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"Mên-an-Tol has a piskie or fairy guardian, who can allegedly bestow miracle cures," Sage says. "Changeling babies were passed through the hole in the stone, in an effort to change them back to the real child."

Cecil turns up his nose at the nonsense Sage is sprouting.

"Apparently the megalithic site, here in Cornwall used to be a circle made up of 18 to 20 stones, but the majority had been removed," Mystic says. The analgesic medication he took this morning is wearing off by this time and the stabbing pains in his abdomen have returned with a vengeance. He tries to keep an upright posture, because the pain tends to make him hunch forward. His older sister, Sage, will just fuss over him if she knew how bad it is.

Mystic beckons Cecil, who is their half-brother, to the left side of the stone. At first, they only see the opposite menhir through the hole, but after a minute or so, a golden shimmer appears in the round opening. The golden haze fades out, to show the San people of the Kalahari, happily hunting with their new steel-tipped arrows, which Mystic had previously gifted to them. Cecil shakes his head, wondering if he is hallucinating. If he had been raised in the Catholic faith, he would have crossed himself, right about now. He is, however, a staunch Protestant.

Mystic gives Cecil an hour-long synopsis of the gaming world he and Sage had been pulled into, on three previous occasions and how they return to their own world after each adventure, to the time just before they had left. Mystic takes shallow breaths as the pain intensifies. He didn't bring any pills, so he'll just have to tough it out until they get home.

"I don't know how you're doing it," Cecil says, "but if you reckon some moving pictures of scantily clad savages are going to convince me of the veracity of your wild, outlandish tales, you have another think coming."

Mystic, a bit pale from the effort of holding himself together, walks around the donut-shaped stone, to the right-hand side. Cecil follows. After a few seconds, an emerald shimmer appears in the hole, dissolving into a luscious green image, filled with delicate fern fronds. A tiny little pixie peeks at them for a split-second, but quickly ducks from view. Cecil frowns, still not convinced that what he's seeing is not a trick, a holographic image, projected from a cleverly disguised projecting device.

The ferns disappear as the image in the opening in the donut-shaped stone morphs into a green swirling pattern. Mystic is lifted off his feet and is drawn, head-first into the hole, with Sage following close behind. His feet still squarely planted on terra firma; Cecil's jaw drops at their unexpected disappearance. He hastens to the other side of the stone, but there remained no trace of his half-siblings.

Cecil thoroughly searches the whole site for any devices, finding none. He waits for three hours. Still detecting no sign of Mystic, or Sage, he decides to return to the city, not relishing the five hour drive it would take to get from Cornwall, back to his lodgings. He had seen his two half-siblings vanish into the opening in the stone, with his own two eyes. Cecil, as an expert detective, with experience in working international cases, has to trust his own judgement.

What did Mystic say the day before about having more information about the case Cecil is working on? "Nothing you would believe, without irrefutable proof," and "I'd prefer to show you, instead." They had then undertaken a lengthy road-trip to the standing stones of Mên-an-Tol. Mystic had then told him about a gaming world, which had made no sense to Cecil at all, but now that he had witnessed what he did, he has to at least consider the possibility that they had to have been telling the truth. People lie all the time, in his experience, anyway. So, now he has to find out who is lying and why. The blasted rain had started up again and the long drive ahead, as darkness descends, almost has him cursing in frustration.

Mystic lands on his feet, for a change and Sage joins him a few seconds later. He turns around, to look at the stone, seeing a perplexed Cecil, standing there on the other side, agape. Mystic takes a deep breath. His pain had disappeared the moment they set foot through the portal. He takes a moment to just feel and appreciate its absence. The portal closes and Mystic now sees, through the stone's opening, a vicious little imp with wickedly sharp teeth, trying to lunge at them, but it is unable to cross some invisible barrier, through the hole. They are standing in a small clearing, surrounded by ferns, growing underneath massive old oak trees, which forms a canopy above them. The central stone of the modern site they had just left, is still there, but it is now surrounded by a perfectly intact circle of standing stones. Mystic takes another look through the circular stone, and the feisty imp of earlier lunges at him again, just to bash into the invisible barrier once more.

"What the heck was that thing? " Sage asks.

She only now realises that her comfortable jeans, sweater and hiking boots had been replaced with a shimmery sage-green long-sleeved gown, with an overlay of chiffon at the skirt, which billows about in the slight breeze. Her boots are replaced by lace-up ankle boots in buttery soft tan coloured leather, with kitten heels.

Mystic is dressed in tight fitting chestnut-coloured leggings and a forest-green tunic, with elaborate embroidery in pale-green silk thread on it. His green long-sleeved shirt is made out of some floppy kind of fabric, matching the colour of the embroidery. None of his garments have collars. His close-fitting brown leather boots reach up to just below his knees.

"I have no idea, but those sharp gnashers on the creature looked like it meant business," he says.

Sage wiggles her eyebrows. "Nice legs."

Mystic looks down, at where his trousers used to be. He frowns. "Don't you start with me." At least the tunic reaches down to the middle of his thighs.

"That image on the other end of the stone looks dark, like there is a perpetual twilight, or something."

Sage moves to the opposite side of the stone, the skirt of her taffeta gown making swishing noises as she moves. Through the opening, she only sees the standing stones and ferns, of this reality. She looks through the alternative side again, to see if it is still dark. It is.

"What about Cecil?" she asks.

"He can take care of himself."

"His behaviour was a bit off. A bit skittish, like he expected some bad guys to pop out from behind a shrub at any second." Sage's attention is drawn by some blue butterflies, flitting about the stone circle. She loves butterflies and blue ones are her utmost favourite.

"I noticed that too. Maybe he's had to deal with some really bad apples before." Mystic looks around, to see if there is a path they can follow, to lead them out of the forest. He can't see anything but trees. The ferns obscure any trace of a path which may or may not be present.

"I wonder what Cecil's thinking right now, seeing us vanish into the stone." Sage pushes up her glasses.

"He'll have no other choice, but to believe everything we told him."

"I'm not so sure about that. He seems like a tough nut to crack." Sage looks at the last butterfly disappearing into the woods.

"In his eyes, we are the nuts."

"There's a bit of irony for you. I don't think he likes us much."

"The feeling's mutual," Mystic says.

Sage joins Mystic in studying their surroundings. She appreciates the fresh greenness of it all. And the butterflies. She feels a bit nostalgic. The last time she had been in a big forest, was years ago, on the Tsitsikamma hiking trail in the southern Cape with her now dearly departed mother. The hike went through an Afromontane forest, with abundant indigenous mountain fynbos and giant, ancient trees.

"Good. You're not late, for a change."

Sage turns towards the speaker, her heart racing. She'll know that voice anywhere. It's Ashe, but he looks different; more there, brighter, more handsome, as if that was even possible. Why is he wearing a delicate silver diadem on his forehead? Almost like a crown, with an exquisite white opal in the middle. He stands just outside the circle, as if he is loath to enter it. His silvery-white outfit, elaborately embroidered with swirling patterns in platinum thread, matches his slightly curly hair, which is always perfect. Not too short, but not long enough to tie up. He looks very regal, standing there, all lithe, monochromatic and beautiful. He extends a hand to her, only taking hers the moment she leaves the clearing. He tilts his head forward. "Lady Sage."

Her heart flutters as he places a kiss on the back of her hand. Sage only now notices the burly shapes of Lord Upton and Bran, standing just behind him. She only had eyes for Ashe. He releases her hand, standing back to make a space for Mystic to exit the circle. Ashe nods at him. "Mystic Mage."

"We only spent one day back in our world, since our last adventure, so I guess it's inevitable that we will be on time." Mystic glares at Upton. "You could have granted us a proper breather, but no, you have to be relentless."

"Needs must, Mystic," Upton says.

"That's not a proper apology," Mystic mumbles.

They set off, with Ashe in the lead, in a seemingly random direction. Lord Upton defers to Ashe, as if Upton is no longer the one who is in charge. The path gradually becomes clearer as they leave the heart of the forest. It will take them half an hour on foot, walking on a hard-packed dirt footpath, to reach the edge of the trees.

Sage nudges Mystic and whispers: "Why is there so much walking in all of these gaming constructs?"

"It's just a thing, called travelling," Mystic says in a hushed tone. "Get used to it."

Sage frowns, not accustomed to Mystic being so sullen.

"What's wrong?" she asks.

"That's what I'm still trying to figure out. This place is giving me a severe case of the heebie-jeebies." He looks down at his feet, searching the forest floor, scowling even more, sensing a lurking evil beneath his boots.

"You know I can hear you," Ashe says. "These long, pointy elf ears of mine are not all for show."

Once the trees are behind them, they see a whimsical wooden treehouse palace, surrounded by massive redwood trees and a small forest of fully grown normal sized trees in between. The citadel is a marvel of engineering, with suspended wooden walkways, connecting the main structure to those on the edges. The tree citadel is surrounded by green meadows, with more forest at the far edges, stretching to the horizon. The sweeping green plains are dotted with patches of flowers in every shade under the sun. Butterflies flit about, along with shiny dragonflies, smaller damselflies and bees. The clean air smells of freshly mown grass, mixed with an intoxicating, yet not overpowering floral aroma. The sun is directly overhead, but doesn't overheat. The temperature is at a comfortable 24 degrees Celsius, if Mystic had to guess.

"Welcome to my home," Ashe says. "Or one day it will be, when my parents depart for greener pastures."

"What can be greener than this place?" Mystic asks.

"Figure of speech," Ashe says.

"Who are your parents, exactly?" Mystic asks.

Sage elbows Mystic in the side at his rudeness. He glares back at her.

"They are the king and queen, rulers of this domain, but they want to travel, so I'm obliged to take over from them some time in the future."

"Am I correct in assuming you are the heir apparent?" Mystic asks.

"Indeed. I am a prince of the realm."

He's royalty? Sage thinks to herself, dismayed. He is now even further out of her league. Not that she had ever dreamt that she had any chance with him. She's just a fraud, a nobody, who will never be good enough for him.

"How many times do I have to remind you Sage, not to sell yourself short?" Zola says in Sage's mind.

Zola, their golden-skinned psychic gecko, lives in a pocket dimension in Mystic's magic jacket.

"Hi, Zola," Sage thinks back at her. "Isn't it obvious? He's a royal and I'm just some pleb. Why would he even give me the time of day?"

"Have you given any thought to the possibility that the attraction you feel towards him, might be reciprocated?" Zola asks.

"No. I daren't go there. I don't deserve someone like him. I've had devastating crushes before and had had my heart pulverised each time. So no thanks. I'll just enjoy the breathtaking view of him for now," Sage says.

"You've got nothing to lose," Zola says.

"I shall not be making a fool of myself, having a fling with Ashe, if that is what you are suggesting," Sage says. "I'm not about to get my hopes up again, just for them to be dashed, as they usually are."

"You forget that this is only a game," Zola says. "Just admit it, you are crushing so hard on Ashe right now. Those soulful blue eyes of his are irresistible."

"It might just be a game, but I'm still not toying with matters of the heart. Blueish-purple eyes."

Zola chuckles. "Oh, you've noticed the exact hue of his eyes then. I rest my case."

"You can't miss them. I might wear glasses, but I'm not blind. Scrap that. Actually, I am blind without my glasses."

"I'll let you in on a little secret. Ashe is royalty in your world, too," Zola says.

Sage trips on a tiny protruding stone in the dirt path. "What?!" Sage flails her arms to stay upright.

Ashe whips his head back to see if Sage is all right. Seeing she isn't hurt; he looks to the front again.

"You heard me. Why do you think everyone addresses you as Lady and Mystic only as Mage, even if you are a Mage too?"

"Actually, I have wondered about that."

"You can't see me, but I'm rolling my dazzling green eyes at you. You're clever. Put two and two together already, Lady Sage."

"You full well know, I can't do mathematics, despite being a biological scientist."

"You can." Zola is adamant.

"The symbol I earned in the final matric exam begs to differ."

"You passed mathematics with a D-symbol, so it stands to reason that you can do at least half of it, and you got an A for Biology."

"Whatever. I'm still not buying it."

"What it?"

"You know which it. The whole Ashe thing."

"Would you like to make a bet with me on that?" Zola asks.

"I don't gamble."

"I'm aware, future Mrs. Ashe."

"Zola! I'll have none of that!"

"Suit yourself. You can't fight against fate," Zola says.

"I'm a Christian; I don't do fate."

"Heads-up. We're here. Are you ready to meet the parents-in-law?"

"No comment."

The group enters the castle, via a wide wooden staircase, to be greeted with an opulence, rivalling that of the French court of days gone by, except that all the accents and embellishments are platinum, instead of gold. Bowing and scraping castle-dwellers greet their prince.

They clearly hold him in high esteem, even their smiles seem genuine. But she'll see about that, looks can be deceiving.

"You'll be presented to the king and queen, and then we can discuss this level of the game privately," Ashe informs them.

It is quite a walk to the middle of the castle. It looks smaller from the outside. When they reach a closed set of solid platinum doors, reaching to the ceiling, a page hastens to open them.

The sight inside, elicits a verbal response from Sage: "Bly kalm en vloek saggies in Afrikaans."

Ashe laughs at her appropriation of the English wartime slogan.

"What did you just say?" Mystic whispers.

Zola answers, so both of them can hear her, while Sage mumbles some more choice words under her breath. "She said: Keep calm and swear softly in Afrikaans. No-one is supposed to understand what she said, but Ashe speaks many languages. That's why he laughed."

Mystic thinks back at Zola: "I have a few inappropriate words of my own I wish to utter. He didn't warn us that the entirety of the elven court is in attendance."

"Sorry, I would have said something, but you might have bailed otherwise," Zola says.

Mystic tries to estimate the number of people in the vast reception hall. His closest guess is at least 500. All of the attendees are tall, attractive and lithe. They have grey hair, the shades varying from gun-metal grey to almost white, like Ashe's. Mystic's lighter brown hair and Sage's dark brown hair stand out like a sore thumb. Upton's yellowish blonde hair blends in a little better and Bran's bald head serves him well on this occasion. The ladies have elaborate up-dos, like in the time of Marie-Antoinette and the men's hair have stylised sets of rolled-up sausages at the sides and low ponytails, fastened with a bow. The elves are dressed in finery and ballgowns of all colours of the rainbow, except that all the hues are muted pastels. Light pink, mauve, peach, spring green, baby blue, cream and light silvery-grey. The mass of elegantly dressed elves fall silent and step away to open a path, directly to where an exceptionally young-looking king and queen are seated on their thrones, at the back of the hall, surrounded by guards. Some of the gazes thrown at the two newcomers are openly hostile, some indifferent, but most are curious.

Ashe bows to his parents, Lord Upton and Bran follow suit.

"Mystic, you bow and Sage, do a curtsey," Zola says.

"Mother, Father, I present you the Mages, Mystic and Sage," Ashe says. "My father's name is Iarlaithe and Mother's name is Aoife."

Mystic bows and Sage executes her best ballet curtsey.

"Iarlaithe means ruler and you say it EER-lah and Aoife means beauty and you say it EE-fa," Zola says.

"Thanks, Zee," Mystic thinks back at her.

The uncannily young-looking monarchs both have smooth, unlined faces, despite their snowy white hair. Their diadems are more elaborate than Ashe’s. He looks much older than his parents. Another diademed elf stands next to the queen. She looks daggers at the two Mages.

"The lighter the hair, the higher the rank," Zola says.

"Why are some of them glaring at us?" Mystic asks.

"Their mortal enemies have all natural hair colours, so they can't help being prejudiced," Zola says.

"Meet my sister, Niamh," Ashe says.

Mystic and Sage bow and curtsey to her, but not as deeply as to the monarchs.

"Niamh means bright and you say it NEEV," Zola says.

Niamh's gaze doesn't soften towards the other-worlders. She looks to be a bit older than Ashe, with frown lines on her forehead and some sagging skin on her face.

"What did we ever do to her?" Mystic asks Zola.

"Nothing. Your dark hair reminds her of someone she is forbidden to love."

"Is she going to be a problem for us?" Sage asks.

"Maybe. Probably. You would do well to watch out for her. She's Ashe's twin, and she's peeved at being born second and a girl, to boot. Niamh is the total opposite of her wonderful brother, all sullen and twisted. She's in love with one of the fae princes, but it is taboo," Zola says.

"Now that you have been presented to the rulers, we may leave," Ashe says.

The five of them bow and curtsey once more, before exiting the hall. The silence rises to a hubbub as soon as the doors start to close.

"That went well," Upton says.

"Could have been worse," Ashe says.

Ashe leads them to a treehouse on the outskirts of the castle, where a round wooden table dominates the space, with heavy chairs surrounding it. The mysterious device which is used to bring Mystic and Sage into the gaming world, is situated against a curved wall. A tray with refreshments had already been placed on the table.

"Have a seat. We have a lot to discuss," Upton says.

Bran, for the first time, also pulls out a chair for himself.

Ashe pours each of them a drink in crystal stemware. The delicious sparkling green tinged fluid is refreshing and tastes of nothing that Mystic or Sage had ever had before. It is almost floral, not too sweet and it quenches their thirst. Sage eyes the delicate petit fours, covered in white, light pink and pastel purple icing. Back home, not her England home, her South African home, many years ago, Woollies used to sell them. When she had some money to spare, which was rarely, she bought herself a packet of petit fours, savouring each of the bite-sized little sponge cakes, topped with a layer of marzipan, covered in flavoured fondant icing. She was very disappointed when they were discontinued. Why can't we have nice things anymore?

"In this level of the game, you fight not against time, but against the forces of evil." Upton says.

"I sensed something amiss, while we were walking," Mystic says.

"Our mortal enemies, the dark fae or fairies, live beneath us," Ashe says.

"Oh, like that series Weirder Things?" Sage asks. "I never watched it, but don't they have an upside-down world or something?" Sage helps herself to some of the cakes, taking one of each colour.

"Or something, yes. The stone circle by which you had entered this world, is a nexus; one of two, where the elven, fae and your world intersect. There are strong wards in place, so the dark ones can't enter either of our two worlds at will," Ashe says.

"Why are they your enemies?" Sage asks. She bites into the white petit four first. It has a delicate elderflower flavour.

"That is a long story, but it is safe to say, that quite a few forbidden love affairs between elf and fae played a part, as well as some Romeo and Juliet-type romances thrown into the mix."

"Why are we needed? What can we do, which a great race of elves can't do?" Mystic asks.

"Magic," Ashe says.

"Rubbish! This place is overflowing with magic," Mystic says.

"The problem is, we can't safely wield magic, although our world is permeated with it," Ashe says.

Sage frowns, thinking. "Am I right in assuming that the fae have no qualms about the wielding of magic?"

"You are," Upton says.

"And that they wish to steal your world's magic?" The purple cake tastes like violets, so far her favourite.

"Right, again," Bran says.

"Who put up the wards in the stone circles then, if elves can't do magic?" Mystic asks.

"Remember those forbidden love affairs? Some of the fairies involved, chose to stay up here and they volunteered to maintain the wards, although most elves don't trust them completely. The remaining fae are more often than not ostracised from society and keep a low profile."

"That seems harsh. They perform a vital service and that's how they are repaid?" Mystic says.

"Is there no prejudice in your world, then?" Ashe asks.

"I see your point. It's complicated," Mystic says.

"Sorry to interrupt, but I need that canister of anti-matter back," Upton says.

"I placed the canister in a stasis field at the end of the previous game and stowed it safely in our inventory," Mystic says. "There isn't much time left on the counter, but the stasis field keeps it from counting down further, for now."

"If that battery-life counter, for the battery sustaining the particle in a powerful magnetic field, reaches zero, the particle of anti-matter will fall out of its bonding field, touch the side of the vessel and go nuclear blast-level boom," Bran says.

Since when did Bran learn to speak properly? Had he been playing a role this whole time? Everything is all topsy-turvy.

"You need to find a specific mushroom in this world, to make your concoction, so you can access your gaming inventory in this level, to take it out," Upton says.

"Earlier you said we're not racing against time," Mystic says.

"You're not. The canister is safe for the time being, I'm just reminding you about the mushrooms, et cetera," Upton says. "I would really like to recharge that battery, sooner, rather than later."

Mystic nods. "Understood."

"I'll be the first to admit that I am not the most observant person in the world," Sage says, "but I have seen no electric outlets anywhere in this tree mansion. How would you go about charging that battery?" The pink petit-four outshines the others, being rose-flavoured. Sage takes small bites. She has to watch her figure, which is much chubbier than she would like it to be.

"See, there's the conundrum. It needs to go back to your world to do that," Upton says.

"You are aware that magic doesn't work there, right?" Mystic says.

Upton nods. "How much time is left on the timer?"

"I don't remember exactly. Does it even matter? As soon as it's out of that force-field, we're all done for," Mystic says.

"How did the canister get to into the gaming world in the first place?" Sage asks.

"That, my dear, is a very long story," Upton says.

"You said it before, we've got time," Mystic says.

Upton stays silent, not uttering a word, despite Mystic staring at him. He's a way tougher nut to crack than Cecil. Mystic still needs to confirm his and Sage's suspicion that Upton might be their long-lost father in disguise, but he senses that now is not the time to press him for answers.

Ashe interjects when the silence draws out too long. "That is something he is not able to divulge at this time."

Mystic pulls a wry face. "Thanks, Captain Obvious."
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Sage's eyes go big at Mystic's sarcasm, but Ashe is amused, rather than annoyed.

"Canister aside, you still haven't told us why exactly you need us here," Mystic says.

"Part of it, is that only one with your special abilities can recharge the devices responsible for the running of our world. Magic abounds, but we can't do it ourselves. Unlike your world, this one runs on magic, but the stores - batteries, if you will - are running dangerously low, and you need to transfer magic into the stores on our behalf," Ashe says.

"Why can't the fairies do it for you?" Mystic asks.

"They have grown too old and frail, they shall perish if they try," Ashe says.

Mystic scowls. "And we won't?"

"Recharging the stores of magic for the elven kingdom will take some effort on your part, but no, you won't die," Upton says. "Most probably not. I think,"

"You think! You don't know?" Mystic is livid.

"You each still have your three lives intact, don't you?" Upton asks.

"That's irrelevant. How many games do we have left?" Sage asks.

"If you manage to stay alive, including this one, four, to complete the main objective, but there might be more," Ashe says.

"We get three new lives for each level, don't we?" Mystic asks.

"No. Three strikes, you're out." Bran says.

It still feels strange to hear Bran talking without some or other accent.

"Now you tell us? We were extremely lucky up to this point," Mystic says.

"What happens if we're kicked out of the games?" Sage asks.

"If you get permanently locked out, people die in the real world," Bran says. "It has been mentioned before."

"This reminds me of Ender's Game, where he was tricked into doing real warfare under the guise of training," Sage says.
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