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The sun is just peeking over the Rollright stones in Oxfordshire, painting the tops with burnished golden light. The grey, weathered standing stones look as if they are slowly melting, or being eroded by a strong acid. Straggly trees to one side, give a bit of shelter against the prevailing wind. According to legend, it is impossible to count the stones. They are of all shapes and sizes, having no rhyme or reason to their presence in this arrangement, except for being planted in a circle.

Mystic stands on the outside perimeter, rubbing the blue-green egg-shaped stone in his pocket. Its facets, familiar between his fingers. He has no idea where the stone came from. He had been carrying it around for almost ten years now. It could be a worthless piece of glass, for all he knows. However, he suspects that it might be a real gemstone. It changes colour in fluorescent light, turning it to a reddish-purple colour. He had never heard of gemstones that can change colours. He'd been meaning to take it to a jeweller, to have it identified, but he keeps forgetting. He is surprised, every time he finds it in his pocket. He would be astonished to learn that the stone is more expensive than diamonds. Its presence had always given him a sense of comfort. On a whim, he decided to drive on his motorcycle to the Rollright stones. The famous stone henge at Avebury is dead. An utter waste of time, according to those in the know. What energy or esoteric quality it might have had in the past, is long depleted by all the tourists traipsing all over the area. The magic has no time to replenish itself, even though the site is situated on strong ley lines. The British Isles are known for the abundant magic it used to possess. At present there are strong warding spells, ancient in origin, to suppress any wild magic, except for in some of the non-famous stone circles.

Rollright is a lesser-known stone circle. Colourful ribbons, tied to the tree branches flutter in the stiff breeze. Messages in bottles and sachets with all manner of crystals and small trinkets are also attached to the trees. Mystic looks up at the sky, taking a deep breath, before stepping into the circle. There is a burst of golden light as memories flood his mind. The magic inside the henge had re-activated the memory stone in his pocket. He has a sister? And he is supposed to find some more people?

He takes the stone from his pocket, staring at it in wonder. After all these years of keeping it with him always, somehow never losing it. What? He has a psychic talking gecko?

"Yes, Mystic. I've been here, waiting for you. There is enough magic in this place, so now you can hear me, when I speak," she says.

"Zola?"

"Long time, no hear, right?"

"This is surreal."

"You have to return to the laundromat."

"What for? I have my own washer and dryer now. I haven't been there in years. Is it even still there?"

"You also need to contact Sage. She, too has to be there," Zola says.

"Sage? I only know the Sage in my choir. I'm sure I saw her on Monday, at practise. Her phone number should be on the choir register. Wow, she's really my sister?"

"Yes. Call her. You mustn't forget."

"Will you talk to me, when I am outside of the circle?"

"Not for long. Outside, there is no magic and you need all you can gather here, to remember."

"Remember what specifically?"

"You have been flooded with so many things in a short time, when the memory stone activated, that it is hard to sift through everything." Zola says.

"Agreed, go on," Mystic says.

"You need to go find your other sibling, the one between you and Sage."

"Oh. Is that all? Not a tall order, by any means," he says.

"No. You also need to track down your father's whereabouts." Zola says.

Mystic crosses his arms over his abdomen. "That deadbeat? I have nothing to say to him." It's bitingly cold, but his jacket keeps him comfortable. There is no wind inside the circle, but the trees outside of it, still move around in the stiff breeze.

"I'm not the one calling the shots. I'm merely conveying to you what I receive. You and Sage are the only ones able to do what is needed."

"So we're the so-called chosen ones. That old horse is dead and done for. Don't give me all that nonsense! Life isn't a fairytale, you know. "The only ones able to do what is needed", indeed!" he says.

"Correct. This time around is not a fairytale, but the next one will be." Zola says.

"What are you on about?"

"Each adventure you go on happens in a different world. Your first was Medieval, the second, Steam Punk and the fourth will be in the Fairy realm."

"And this one?"

"I'm not spoiling the surprise, you have to wait and see," Zola says.

"Seriously?

"When you leave here, you need to hop to it, time is of the essence," Zola says.

"Whatever. I'm not in the mood for playing games," he says.

"It's not up to you. If you don't comply willingly, the universe shall conspire to force you to do it - and I can guarantee it won't be pleasant," Zola says.

"Are you for real?."

"Suit yourself. I'll tell you what I may and you should take notes, so you don't forget when the memory stone is depleted outside of the circle."

" Where, pray tell, out of thin air, shall I conjure a notepad and a pen from?" he asks.

"Have a rummage in your jacket pockets. Something will turn up. It usually does," Zola says.

"Oh." Mystic rifles through the pockets in turn, unearthing a small spiral-bound, lined notebook and a golden fountain pen. "Why doesn't this work all the time?"

"Your world has too little ambient magic for it to draw upon. Special places, like this stone circle and a few others, are able to store up limited amounts of magic, which trickles in over time. When you leave, it will take months for the magic inside this circle to replenish," Zola says.

Mystic unscrews the cap of the pen. "All right. Fire away. This is as good as anything to spend a Friday morning on. I'm ready."

"Go go go! If the traffic light gets any greener over here, we're gonna need a lawnmower!" Sage shouts in the privacy of her own car she calls The Lemon. "How that old clunker passes its MOT, shall for ever remain a mystery."

Sage is late to a ladies’ night her friend, Vicky, had invited her to. Sage hates to make people wait. Being unpunctual raises her stress levels into the red zone. She's usually tired on a Friday, but Vicky insisted that they go out. Sage can't keep refusing the few invites she receives, or soon they'll dry up. The clunker turns left at the next intersection.

"Ever heard of an indicator? Buffoon!" Sage makes a flicking motion with her hand. "Yes, Thanks for leaving."

She arrives at the club, ten excruciating minutes later. Fortunately, her friend is laid-back and not phazed by her tardiness in the least, cheerily waving her over.

"Ooh, who kissed you then?" Vicky asks. She had already procured a mimosa to sip on.

"Nobody in for ever, why do you ask?"

"There is a perfectly delicious-looking set of lips on your cheek, glowing under the UV-lights."

Sage frowns. "That's impossible. Nobody has been near me in ages."

"I'll take a photo and show you." Vicky whips out her cell phone and takes a selfie of the two of them. She passes her phone to Sage.

"Well, I never," Sage says. She zooms in on the mark on her cheek. "There it is. Clear as day. I'll go wash it off in the cloak room. Can't be walking around all night with this on my face."

Sage, with Vicky in tow, makes her way to the harshly lit ladies' room. She uses the cheap pink liquid hand soap to wash her cheek, drying off with some stiff tissue paper from the dispenser. They return to the darkened club.

"It's still there," Vicky says.

"Surely not. You saw me. I used soap and everything."

"Here. I'll take another photo," Vicky offers.

"No need, I believe you."

"It's even brighter than before," her friend says.

"No, really?"

Vicky nods. "I wonder where it could have come from. It's a bit uncanny."

"Beats me." Sage rubs at her cheek. It feels tingly all of a sudden. Her gaze fastens upon the most beautiful man she had ever laid eyes on. He is standing across from her, at the opposite end of the room. He has ashy-blonde hair, cut not too short, not long, just right. Tall and lean, but with broad shoulders. Her knees are feeling weak and her breath is stopped in her chest. "He's gorgeous!"

"Who? Where?" Vicky cranes her neck, trying to see the person Sage is staring at. "I don't see him."

"He's right there," Sage says, still struggling for breath. "White ruffled shirt, dark trousers, blonde hair. Pointy ears?"

The man winks and blows Sage a kiss, before vanishing in a shower of silver sparks.

"Did you see that? He's gone now."

"See what? Who's gone now? Say, the lips on your cheek are fading away," Vicky says.

"I think I need to sit down. And something to drink."

It is the next day after her visit to the club, a lazy Saturday afternoon. Sage is half asleep on her couch. It had been the longest week and one of her least-favourite pathologists had been on her case about one of the diagnoses Sage was responsible for in the cytology lab. He insisted that she give an exact, precise verdict, despite him being the learned, richly remunerated expert with 10 years of medical school education and she, having had only 2 years of in-service training. It's like expecting a fish to climb a tree. These pathologists are used to seeing blocks of intact tissue, where all the cells are in their original places, like a finished puzzle. Cytology, in contrast, is seeing a fraction of those puzzle pieces, all broken up and out of order. Then you have to identify the picture of said puzzle by a few scattered pieces, without the advantage of seeing the picture on the box, to boot. A very difficult and sometimes quite impossible task. Do a biopsy, for goodness' sake! And stop bugging the poor overworked and underpaid cytologists. They forget that cytology is a screening test and a perfect diagnosis is not always possible. A fish climbing a tree, is a good one.

Sage starts as her cell phone rings. Who might that be? Nobody ever calls her. She sees the name on the screen and decides to answer.

She sits up. "Mystic, hi," she says.

"Sorry to bother you on a weekend," he says.

"No worries. What can I do for you?"

"I need to speak to you. Meet me for a coffee at Constance's?"

"Which one?"

"The one near the church."

"Give me twenty minutes," she says.

"See you there."

After saying good-bye, she presses the red key to end the call. What on earth would the choir master have to say to her? She gets dressed in outdoor clothes, winding her favourite burnt-orange cashmere scarf around her neck. After more than ten years of living in England, she still can't get used to the cold, lingering, wet winters. Growing up in sunny South Africa, she had had relatively mild, short winters. It is a brisk five-minute walk past the church, where Mystic had been the organist and choir master, ever since he had to give up his studies, to Constance's coffee shop. It's not her favourite place to get a sit-down beverage, since the decor is sparse and functional. Most patrons get their coffee to go and the franchise mostly caters to take-away customers. Mystic is already seated when she arrives. He is wearing the ratty old jacket that she usually sees him in. She takes off her thrift store coat and drapes it over the back of her chair.

"I already ordered us each a cappuccino. I hope that's all right," he says. A small notebook lies next to his paper cup.

She sits down. "Perfect." The chairs are hard. Sitting down on your backside, staring into a microscope for almost twenty years, takes a toll on your behind. Her "sitting bones" as she refers to them, are worn thin. She adds two sugars to her coffee, stirs briskly and takes a sip.

"I don't even know where to start," he says.

"The beginning is usually the best." She pushes her glasses up with an index finger.

He takes a deep breath before speaking. "You are my sister."

"Your what?"

"I'm your brother. And not half-siblings either. We have exactly the same parents."

"Impossible. I was adopted as a baby. Who are your parents?"

He tells her.

"Well, I never!" She takes another sip, to give her time to gather her thoughts.  

"How did you find out?"

Mystic produces a gemstone from his jacket pocket and places it in the middle of the table. "This. It's a memory stone, made out of Alexandrite. Quite valuable."

Sage studies the stone. "May I?"

He nods. She picks up the stone, but to her, it's just a faceted gemstone, prettier than most. There is nothing attached to it that she can perceive. Mystic is staring at her, his mouth slightly open.

"What?" She replaces the stone on the table.

"You had a glowing imprint of lips on your cheek while you touched the stone. It's gone now."

"Oh, that. Sometimes it glows under UV-light too. I can't get it to wash off."

"It's where Ashe kissed you."

Sage looks around, bewildered. "Who said that?"

The soothing feminine voice resembles water gently flowing over smooth river stones.

"Itsa meeeee, Zoooola," the gecko thinks at Sage.

Mystic, a gamer in real life, can't contain himself and barks a laugh at the fake Italian accent, referencing a well-known video game character, named Mario.

"What's so funny? Am I going crazy, hearing voices all of a sudden?"

"I'm your psychic gecko, living in Mystic's pocket." Zola says.

"And who might this Ashe person be?" Sage asks.

"Your big crush. Ashe, the elf," Mystic says.

"Never heard of him and not to be rude, but are you daft? No such thing as elves."

"Picture the lead singer of the band Bon Jovi, with shorter hair, turned grey and you have Ashe to a T." Mystic says.

"Oh, that does sound like my type."

" You also have another sibling in need of finding," Zola says.

"The two of you just keep them bombshells comin' don't cha?" Sage says.

"I’m restraining myself from correcting your grammar, but you get a pass, since the shock might have momentarily addled your brain," Mystic says.

"Ya think?"

"I think you watch too much American television." He takes a sip of his cappuccino.

"Touché."

"I might also have said that to you already, in the past."

"Indeed," Zola says.

"You have a lot to explain and if you are legit, you probably also heard that before."

"Correct. You both need to go back to Dino's Wishy Washy, asap." Zola says.

"Why there? And aren't they on their third name already?" Sage asks.

"Yes. It used to be Ye Olde Wishy Washy for a long time and then something with steam cleaning for a short while and now it's called Dino's," Mystic says.

"It is actually a portal. When you are there together, it activates and pulls you through to another world," Zola says.

"To do what, exactly?" Sage asks.

"We take part in a game and we need to win, to come back home," Mystic says.

"I don't do games," Sage says.

"We know," Zola says.

"We are also mages," Mystic says.

Sage heaves a huge sigh, still not making heads nor tails of what they are on about. "Look, if you are telling the truth, and I have no way of knowing either way, we probably need hours and hours to get me up to speed. Just give me the Cliff-notes version."

He and mostly Zola, proceed to summarise their previous adventures, since Mystic received the memory stone shortly before the return from their second adventure and it only started recording from the moment he held it in his hands.

"I need more coffee for this." Sage gets up to walk over to the counter to order them another round of cappuccino. She returns and places the paper cups on their table.

"Thanks. I know this is a lot to take in all at once, but we have no choice in the matter," Mystic says. "Was it purely chance that I decided to drive all the way to the Rollright Stones yesterday, where the gemstone I've had for a decade got charged with magic, to remind me of our mission? I think not."

"It wasn't," Zola says.

"Why now? So many years later," Sage asks.

"Beats me," Mystic says.

"Hey, I also say that all the time," Sage says.

"Guys, no time to explain the time lapse. I need to stop talking to you now, the magic in the memory stone is draining fast." Zola's tone conveys a frantic urgency.

"What say you, we finish our drinks and then off to Dino's?" Mystic asks.

"I'm not ready. I need to mentally and physically prepare myself for this. Whatever, this might be," Sage says.

"We weren't prepared twice before and everything worked out all right."

"I don't know that. And what about the alleged sibling we are supposed to be looking for? Zola?"

There is no answer from the gecko.

Mystic touches the stone in his pocket. Nothing. "No more magic in the memory stone, so there is nothing for her to draw on, to be able to speak to us. The brother or sister can probably wait. Zola didn't say it was very urgent that we find him or her."

"How long will we be away for? I have houseplants that need watering," Sage says.

"Apparently we return to the moment just before we depart, so no time, really," he says. Mystic drinks the last of his coffee, slurping the remaining foam. That's the best part, after all. "That's also why we need a memory stone, because returning to just before we left, leaves us with no memory of what happened on the other side."

She sighs. In two minds as to what to do. She's not one for making snap decisions on the spot.

"It's probably summer where we're going," Mystic says, sweetening the pot.

"That does it. Count me in," she says.

Even though the laundromat is close to where Sage is staying, she always drove there in the past, because she couldn't be bothered to lug her heavy laundry bag all the way there and back on foot. Sage dons her coat, before they exit the coffee shop.

"Good thing you wore this particular scarf today," Mystic says.

"This old thing? I've had it since forever."

"I know. Apparently I was there when you got it. For a song."

Sage looks at him askance, not sure if he meant it figuratively. He made it sound literal.

"Zola told me. You did actually sing to pay for the scarf. And my jacket."

"I'm not even going to ask, I'll find out soon, right?" she says.

"Probably not. The stone only recorded the last bit of our second adventure and only I can use it," he says.

They walk the short distance to Dino's laundromat. The yellow raised-up letters of the sign on the front of the building are looking the worse for wear, after being up there for nigh on ten years. While they are looking, the apostrophe detaches and falls to the pavement, not far from their feet. It now reads Dinos Wishy Washy Laundromat. Strange, there is no-one inside.

"Ladies first," Mystic says.

"Oh, no. You go first. You're the one with all the inside info. I'm not stepping into the lion's den ahead of you," she says.

Mystic shrugs and pushes open the see-through glass door. Sage follows close behind. As soon as the door closes, a wind rises up, out of nowhere, swirling around in the shop. It lifts them up and pushes them, feet first, into the open maw of the only big tumble dryer on the premises.

"Watch your.... Too late!" Sage tries to warn Mystic, but his head had already connected with the upper rim of the dryer's opening. He's out like a light. A few moments later, they are deposited onto a firm stretch of beach. The sand is hard, since the tide had just gone out. Sage landed on her backside, with her feet stretched out in front of her. Mystic landed supine, stretched out on his back. A nasty bump is already forming in the middle of his forehead. She holds a finger under his nose. At least he's breathing. A cold wind is sweeping over the beach, lifting loose sand particles and tossing them hard against anything in their way.

"If this is summer, I don't want to know what winter is like over here," she says to herself. Sage tucks away her hand, exposed to the stinging sand, not particularly enjoying the cold, as well as the free sandblasting she is receiving.

"What am I wearing?" She has on a pair of natural suede trousers and a simple long-sleeved tunic shirt of the same soft, buttery-coloured leather. She catches one end of her fluttering scarf and looks at it incredulously. It had turned from a burnt-orange hue to a pale washed-out yellow colour. She knots it around her neck, before the wind can steal it away from her. She's not built for running and probably won't be able to retrieve it, should it be blown away along the beach. Her feet are covered by moccasins with soft soles. Mystic is clad in similar fashion, except that his tunic is sleeveless and he has a multi-pocketed jacket on.

Sage looks up at the sky. It is overcast and gloomy. They have nowhere to shelter if it starts to rain. There is absolutely nothing on the desolate beach, except for sand. Not even a single flip-flop, plastic water bottle cap or anything else for that matter. No shells or driftwood, either. There should at least be crabs scurrying about and gulls gyrating overhead. There is absolutely no life to be seen. No plants growing on the dunes behind her, either.

Sage checks on Mystic. He's still out, but there is nothing she can do for him, but wait until he comes to on his own. She is startled by a rising sound, like when something is powering up. It's Mystic's memory stone!

"Phew! At least now I can talk to you again," Zola says. "Mystic will be fine in a few minutes, by the way."

"Thanks Zee. This place is starting to creep me out. Where are we?" Sage asks.

"More apt to ask when we are?" Zola says.

"What do you mean?" Sage asks.

"The where is not so important, it is the when that's the thing," Zola says.

Mystic groans and sits up groggily.

"There you are. Good of you to join us," Sage says.

"When are we?" he asks.

"See, he asks the right questions right away," Zola says.

"His brain is addled, he probably means where," Sage says.

Mystic touches the bump on his forehead "Ow!"

"You should feel my backside," Sage says.

"At least you have ample padding over there and I will surely not be feeling my sister's backside. Ever."

"That came out wrong," Sage says.

"Who's that, approaching us from the west?" Mystic asks.

"How do you know the direction they are coming from?" Sage asks.

"Wild guess," Mystic says. He squints his eyes, but the figures are still too far off to make out any details.

"I can't see that far; we'll just have to wait for them to get closer." Sage is thankful that her glasses are still intact and present after their trip through the portal. The sea-spray is already accumulating on them, making everything hazy.

"It's Upton and Bran," Zola says.

"They're on horseback," Mystic says.

"Nope," Zola says. "Take another look."
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The approach of the two riders takes forever. Mystic sits back down on the slightly damp hard-packed beach. He can hardly make out his and Sage's footprints. He pushes his index finger through the sand, to see if it actually moves. It does. He turns his back to the prevailing wind, since the sharp silica particles are still being flung against them. His hands are icy and he shoves them into his pockets. His left hand encounters a hard object. It is a primitive bone flute. The instrument is quite worn and visibly aged.

"I'm sure that belongs in a museum," Sage says.

"No kidding." Mystic blows on the flute and a warm, but melancholy sound is produced.

"Wow, that almost sounds like an ocarina. Play us a tune," Sage says.

"Cross your toes first," Zola pipes up. "There is a substantial amount of untapped magic in this place, you might get more than you bargained for."

"Why? What does it do?" Sage asks.

"It cancels out anything you might conjure. You are mages, after all." Zola says.

Mystic plays an improvised melody on the flute. Sage is transfixed by the haunting sound. She looks up to see that the riders are much closer now. She touches her brother's shoulder.

"Mystic, you have to see this."

He turns around and his jaw drops. "Are those?"

"Dinosaurs. Yes!" Zola can hardly contain her glee.

"Wow! They are actually riding on dinosaurs. Ah, now I see. When we are. Clever," Mystic says. "Why are they waving their arms like that?"

"Duck!" Sage shouts. She flings herself to the sand in one clumsy move.

A flying thing almost had one of them. The two riders urge their mounts on, to increase their pace. The gigantic air-borne pterosaur swoops in for another attempt.

"It's a Quetzalcoatlus," Zola says.

"It's huge!" Mystic says. "And it looks hungry." He stays down, hugging the sand.

"I've seen giraffes in real life and this thing is at least the same size," Sage says.

The riders' mounts had put on a burst of speed, their flat feet flinging up clods of sand in their wake. The big, beefy man with the grassy looking yellow-blonde hair shouts at them: "Do something, or we're all done for!"

The flying dinosaur had made another wide arc in the sky and it's targeting Sage directly this time. She squeezes her eyes shut tightly and throws her hands up in front of her. She doesn't see the blue streaks of fire emanating from her palms, hitting the Quetzalcoatlus squarely in the chest. She does feel the impact when it crashes to the beach, pelting them with a damp shower of aggregated sand particles. The carcass is smoking where the fire streaks had seared it. Sage spits out some sand and wipes her face on her sleeve.

"Well done," the blonde man says. "Now get up and get on." He holds out his hand to Sage, who doesn't need a second invitation. The other rider, who looks like a real-life version of a certain bald, green ogre, who lives in a swamp, holds out his hand to Mystic. The man grabs Mystic's hand and in one smooth move, pulls him onto his mount, almost dislocating Mystic's shoulder in the process. The men don't linger and the dinosaurs take off running, back in the direction they came from.
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