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    For Jill - you know what you did.

Verna, my friend since highscool - for that saying I could borrow.

Martin - clock fixer extraordinaire IRL, who took us up the Murraysburg clocktower.

Thank you all.
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Mystic stares at the day-old newspaper from Friday, November 22, 2002, held open between his hands. He looks up at that annoying, perpetually buzzing, flickering light. Why can't they fix it, for goodness' sake? He needs to find a job and soon. The only available openings are receptionist jobs and those for cleaning ladies. Those would hardly pay the rent. He sighs, staring out of the window. He forgot to bring his umbrella. It had started raining. A lady with glasses, at the far end of the laundromat is sorting her washing into two washers. He hopes she realises that he has dibs on the big dryer.

His washing is done and he places the damp items into the only big dryer, noting the lady's visible disappointment. He wonders where the red scarf she is wearing came from all of a sudden. He could have sworn she hadn't been wearing one earlier. Later, Mystic takes out his ratty old jacket, now warm from the dryer, with the rest of his clothes. He puts it on and it settles on his frame, like an old, dear friend. He folds the rest of his washing. Somehow the jacket feels more comfortable than it usually does. Mystic exits Ye Olde Wishy-Washy Laundromatte, stepping out into a cold, rainy, dreary day, wondering how he is going to survive without money. The only other customer, the plumpish lady with the purple framed glasses, is still inside, folding her dry clothes out of a tumble dryer. He turns the collar of his jacket up, to stop the rain from dripping down his neck.

Sage watches the 20-ish, skinny young man leaving the laundromat. Without thinking, her hands stroke the fluffy, luxurious scarf hanging around her neck. Wait, what? She doesn't own a scarf like this one! She is puzzled by its sudden appearance, but decides she must have forgotten about having it, after all. Sage starts a bit as she hears a tiny, feint echo-ey female voice, like water flowing over pebbles in her mind, saying: "See you later."

Mystic heard the voice too and looks back at the lady, through the plate glass window.  She has a startled look on her face. There is no way he could have heard her so clearly, with him on the outside, and her way in the back, on the inside. He shrugs at this inexplicable mystery and hooks his washing bag over his shoulder. He strolls on home. He had gone only a few paces down the street, when he hears the same, soft voice again. "Don't worry, I'll take care of you." Mystic looks around, but there is no-one near him. He is alarmed by this novel phenomenon. Is he going crazy? Hearing voices all of a sudden. The stress must be getting to him. The streets are empty. He put his freezing hands in his jacket pockets. His fingers close around a crinkly bit of paper. He pulls it out and stares at it in amazement. It is a crisp, new 50-pound note! How on earth could he have missed it? He cheers up a bit and pops into a shop, to buy some proper food, for a change. Maybe his rotten luck is turning, at last.

Sage finishes folding her laundry from the first small dryer and proceeds to her second and final load. She feels tired, like she had run a marathon or something. Not that she would voluntarily run for any amount of money. If she gets the urge to exercise, she lays down for a bit, until the feeling passes. She sighs. Work again tomorrow. She is bored out of her skull with her job, but it is too late, at thirty years of age, to retrain now. And where would she find the money to pay for a new course? Nope, she is stuck with Cytology. She used to love her job, but being bullied and getting ill with very painful shingles, from the constant stress and torment, soured everything. Now Cytology is only a paycheck to her. She hangs on by a thread, the urge to just quit everything lurks constantly in the back of her mind. Only the threat of homelessness keeps her nose to the grindstone. Her only pleasure is the choir she joined about a year ago. It is a small church choir, with singers of all ages and varying levels of talent and skill. There are no auditions held to join this group, so the quality of the singing leaves much to be desired. She frowns. Their organist is moving away soon; to retire at a small seaside village and they haven't found a replacement yet. She can't bear to lose this little island of joy, which singing in the choir, represents. She shoulders the heavy laundry bag and exits the cosy warmth of the laundromat, into the wet and cold outside. Her ugly, old, but serviceable car is parked close by and she unlocks the passenger door, to heave the bag onto the seat. Yellow, especially on a car, is one of her least favourite colours, but beggars can't be choosers. The price was right.

Mystic, feeling like a wealthy man with his 50 pounds, splurges on today's newspaper. Maybe it has some better jobs on offer. The old paper in the laundromat held nothing of interest. He adds some rye bread and half a cooked rotisserie chicken to his basket. He still has some mayonnaise in the fridge, but no butter. He loathes butter on bread, so he never buys any. He has a hankering for cherry pie, his favourite, but there is none on offer in the display case today. He settles for a lemon meringue tartlet instead. He stocks up on ramen and some tinned tuna fish, to tide him over until he finds a job. Since he lost his scholarship at the university, money is an issue. At the till, the shopkeeper inspects his 50-pound note with suspicion. People seldom pay with such a large denomination. The man shoves the note under a black light. Mystic has a moment of panic that it is a counterfeit, but the shopkeeper nods and turns out his change. At his flat, Mystic digs into the chicken and rye, the newspaper spread open at the jobs on offer page, on the coffee table in front of him.

"Same old, same old. Oh, hello? This is new," he says. "Opening for an organist at St. Stephens church. Apply in person, Monday evening at 6. That's weird. No number to call." He shrugs. "That's the day after tomorrow." He has nothing better to do, so he might as well go and check it out.

Sage hates Mondays at work. They are usually blue, only the shade ever varies in intensity. Today's hue was in between. Not too dark and not light enough. She's glad it's over. She parks her "Lemon" as she aptly named her car, and climbs the two flights of stairs to reach her one bedroomed apartment. It is old, dark and dingy, but all she could afford. It is quite depressing. The English weather also gets her down. It is so deliciously warm and sunny where she grew up. These constant grey skies and the perpetual drizzle are not her cup of tea. She draws a bath, ignoring the clanking of the old pipes. At least the water they deliver is steaming hot. She takes off her lab uniform and soaks her weary bones in the tub. Tonight is choir practise and she dresses warmly, for the short walk to the church. At least the rain let up for a bit. She winds her new favourite orange scarf around her neck, still unsure of when and where she bought it. Multi-coloured light, shining through the stained-glass windows of the church, spills onto the ground. Sage uses the side entrance and proceeds to the stairs, leading to the balcony at the back of the church, where the organ is housed and where they practise. About half of the singers are already there, with ten minutes to spare until they start at six.

She takes her seat, with the other mezzo sopranos and places her file, containing the pages of music, in the pew in front of her. She takes off her glasses and polishes them with the hem of her t-shirt, breathing on them, to fog them up. When she looks up, she sees a newcomer entering the choir loft. He looks vaguely familiar.

He proceeds to the organist/choir master, seated on the bench in front of the organ.

Where had she seen him before? The two men converse, the choir master smiling from ear to ear. She's not good with faces, names either. So what is she good at? Good question. Definitely neither of the former.

The choir master gives up his seat on the bench to the newcomer, who looks over the organ, to familiarise himself with the stops and toggles. He switches it on, the electric fan humming to life. He closes his eyes for a moment, before placing his hands on the keys. The glorious sounds of the Hallelujah chorus by Handel fills the church. All conversations stop and everyone looks at the man. They all know the music from singing it in last year's Advent service. The old organist gives a thumbs-up. The newcomer stops and starts to play Bach's Toccata and Fugue in D minor. The beautifully dramatic piece never fails to move Sage. She wishes she could play it, but it is too advanced for her meagre skills. He stops about a quarter of the way through. The last of the notes fade away. There is a moment of silence, before he plays Johann Pachelbel's Canon in D major. The slow, stately piece is often chosen by brides, to walk down the aisle to. He performs faultlessly and the choir, all present by this time, heave a collective sigh of relief. The new guy pulls out some stops and pushes in some of the others. He flicks some switches and the notes of Jeremiah Clarke's beautiful Trumpet Voluntary rings out.

Sage recognises the organ player at last. He was the guy who used the only big dryer in the laundromat two days ago! He is wearing the same shabby jacket.

The choir master sits down on the bench and hands the new guy a scrap of paper, with the reverend's number on it, before the man leaves. Mystic thanks the old organist, placing the number in his pocket. He'll phone the reverend from a pay-telephone in the morning.

The choir commences working on the difficult piece, Messe T, by Rossini, as Mystic leaves the church building. They are not the best, he thinks, but there is some potential. He might just be able to work with them. Mystic has some ramen, sans tuna, for supper, feeling a tiny spark of optimism. The next morning, he talks to the reverend, who schedules an appointment with him, to sign the contract. When Mystic sees the salary, he is pleasantly surprised. He did not expect a small church to have such a large budget for the organist/choir master. Apparently, they have a music-loving patron, who set up a separate fund, from which the organist is remunerated. Mystic will be able to cover his rent, utilities and buy food, with plenty to spare. Weddings and funerals are extra, so he might even have some silly spending-money for a change. He only starts in two weeks, so he'll have to scrape by until then.

The days go by and on the Saturday before his first service, he realises that he needs to do laundry. His good shirt and trousers are not fit to be worn.

It is afternoon and the sun shines intermittently, between the grey, drifting clouds. He remembers to take his umbrella, because you never know. The walk to the laundromat is pleasant, for this time of year. An old lady, carrying a bag of groceries suddenly trips on an uneven bit of the pavement, causing her to almost fall down, spilling all her purchases from the bag. Loose oranges roll in all directions and two cans of tinned carrots roll away, among other things. Mystic quickly gathers up the nearest orange, going after the rest in turn. At least the old lady didn't fall down and hurt herself. She insists on buying Mystic a coffee and the more he declines, the more she insists. Mystic agrees. His time is his own, so why not? Half an hour later Mystic stops in front of the laundromat. They must have changed the name, without him even noticing: Wild West Wishy-Washy and Steam Cleaning. (Under new management.) He enters, hearing an old-fashioned bell chiming as he opens the door. That's new, too. The place is almost empty, except for a brown-haired woman, sitting in a plastic chair, reading a novel. She pushes up her glasses and turns a page, not looking up at the new arrival, too engrossed in her story to notice him. Wasn't she also here, two weeks ago? Mystic chooses a washer and deposits his coins in the slots provided. He reviews the playlist for tomorrow's service in his mind. He practised all the hymns several times and feels confident about his debut performance the next day. To his amazement, they actually fixed the buzzing, flickering light and added some steam-cleaners to rent out.

The lady's washing is done and she removes the wet clothes, transferring them into one of the plastic baskets, provided. She carries it over to the big dryer. Mystic presses the start buttons of his two washing machines, but as the water starts filling the machine, some pipes burst overhead. The lady is poised to put her clothes into the dryer when pandemonium breaks loose. Water is spraying down and one of the burst pipes hisses out scalding steam. A strong wind comes up out of nowhere, whipping water and steam into a maelstrom, blowing both Mystic and Sage off their feet. They are lifted into the air and sucked into the open maw of the large dryer, Sage ahead of Mystic. It is pitch dark and wet in the tunnel. After a few millennia, they are spit out and deposited, none too gently, onto a wooden deck. They both landed hard on their backsides, bracing themselves with their hands. They check for broken bones, before taking note of their new surroundings. All their body parts seem to be intact, apart from some bruising on their backsides, cushioning their abrupt stop.

Sage looks around. "Why is everything sepia toned? Like an old photograph?"

"Looks normal to me, Mystic says. "Try flipping up or removing the outside part of your goggles."

"I wear glasses, not goggles." She puts a hand to her eyes, feeling the goggles' forward protrusion. "Oh." She puts a thumb on the bottom edge of the goggles, flipping the dark-brown glass upward. "That's better. What is that racket? I can hardly hear myself think."

Before Mystic can formulate an answer, an imposing man marches towards them, bristling with authority.

"Ah, there you are, Mystic, Sage. You're late," the man says.

The man is tall, blonde and stocky, without being fat.

"Late? for a verrrrry important date, mayhap?" Mystic can't help being sarcastic.

Sage had some time to look around and concluded that they are on a steam-powered airship. "How even does this thing fly? Steam engines are heavy." She looks up at the massive air bag, suspended above them, obliterating any view of the sky.

Mystic shrugs. "Magic?"

The man holds his hand out to Mystic, to help him up.

"Coal is heavy, too. The math ain't mathing, dude," Sage gets up by herself, despite her legs being tangled up in the navy floor length skirt she has on. What on earth happened to the comfy jeans and sweater she was wearing?

"No time to explain. We're about to crash, because you're late. Now do your magic and save us," the big man says.

Mystic frowns. "I was only joking about magic earlier."

"Well, I'm not. Do it. Do it now, or we're all doomed." The man's intense stare unnerves Mystic.

It all seems a bit melodramatic to Mystic, who looks over the edge of the gondola, hanging below the inflated zeppelin-like air bag, at the deep blue ocean below. No land as far as the eye can see.

The thumping of the steam engine slows down and they are steadily losing altitude. After a few seconds, the engine stops altogether. The air bag starts deflating, the material sagging in the net, which attaches it to the gondola.

"Come, on man! We are running out of time!" the blonde man urges frantically.

"What am I supposed to do? There is no such thing as magic and even if there were, I certainly do not possess any," Mystic says.

A gentle, feminine voice, like water flowing over smooth pebbles, speaks in Mystic's head. "Look in your pocket. No, the other one."

"Who said that?" Mystic had put his right hand into his pocket and then the left hand into the one on the other side. He is astonished to see a silver penny whistle in his hand. He stares at it, dumbfounded.

"For goodness' sake, man, play!" The stocky gentleman is all but jumping up and down.

Mystic plays the first thing that comes to mind: Air on a G string. To their relief, the air bag starts to re-inflate, with the addition of an actual gigantic, orange Lycra G-string, appearing over the air bag. Mystic stops playing and the air bag starts deflating once more.

"No, don't stop playing yet, whatever you do, for the love of God!" the man exclaims. "Stay where you are, I'll be back." The man rushes below deck and after a few minutes, the steam engine starts back up, with an audible knocking noise, which hadn't been there before. He reappears, with a streak of soot over his forehead and his hands blackened. "All right, you can stop now."

Mystic obliges and the orange G-string disappears. They seem to be staying afloat and in motion, for the time being.

"I'm captain Lord John Upton Downey, but here, you can call me Upton. I won't shake your hands at this time. This was a close one. Why were you late?"

Mystic and Sage both stare at Upton, perplexed.

"Where is "here"?" Mystic asks.

"And how can we be late for an appointment we didn't even know we had?" Sage asks.

Upton frowns. "So you are telling me, that neither of you remember anything of the past two years?"

Mystic, young as he is, almost has a heart attack when a small critter crawls from his left inner jacket pocket to perch on his shoulder. Sage's eyes almost pop out of their sockets. The tiny golden gecko glitters prettily in the sunlight. Her shiny emerald eyes are fixed on Sage.

Sage hears the same gentle voice, which instructed Mystic to look in his pockets, in her mind. "Sage, tell Upton your memories got wiped when you were sent home last time."

None of this makes any sense to Sage, but she obliges and tells Upton what the gecko said.

"Oh, I forgot all about that. My bad," Upton says.

Mystic peers down at his shoulder, at the little creature sitting there. He also "heard" what was "said" to Sage.

"You can replace the whistle into the same pocket it came from," the gecko says to Mystic. He puts the whistle in the pocket and it disappears into it, as if by magic.

"Join me in my cabin, I see there is much explaining to do," Upton says.

Sage sees her reflection in the glass door, leading downstairs. She looks quite distinguished in what seems to be Victorian-era garb. Her white cotton blouse has long puffy sleeves, giving her ample room to move in. A beautiful, fitted corset, with intricately stitched patterns, in navy satin and black piping hugs her body, giving her plumpish silhouette some shape. The hat is something to behold. It has a wide brim and it is adorned with sweeping orange feathers, flopping all over the place. Her scarf hanging loose over her front, seems somewhat out of place. She follows Upton and Mystic down the stairs.

Mystic is dressed in formal black stovepipe trousers, a white dress shirt and a black, tailored coat. He looks quite dapper with his immaculate top hat. Upton looks like an explorer, with brown trousers, an off-white shirt and a leather flight cap on his head. Mystic takes his hat off when they are inside Upton's quarters. They can feel the vibrations of the steam engine through the floorboards. The noise is cut by half when Upton closes the door.

"Have a seat," Upton says. "I didn't know you had one of those." He points at the gecko, still sitting on Mystic's shoulder.

"Neither did I," Mystic answers.

There are four wooden wing-back chairs, upholstered in brown leather, stuffed, with buttons making indents in the leather. The chairs are more comfortable than they looked at first. Detailed charts are displayed on the walls and an elaborate gas-lit chandelier provides ample light to see by. Upton opens the top half of a globe, to take out a decanter, filled with brandy and some glasses.

"It looks like you might need some liquid fortification," he says. "Good thing you arrived when you did. We were almost fish food today. What is the reason for your tardiness?"

"I'm sure we have no idea," Mystic says. The sip of neat brandy he took, burns all the way down. He hopes his skin won't break out from the alcohol.

"Were you intercepted or delayed in any way or by anyone today?" Upton asks.

"I helped a little old lady. No, I'll rephrase. That sounded like yodelling. I helped an old lady gather up her spilled groceries and we had some coffee afterward," Mystic says.

"Bloody NPCs," Upton says.

"What?" Mystic asks.

"Never mind, forget I said anything," Upton says.

Sage has no idea what an NPC is and makes a mental note to ask someone later.

She is introverted and likes to assess a situation, before venturing further.

Sage takes a sip of the neat brandy. It is not her favourite tipple, but beggars can't be choosers. Her budget rarely stretches to include buying alcoholic beverages.

She wonders what happened to her glasses. These goggles enable her to see, but they are not ideal, to wear all the time. The upturned dark glasses bump against the brim of her hat, so it is quite cumbersome.

"Use your scarf, to change the goggles back into glasses, Sage," the gecko's voice sounds in her mind. "I'm Zola, by the way."

Sage thinks back at the gecko. "Pleased to meet you, Zola."

"Likewise," the gecko sends back.

"Great, so it worked when I thought at you. How do I use the scarf then?"

"Take the goggles off and roll them in the scarf. It is a magic object you obtained in your first quest, which you won't be able to remember, so I'll fill you in as we go along," Zola says.

Sage pulls the scarf off her neck, and sets it on her lap. She has to take the hatpin out, to remove the hat. She lays the hat on the floor. She pulls the goggles off, over her head. She places the goggles on the scarf and rolls the scarf up.

"Now unroll the scarf," Zola sends.

A pair of copper wire framed glasses with circular lenses is revealed. Sage puts them on and they are perfect. No pinching behind her ears or on the bridge of her nose.

Her glasses back home were purple wireframes with cat's eye shaped lenses. She is grateful that her glasses travelled with her, because she would be blind as a bat without them.

"If you need the goggles back, you just do the scarf rolling thing again with your glasses," the gecko says.

Mystic had stopped listening to what Upton was saying, staring at the trick which Sage had performed with the scarf. His jaw had literally dropped.

"I didn't know you had one of those, either," Upton says. "Good. It might come in handy."

"Handy for what?" Mystic asks.

"I have a lot of explaining to do, since you don't remember anything that happened in the last two years. Where to begin?" Upton stays silent for a bit, thinking. "You are both mages and are able to do magic."
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"Don't you believe your own eyes?" Upton asks. "You got a whistle out of an empty pocket and played it, to save the day. You have in your possession a telepathic, psychic gecko and it seems as if she can talk to you both, probably because you are siblings and you just saw what the scarf can do."

"No, no, no. Impossible. And also, I'm an only child," Mystic says.

"I was adopted," Sage says.

"Genetics don't lie. You are definitely related. You can sort out the family tree amongst yourselves later," Upton says. He rises to pull on a thick gilded cord, with a large tassel, to summon a servant. "Close shaves make me hungry. We almost died today. The food shall arrive shortly."

Through one of the port holes, facing west, the sun can be seen, setting on the horizon. Time moves strangely in this place, whatever this place may be. The gecko crawls back into her pocket and falls asleep instantly. She is still an infant and sleeps more than she is awake.

"It's a pity your gecko is still young. It would have helped if she was older and could have given you a memory stone," Upton says.

"How would that work?" Sage asks.

"Geckoes produce a memory stone on their first birthday, Upton says. "The name says it all. It holds memories and when you touch the stone, you have access to all its stored memories. I wonder if she would produce two stones, since there are two of you. Only time will tell."

"Why don't you know for certain if she would give us two stones?" Mystic asks.

"Gecko eggs have only chosen a single owner in the past. That owner then has to look after the egg for about a year, feeding it different foods, minerals and so forth, bathing it in warm and cold water, the list is endless. The gecko then decides when to hatch. It seems as if your gecko chose both of you. That has never been known to happen," Upton says.

"Oh. I see. You seem to know us, but we have no idea who you are," Mystic says.

"I keep forgetting that you don't remember anything of the preceding two years. A memory stone would really have come in handy, right about now. I'll do my best to summarise what I know."

There is a knock at the door.

"But first, we eat," Upton says.

The meal is sumptuous. A turducken, cooked to perfection, is carved into generous slices. There is a gravy boat with rich gravy, to pour over the meat. Savoury root vegetables, roasted in the pan juices are aplenty. For dessert they have a roly-poly with custard. Mystic and Sage can't resist having seconds of everything. It is not common for them to have free access to quality food, so they make the best of this opportunity. Sage had always eyed the frozen turducken, available in the shops around Christmas time, but never bought one, since she would have to eat the enormous turkey, stuffed with a duck, stuffed with a chicken, stuffed with a boiled egg by herself.
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