings. Their skills had been honed in all the previous games and they should be up to par. At least Sage is not a scaredy cat. She once told him, her adoptive mother always said she had more guts than brains.

He smiles, thinking about his beloved. His little prickly rose. Always rushing in, where angels fear to tread. She's more beautiful than she realises and he enjoys her quirky personality. She never even notices how other men look at her. If she did take note, Ashe might feel a tad jealous, but she's oblivious. He spins the silver and blue-green promise ring on his right-hand ring finger round and round. Hopefully it will be replaced by a wedding band on his other hand, soon, but with Sage, one never knows. There's never a dull moment, that's for sure.

He picks up his phone to check on his two older friends, known to Mystic and Sage as Upton and Bran.

The sun is peeking through the clouds for a change, when Mystic and Sage arrive at the Foundation. Sage had kept the disk inside her tucked-in shirt, so that no opportunistic pickpocket might find her, and the disk an easy target.

"I would have made a terrible spy," Sage says.

"How come?" Mystic asks. They are waiting for the elevator to take them up to Bertha's office.

"All this intrigue and sneaking around is grating on my nerves. And I've never been a good liar."

A young man, wearing a baseball cap enters the building. He checks in with reception and then takes a seat in the foyer waiting area.

Mystic tries observing the man without making it look too obvious. "Do you think he's one of the security guys?"

"Who knows? There are so many people coming and going. It might even be the janitor, sweeping the floor, or that tall man in a business suit."

Another person joins them, waiting to go up.

"His baseball cap looks out of place and he's too young to have fertility problems," Mystic says.

Their lift arrives and they both stare at Mr. Baseball Cap until the doors slide shut.

"He's not one of ours," the woman says. "We'll keep an eye on him. He does seem a bit suspicious." She presses the button for the top floor.

Both Sage and Mystic's eyes go wide. The lady is old and wrinkled and the purple rinse in her permed hair completes the picture.

She smiles at their reactions. "My name is Doris, by the way. Pleased to meet you both."

"Er, likewise," Mystic says.

Sage just nods, at a loss for words.

"Have we met before?" Mystic asks. "You look very familiar to me."

"Oh, indeed, we have. You kindly helped me pick up my spilled oranges, once."

"That happened more than ten years ago. You insisted that I join you for a hot beverage, after."

"You weren't too keen about it, but it all worked out in the end."

"Upton called you a bloody NPC."

Doris laughs. "I bet he did, bless him."

They arrive at the top floor and Doris precedes them to Bertha's office.

Bertha welcomes the three of them inside. Sage unearths the disk, keen to be rid of it. Mystic had made a copy of the superficial data onto his computer, saving the draft of Sage's second manuscript, along with the movies and extra footage Sofia had added.

"I see you've met my great-aunt Doris." Bertha takes the disk and proceeds to open the safe.

Doris's phone rings. "Excuse me for a moment." She gets up to take the call outside of the COO's office.

"This safe is the best that money can buy. Ashe insisted upon it, so you needn't worry that some petty thieves might get their hands on this." She closes the heavy door with a satisfying thud and swings the wall panel hiding it, back into place.

It looks seamless. Nobody would ever suspect the presence of anything behind it.

Doris returns. "My team had vetted the young man downstairs. He's a new hire for the in-vitro lab. His scientific credentials are legit and everything else about him checks out."

"Phew!. That's a relief. I'm expecting danger behind every bush, ever since Cecil's visit," Mystic says.

"This type of attitude will serve you well," Doris says.

He no longer pays attention to the sharp squeal of rubber on the linoleum, polished to almost a mirror finish. Fluorescent tube lights are reflected by the shine, revealing slight imperfections in the lilac flooring. He's so used to the smell of disinfectant, that it hardly registers on his olfactory system. The man pushes himself forward, almost effortlessly, after all these years confined to a wheelchair. He had been a strong, burly man in his youth, before the accident. His upper body had retained its strength, but his leg muscles had withered away, despite all the hours of physiotherapy and extensive rehabilitation exercises.

He gauges the distance to the door perfectly; coasting to a stop in front of it, braking with only the lightest of touch on the wheels. He reaches up slightly, to tap an access card, attached to a lanyard hanging around his neck, to a card reader.

It takes a few seconds for the door to swing ajar. He wheels himself over the threshold of the Suspended Animation wing, hitting the button on the inside wall, to close the blast door.

The duty nurse greets him by name, enquiring after the weather, topside, since her shift is almost over. Regular cellular phones don't work down here, so she can't check on the internet for herself.

This secret facility, deep underground, had been constructed to withstand a nuclear blast.

It generates its own electricity; HEPA filters scrub all the air entering and leaving the facility, and it has its own source of water, which is purified on site.

The sound of soft beeps and the soughing of air disturbs the silence. He passes several rooms, to reach his destination.

Brandon checks the patient's feeding tube, respiration equipment and catheter bag by rote, to start off with. The electrodes attached to his friend's skull are still firmly in place.

"Hello, old buddy. How are you doing today?" Brandon asks.

The words of the answer appear on a monitor, along with the electronically generated voice of his long-time compadre, Johnathan Upton: "Same old, same old." The statement is followed by a chuckle, at Brandon's daily question and the same, daily answer.

On their way back home, Mystic suggests that they go by the laundromat. The Uber drops them off at what looks like an empty lot, enclosed by a dilapidated chain-link fence. Weeds are growing in the cracks of the asphalt and some trash, spilled from a torn plastic bag, is scattered about.

"If we are meant to jump back into the game today, the portal will open and if not, we'll know either way," Mystic says.

As they step closer to the fence, it is replaced by the front of a laundromat.

"Isn't the name different again?" Sage asks, "And the words are purple."

"It did change. The signage used to be blue."

"Kind of grim, don't you think? Why would they name it World's End Wishy-Washy Laundromat?"

Mystic's face turns pale. "Oh, no."

"Hey, are you all right? You look a bit peaky all of a sudden."

"I'll be fine. Brace yourself. This game is going to be a doozy if my assumptions are correct. I'm so glad you can shoot."

"I don't understand."

Mystic pushes the glass door, so they can enter and the bell dings again as Sage closes it behind them. The wind is already picking up inside.

He takes a deep breath. "You will in a minute. Mind your head." The day-old newspaper starts levitating in the strengthening wind. The front-page wraps Mystic's face and he yanks it off.

The date catches his eye. What the heck? It had jumped from September 2024 to January 21, 2025! The paper is ripped from his hand and he has to concentrate to enter the portal without incident.
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Sage is swept off her feet, and dragged into the maw of the large tumble dryer.

She had ducked just in time, not to hit her head against the rim of the opening. Mystic arrives ahead of her on the other side and he steps away, so that Sage doesn't end up on top of him. She barely keeps her balance when her feet touch ground.

Sage noticed that with ageing, came a loss of equilibrium. She who had excellent balance all her life, having taken ballet classes and karate in her youth. She tries to get her tangled hair under control, by finger-combing it, but doubts if it looks any better than it did before. She makes a mental note to always wear it tied, but how would she have any way to remember to do that?

Mystic crouches down, instinctively and Sage follows suit.

"It looks as if this used to be an urban area," Mystic says.

"Could have fooled me. Everything is overgrown with vines. You can hardly recognise anything. Only these sketchy outlines are visible," Sage says. "Why are we down here? My haunches can't stay in this position for too long, and I won't even mention my creaky knees."

Mystic takes deep breaths, sniffing the air. "It smells clean, as if there are no emissions from cars or factories in the atmosphere."

"And it is way too quiet," Sage says.

They both scan their surroundings, but detect no overt danger present. There are, however, too many potential hiding places for enemies to lurk in. The eerie absence of sound contributes to their feelings of unease. Something is very wrong here. Abandoned cars, sticking out from under the foliage, litter the rubble-filled streets. Iridescent, oily rainbows cover the surface of stagnant puddles.

"Guys, you need to move," Zola says.

"Where to?" Mystic asks.

"Hi, Zee," Sage says.

"Sofia and Jean-Paul saved your behind by giving you that disk, Sage. I'm gratified not to have to re-introduce myself, again."

"Where should we go, Zola?" Mystic asks their telepathic gecko once more.

"Use some tincture. You have levelled up enough in the last game, so that any of the old preparations will grant you temporary access to your inventory," the gecko speaks in their minds.

"Great. We won't have to hunt all over for ingredients this time," Sage says.

"Er, no. You still have to prepare a tincture for this game," Zola says.

"Where are we heading, Zee?" Mystic can feel the hair at the back of his neck standing up. Someone, or something, is watching them.
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