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Chapter 1


The Portals

 

 

 

Feeling relaxed, Amy returned to the softly glowing time machine where she had left it. Following the twisting path that spun around the gently sloping hills, she enjoyed the long walk through the forest. The aromatic scent of millions of flowers covered in myriad translucent dew drops, sparkling like tiny diamonds, made her heady with joy. Her arrival startled a flock of birds that flew up at once, screeching in a language no human could understand. Seeing them pass on soaring wings into the blue sky was a magical moment. Marking the end of Amy’s long journey to the Middle Ages. She took a deep breath, wondering where Sunny and Ghostly were. The three of them had travelled together for a long time. Sunny was an obnoxious fairy, but Ghostly, the miniature ghost, was just as brilliant as Mr. Google and, unlike Sunny, had been very helpful.

Craning her neck into the cloudless sky, Amy looked behind her but couldn’t see them anywhere. Not unduly worried, knowing they could fly and catch up with her whenever they wanted, she walked on. She scudded the last few meters to the time machine as the soft warmth of the day washed over her, planning to travel back to her grandfather’s house once her friends returned. He must be worried about her unexpected departure. Even thinking about it gave her a headache. She shrugged off her sad feelings and leaned a moment against the frame of the airlock, remembering her grandfather. On her holidays, she loved staying with him. He owned an antique bookstore, where she enjoyed browsing and helping him catalog the books. Her mother had died, and she lived with her father, but she felt closer to her grandfather. He always had an eager ear when she told him about her daily life. She knew he would love to hear about the many places she had visited after her abrupt departure from his house in the middle of the night.

She had finally ended up in the Middle Ages, where she met the Eight Queens of Death. The queens had been under a powerful spell for thousands of years, possibly since the dawn of time. Only solving a puzzle could lift their curse, but it had proven too difficult for them. So, outraged, they murdered and plundered innocent villagers. They were a frightening sight to behold with their sinister blood-red capes and mighty swords killing everybody in sight. The queens didn't even see her leave when Amy finally broke their spell by solving their puzzle. Dancing and laughing, they spun around in a frenzy of joy, their long hair twirling in the wind. Discarding their sinister flowing capes, revealing beautifully embroidered frocks with gorgeous colours ranging from peacock blue to blood red, lemon yellow, turquoise, and sky blue. Their now visible brooches, necklaces, and rings sparkled like brilliant stars in the sky. All residue of murderous hatred had left. Amy felt it was time to go home to her grandfather and tell him about her adventures. But what would he say when he heard she wanted to travel again? After all, her adventures had not been without danger. Although, in all fairness, traveling should be easier now in light of her experience, and knowledge. She only hoped that Ghostly, the miniature ghost she had found in a dollhouse and now her friend, still wanted to tag along. She suspected he would, so long as he could impress them with his incredible knowledge. Also, he had seemed bored living in the dollhouse. Somehow, she didn’t think he was hurrying to go back there.

Sunny, the fairy given to her by the Lady of the Well, had asked Amy for help finding her sister, who was a loose cannon but trapped in a book. You never knew from one moment to the next what her mood would be. The wickedly celestial being would undoubtedly voice numerous objections if forced to come along. Since it was clear neither she nor Ghostly were around to ask, Amy shrugged. She would worry about it later and entered the time machine. The flight deck was transformed, and bewildered, she looked around. However, the electronic system connected to the console was still there, with a few buttons, but everything else was starkly different from the previous, cluttered flight deck. The once metal walls were now a craggy mountain. A massive, gnarled face was carved out of the steep granite wall and seemed to look at her with piercing eyes that gave her the creeps.

And what was that?

Did she imagine it, or did his stern lips move? Shaken, she took her eyes away. She wanted nothing more than to run away as fast as she could. Just as she was about to go into a full-fledged panic attack, a dislodged rock crashed right next to her, and she froze. Her mind raced. What was happening? Her earlier good mood had changed into a heart-pounding nightmare. She took a deep breath and told herself, “Focus, remember you’ve had nerve-wracking experiences before, but you always found a way to deal with the unexpected.”

But adding to her uneasiness was the sound of running water that had left a large puddle on the floor and slowly reached the open hatch, creating an unpleasantly damp interior. Not sure what to think, Amy looked around and saw eleven Portals crudely carved into the rock face. Each showed a shimmering opening with fragmented patterns that made her head spin. They were identical, but in one, she saw a faint image of a rotating book suspended in an opaque ice wall. It was such an unexpected sight that she blinked a few times. She was still processing the new scene when fog-like tentacles engulfed the cave-like interior of the time machine.

The moment they noticed Amy, one tentacle crept toward her. Not sure what to make of it, she reached out and, with sweating palms, touched it. It immediately acknowledged her presence by crawling up her finger, curling around her arm, and continuing its upward progress until it brushed her cheek and nose in an almost exploring way. Amy jumped up as if bitten. A few agonising minutes passed, as its light touch tickled her face. It concluded she wasn’t edible nor dangerous because, suddenly bored, it released its grip and flowed back to the floor, joining its probing buddies. Amy, who had been holding her breath, relaxed.

“Yikes, that was scary, Amy!” yelled Sunny, who had flown in unseen. 

Fascinated, both followed the sensitive tentacles, which tested the surface of the surrounding material and travelled to the mouths of the portals. On top of the structure was an etching of a pyramid and a brightly coloured chained snake dripping with blood. One tentacle stopped its exploring hastily when it reached the blood and retreated to a safe distance. Amy’s stomach tightened, as the air seemed to vibrate, and goosebumps rose on her arms. Swallowing hard, she fought the bile that had arisen. Her sense of doom that something terrible was about to happen made her break out in a sweat. She tore her gaze away from the snake with difficulty, and her intense fear slowly edged away. Mustering up her courage, she wondered if she could walk through the portals. But wait, she told herself, that seemed almost too easy. Studying the nearest portal, she saw a book rotate, whispering, “Come! Come,” and the sound of the voices grew stronger, seemingly pulling her in. “Come, come

After giving it some thought, Amy shrugged and accepted the invitation.

“OK, let’s go where no girl has gone before,” she giggled.

Although the opening of the portal seemed fluid, it was as hard as a rock. She hit her head, reeled back, and fell on the floor. Rubbing the sore spot, she wondered why her powers had suddenly deserted her. Wasn’t she supposed to know everything? Do everything? And pass through everything?

“Damn!” she yelled. “That’s annoying!”

Disappointed but curious, she got up and cautiously stuck out her hand to touch the material obstructing the Portal. The biting coldness surprised her, and she quickly withdrew her hand. And her heart sank as she realised there was no way to enter. The icy grip of fear took hold of her as she thought about being stuck in this frozen realm forever. And as she stood there, a sense of dread washed over her. Trapped in this frozen wasteland with no way out, and the thought of spending the rest of her days in this icy prison filled her with horror.

Thinking of a way to melt the ice and escape this place, her mind was blank. Frustrated, she debated her options until a searing pain distracted her. Looking down, she saw her hands and fingers covered in blisters.

Wiping her smarting hand on her dress, she muttered, “Serves you right, girl, for being stupid enough to touch the ice!” Tears sprung into her eyes, and she rocked back and forth in agony.

Despite the pain, she remembered that, in theory, she could heal herself—if her healing powers were still intact. Lifting her hand, she concentrated. And slowly, the pain ebbed away. Thankfully, she sank to her knees and wondered why she could heal herself, but couldn’t draw on her knowledge. However, nothing could bother Amy for too long, and with the pain gone, she picked herself up and looked at the sturdy columns that framed the Portals. Between them, chains and pulleys connected a simple mechanism of wheels that could transfer motion. Was she expected to hoist up the ice wall? While trying to figure it out, she spotted a line of text carved into the base of each Portal. To cut such small letters in an area like that was ridiculous, and Amy had to go down on her hands and knees to read them.

The Portal of Nothing.

The Portal of Nothing? What on earth was a Portal of Nothing? She wished Ghostly was here, as he always had a sensible answer. Not entirely at ease, she wandered around. Was it a warning or something? Unsure what to think, she gazed outside and glimpsed a lone figure sitting on a craggy rock near the entrance. Happy, she recognised Ghostly. She walked to the airlock and called out to him.

“Come and have a look inside Ghostly. Everything has changed. Tell me what you think!” hoping for information.

Ghostly flew up, and as he entered the machine, his eyebrows lifted quizzically as he surveyed the changes.

“Wow,” he breathed excitedly, “that’s fantastic. It never occurred to me that the inside of the time machine could transform into a mountain!” For a moment, he was motionless, then he made up his mind. Flew up to inspect a Portal to inspect an etching of a pyramid and continued, “Amy, these must be Time Portals! Look, look! The first one is the Great Pyramid of Giza. One of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Wow, this is amazing. I think this is where we have to go.” Hoovering in front of the Portal, he pointed to the still-rotating book.

“This must be the Book of Death the Egyptians used. Remember, we found another Book of Death in the monastery, Amy?” Puzzled, he scratched his head and continued. “There must be a connection between the two books!” This could be the ancient Egyptian funeral textbook, which contains many magical spells to aid the dead in their trip through the underworld. It’s a mirror of the book in the monastery – the one that keeps the dead from departing!”

“What? Are you sure, Ghostly?” asked Amy.

He pointed to the top of the Portal. “There, you see the beetle on top?”

Amy looked at the scarab again, which seemed vaguely familiar. Where had she seen it before? Was it a Twicky Critter? She grabbed her backpack and took out her Twicky collection; one was black, but the other had a golden yellow shield. From school, she knew scarab beetles symbolized life in ancient Egypt. They were extremely popular and used as good luck charms. Made of wood, amethyst, or jasper, yellow represented the sun and the desert, blue the Nile, and green growth. Her Twickys, like the books, must be connected to the one on top of the Portal.

“Don’t worry about their meaning,” Ghostly said, knowing her well flying around. “We’ll find out, eventually.”

“This is the entrance to the Hanging Gardens of Babylon! With its symbol, the Lion. He represents the goddess of fertility. This is the Gate of Knowledge here, the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus, which lies deep inside Turkey! They built the tomb between 353 and 350. “This is just as I suspected. Each of the Portals represents one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.”

“Seven? But look! Can’t you count? There are more!” Sunny, always happy to make problems, gleefully pointed out.

“Yes! The Great Pyramid of Giza and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon! And Mausoleum of Halicarnassus. Then we have the Lighthouse of Alexandria, with its symbol, the Pentagram.” He laughed. “Oh, this will be such fun. When will we start our journey to the ancient world’s wonders? Aren’t you excited, Amy?” he shouted happily and kept up a constant stream of chatter without waiting for her to respond.

“The next is the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, made of ivory and gold, and its symbol is the Nautilus, representing the Golden Ratio.

“Six! They dedicated The Temple of Artemis to Diana, symbolizing. the Gate of Truth. Then we have the Colossus of Rhodes. These are all the seven wonders of the ancient world, Amy!” For a moment, he stopped and looked around. “But this last Portal has no symbol, see? Only the name Gate of Nothing.” He pointed at the blank space on top of the Portal and shrugged. “No doubt we will find out soon.”

Amy needed a moment to digest all this. “Perhaps it’s nothing to write home about,” she finally joked weakly. “It doesn’t sound like a fascinating place.”

“The Gate of Nothing sounds intriguing. I cannot wait to go there. Let’s start with that one.” He grinned.

Despite Ghostly’s exhilaration, Amy was not convinced, but before she could voice her concern, Sunny, who was assessing the situation from a distance, yelled, “Nothing? Are we going to the Void now? It’s too scary to contemplate. I want nothing to do with it. Haven’t we been through enough? Frankly, I don’t know why you want to travel again. Let’s go home,” she protested. Amy laughed awkwardly. She knew she wasn’t done traveling, and an obstinate little fairy wouldn’t stop her.

“I am not keeping you here, Sunny; you can fly home.”

“Do you think I can travel back on my own?” yelled Sunny with a heaving chest. Her light brown eyes sparkled in anger, “Let me remind you that the Lady of the Well trusted you with my safety, and logic tells me we need that time machine to return there because I have to talk to my sister urgently.” She could kick herself for letting the Lady of the Well tell her to go with Amy, although grudgingly, she had to admit one good thing had come out of it; her sister was free. She couldn’t wait to see her.

“Control yourself, Sunny. Yelling won’t help you get your way. If you are not careful, Amy will put you in her backpack.” Ghostly could be real to the point sometimes.

“Why don’t you use the communicator, Sunny?” Amy tried to distract her. “Then you can talk to your sister and find out where she is.”

“Hello, Amy? Do you think the signal of a communicator can bridge centuries?” I have heard of powerful routers, but that is absurd.” Sunny sniggered.

Recognising Sunny had a good argument, Amy giggled and closed her mouth. On the bright side, she had at least one companion for the upcoming trip, whether she returned to her grandfather’s house or not.

“Do you know what you want to do next, Amy?” Ghostly asked.

“If we continue our journey, we don’t know how dangerous or long it will take, but I want to see Grandad first. He must miss me terribly and wonder where I am. Going back is my priority!” She walked to the control panel, pressed the button, and the familiar voice sounded. “To which time continuum do you want to travel today?”

“I want to go back to my time.”

“Very well; please type in the coordinates.”

Carefully, Amy typed in the correct date and hour she had departed, and sure enough, the whole hypercube started shaking with the familiar sound and light show until they settled in the by-now familiar Q-ube. The door opened automatically, and excitedly, Amy stepped out and told her friends to stay put.

The early morning; air was fresh, and the grass was damp due to the earlier rain. A kite flew high, and birds drifted on the south-easterly wind with soaring wings. Running as fast as she could, she instantly recognised the meadow behind her grandfather’s house and the faraway, gently sloping hills dropping into a lazy flowing stream. Insects buzzed in the air, and large patches of yellow wildflowers dotted the landscape. She recognised the crooked oak tree, with its gnarled branches and the tiny new sprigs of leaves that would soon cover the tree. Squirrels ran up and down, gathering nuts, and Amy shouted in joy as she excitedly ran to the house as fast as she could.

When she reached the shop, the paintless wooden door of the old shop was half open, and the faint sound of two voices drifted out. Excited, Amy stepped over the threshold and saw Grandad talking to a customer with familiar hand gestures. The client held an ancient Egyptian object in his hand, one Amy had never seen before. Grandad was holding his breath, studying it intently from every angle. It was turquoise and appeared to be a small, freckled stone box with a drawer. Carefully, he slid the drawer open and took out two sets of identical crystal figurines.

“Where did you find this?” the man asked. “These are the finest enchanted Egyptian artifacts I have ever seen. Are they what I think they are, Ushabti’s?”

“Once or twice in your life, you are lucky and find a rare treasure,” Grandad said. “I was fortunate to obtain these artifacts last week. This isolated event–” 

He stopped when he heard the clanging doorbell and turned around. It did not surprise him to see Amy after her long absence.

“Hi Amy, there you are. I was wondering where you had gone. He turned to the stranger and continued. “This is my granddaughter, Amy. Amy, this is Professor Wafik Tinkanol, an Egyptologist.”

Amy’s mouth fell open, and she forgot her good manners. It seemed her granddad had missed her for no more than a few hours. How was that possible? She had been away for weeks and weeks, possibly even months.

“Hello, Amy. Nice to meet you. Do you like Egyptology? It is a passion of mine. I am busy planning a trip to Egypt to study the Pyramid of Giza and finding this box is priceless a once-in-a-lifetime event.” He turned to Grandad. “Where did you find this, sir? Was it smuggled out of Egypt? It must have been, for one rarely finds pieces like this.”

For a moment, Amy was speechless. Egypt? Wasn’t that where the pyramids were located? The portals showed pictograms of pyramids. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Would he believe her if she told him she had a time machine parked behind the house and they could return to the time when the pyramids were built? But why would he even believe her? After all, she was only a teenager. But wait, perhaps she could convince him. 

Before she could even try, he said, “I have scoured all the world’s libraries and never even seen a mention of this artifact. This is extraordinary!” Tinkanol’s eyes gleamed as he held the box up in pleasure. “Please let me buy this from you, sir. I have always suspected that humans could not have built the great pyramids of Egypt. This artifact doesn’t look like it comes from this planet. I will pay any price for it as it may contain traces of DNA of the alien race who were possibly the builders of the pyramids.”

Amy looked at the enthusiastic professor, and putting a finger to her lips, she whispered conspiringly,

“Sir, if you want to know how the pyramids were built, you should go back in time; wouldn’t that be amazing?”

“By George, that would indeed be a splendid idea. Why didn’t I think of that? How do you propose how we do that?” he laughed good-heartedly.

Amy returned his smile. “Very well, come with me. I will be right back, Grandfather.” She beckoned the Professor, who, with a puzzled expression, made a spur-of-the-moment decision and, sending a smile to her grandfather, followed her.

Going around the shop, they quickly entered the backyard and climbed the gentle slope to where she parked the time machine.

Amy turned to the Professor and whispered, “I know you can’t see my time machine, but it’s there. She pointed in the distance. I created it when I made a hypercube.”

Professor Wafik Tinkanol couldn’t see anything, but he had four grandchildren and decided to play her game. After all, this was just like a tea party with invisible tea. Grinning, he said, “That’s wonderful, Amy. I can’t wait to depart.”

As fast as Amy could, she walked to the entrance—which was still invisible—and wasn’t surprised when the Professor stopped, looked at her, and winked. “This is a magnificent out-of-sight machine, child.”

Amy knew he was humouring her and stepped inside, knowing he wouldn’t be able to see her. Well, if that didn’t convince him, nothing would.

His mouth dropped, and he stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Amy disappear into thin air. And for a moment, terror overcame him. “Amy, where are you? Where did you go?” 

Triumphantly, she stepped outside so he could see her again. “I knew disappearing inside my invisible time machine would give my story credibility,” she said giggling.

At a loss for words, he walked closer to her, and as he did, he felt a powerful, almost alien force. He couldn’t put a name to beckon him, and he stopped.

“Here!” Amy yelled and grabbed his hand. “This is the hatch. Please step in, sir.” Suddenly she realised something. “Sorry, Professor, I must introduce you to my friends. This is Ghostly or my miniature Mr. Google,” she giggled, “and this is Sunny, although she’s never very sunny, more of a full- sun-eclipse fairy, as you no doubt will find out. Guys, this is Professor Wafik Tinkanol.”

“Hello, sir, nice to meet you, “said Ghostly, but Sunny only grunted.

Trusting her, the Professor took a step forward. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Were they playing tricks on him? Was he really inside a time machine? The girl hadn’t exaggerated. It certainly looked like one, although he couldn’t understand why there was a mountain inside showing Portals. He scratched his head. As far as he knew, time machines didn’t even exist. He certainly had never even seen one, let alone one that looked like a mountain. As his brain struggled to accept this new reality deep inside, he realised that perhaps all the knowledge he had taken for granted was based on false information. A lesser person would have freaked out, but since he was a wise scholar, he looked at the console, buttons, and panel, took it all in, and yelled. “Incredible, this is amazing, brilliant! I cant believe we are in a time machine!”

“Yes, sir, we are and can go anywhere we want. Let me set the correct time. You wanted to go to Egypt, right? The Pyramid of Giza?” Not waiting for an answer, she punched in the numbers she remembered from the Portal and shouted, “Hang on, Sir. Don’t mind the sounds and the jumping balls; there will be a racket.”

Being used to the sounds now, Amy wasn’t unduly worried, but as she wasn’t sure how the Professor would react. And seeing his scared look, she grabbed his hand again. “Don’t worry, sir! It will soon be over.” 

Patiently, she waited a few minutes until all the noises had died down.

“Have we arrived, Amy?” the Professor asked. “Did we travel back in time to the pyramids?”

“Indeed, we have, but we can’t go outside yet. It would help if you looked like an ancient Egyptian.” Amy surveyed his clothing, which was unsuitable for the period, and continued. “Take off your shoes, socks, pants, and shirt, sir. You don’t look like an Egyptian.” Aching to go outside and explore, he hastily removed his outer clothes. Amy grabbed a piece of linen from her backpack, fastened it around his waist with a bit of string, and placed another piece over one shoulder. It could have been better, but it would have to do.

Her dress didn’t concern her too much, even though it had lost both sleeves and most of the lace and had been torn and dirtied. Any resemblance to a fairy tale dress was a mere illusion. She opened the hatch and looked outside, expecting they had landed near the pyramids.

Oh no! That was strange! They were still in the meadow behind her grandfather’s house. Had they travelled at all? Was the time machine broken? 



chapter 2


The game

 

 

 

Professor Wafik Tinkanol looked at Amy annoyed and said, “But we have never left.”

“I am so sorry, sir. I am still trying to figure out what happened. The machine should have landed at the foot of it. I cannot think why it didn’t. Oh dear, I hope it’s not broken!”

“You never notice anything, do you, Amy?” Sunny, masquerading as a ballerina doing a pirouette in the air, pointed at the wall, snickering in delight. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Bewildered, Amy gave her an inquiring look. “What are you talking about, Sunny?”

“Look, dummy, the wires got burned.” No wonder we cannot go anywhere. Why do you always make my life a living hell? And don’t tell me you didn’t do it; we all know you never think about the consequences of your actions. How could you do this to me? Did you get a lobotomy or something since I last saw you?”

Aghast, Amy looked at the console. Sunny was right—a large bundle of colored, half-burned wires melted by extreme heat stuck out of the wall.

“Oh, no! How had that happened? A few minutes ago, everything was perfect.” Bewildered, she looked around to find a culprit, but all she saw was Sunny’s innocent face, Ghostly’s alarmed look and the Professor looked like a typically bemused geek.

Amy reached the panel in three large strides and grabbed the wires, but as soon as she touched them, they crumbled to dust in her hands. Beyond repair. Aghast, she realised they could no longer rely on the time machine for transportation. For a moment, she fretfully gnawed on her lip. What now? How could they even think of traveling to the Pyramids? Just after she had promised the Professor that they would. And what of his clothes? She could not take him back to Grandad’s house, looking like an ancient Egyptian. Nervously, she giggled as she pictured him walking into her grandad’s antique shop. No, now all he was suitable for was attending a masquerade ball.

“It seems fairly obvious to me that from now on, our only option is to travel through the Portals, wouldn’t you say?” Ghostly, smugly remarked. He had seen far too many science fiction movies and immediately linked travel to time portals. “We just have to find a way through.” He shrugged his white-clothed shoulders, showing he didn’t care how long that would take.

The Professor had paid little attention to the Portals as he had only one goal, traveling to ancient Egypt, but now he perked up and asked.

“Portals?”

Amy thought he didn’t seem too bright for a professor, but she filled him in anyway.

“Yes sir. Look at all the portals. Each has a reference to a wonder of the ancient world with a symbol. Someone must have connected them. She pointed to the tangled rusty chains that connected the portals. “My gut feeling tells me those are time portals and our means of transportation. We only must work out how to enter. But you should know more about ancient construction techniques than I do so that you can help.” She drummed her fingers on the console. “See the numbers 1 to 11 on the sides? And the interlocking cogs? I am sure they operate the mechanism that opens the portals. What do you think, boys?” 

She hoped someone would suggest something.

Nothing.

She sighed and, looking around, noticed smooth granite steps covered with what looked like a primitive chessboard. On it were small ceramic lambs, surrounded by a row of fierce lions, waiting for their chance to devour them with the precision of a true predator.

“See that?” Amy said, pointing. “I wonder what that means.”

Intrigued, she picked up a lion. It was about the size of a standard chess piece, except for its gleaming emerald body and golden mane. As she picked it up, the pulleys on the side of the pyramid moved with a startling rattle.

“Oh, I think this mechanism relates to this game,” she concluded. “Does anyone know how to play it?” When no one replied, she tried again. “Doesn’t anyone know how to play?”

“If I remember correctly,” the Professor replied slowly, “it’s called Mehan, an old Egyptian game. The lions must catch and eat the lambs. If a lamb escapes, the game is over. It’s played by two players. If two lions end up in the same spot, the game starts again because lions cannot eat each other. It requires tactical play; getting an advance right at the beginning is vital.”

Sunny watched silently and said, “It’s not wise for the lamb to ask the lion to play before dinner. He might be hungry. What a silly creature.”

Before anybody could react, a spectral figure materialized in the corner, her presence commanding attention. Her gaze pierced the surroundings with unwavering focus, sharp and observant.

In a voice that brooked no argument, she declared, “I am Mehan, your adversary in today’s game. You are on the side of the lions. To secure your freedom, you must prevent my lambs from escaping. Who among you will step up?”

Not even surprised by her appearance, Amy said, “You play Professor.”

He nodded and moved closer to the board, eyeing his opponent with determination. His lions sprang to life as they played, his movements precise and calculated, forming a fortress around the lambs.

But Mehan, no stranger to the Game’s intricacies, countered with tactical finesse, her lambs advancing with purpose, constantly calculating and analysing.

The tension was palpable; each player was absorbed in their strategy, seeking the perfect blend of offense and defense. Over the years, Mehan had fine-tuned her skills and moved forward strategically with determination. As the Game progressed, the lions danced around the lambs, a symphony of movements. The room seemed to hold its breath. Each player sought the perfect balance between attack and defense, weighing their actions before moving their pieces.

The Professor’s grizzled hands hovered over the board, his eyes gleaming with concentration. He knew the outcome would be determined by the movement of the first lion that came closest to the lamb. A step toward victory or defeat.

Equally absorbed in the Game, Mehan manipulated her lambs gracefully and precisely. Her strategy was systematic, designed to outwit her opponent and ensure the escape of one of her lambs.

Then, in a masterful move, the Lion lunged forward, inches from the lamb. Capturing the attention of the room, which was deadly silent; only broken by Sunny’s snapping impatient with the lack of progress, “It’s better to be a lion for a day than a lamb all your life, Tinkanol. Why don’t you hurry up? I am cold and hungry. Stop beating around the bushes! The lion doesn’t turn around when the small dog barks.”

“Kindly grant me a moment, would you?” Professor Tinkanol bit back, feeling a surge of impatience. But before he could make his next move, Sunny shouted again.

“Look, Amy, at the mouth of the Portal. I knew he couldn’t do it.” She laughed maliciously.

Amy looked up at the urgency in her voice, and sure enough, in the mouth of the nearest Portal flashed a message: Error.

“Error?” echoed Amy. “What does it mean, error?”

“It’s a computer message, Sunny. It’s telling us we are doing something wrong.” Ghostly paused dramatically. “It’s best to pay no attention to it, Sunny.”

However, it was easier said than done. Each time the players made a move, a new message popped up: Please try any key and delete your cookies because it slows the game down!

“Any key. Where is any key? And cookies? I don’t see cookies. Does anybody have any cookies?” Sunny asked facetiously and hungrily, looking around and searching for cookies.

“May we have a cup of milk with our cookies, please?”

The Professor’s face was bemused, as he examined Sunny’s delicate porcelain figurine, adorned in a dress of vibrant gauze. Amy could not contain her laughter. The scene before her was too amusing to resist.

“You really shouldn’t take Sunny too seriously. Her brain is about the size of a pea,” she chuckled.

The Professor gruffly said, “She’s certainly a character. Does she come with a manual? And why is she accompanying you on this journey? I can’t recall hearing anything positive from her except complaints!”

Amy quickly clarified that Sunny was her companion on a mission to rescue her sister, who was trapped within the pages of a mystical book, they found. While this was the primary goal, it was not the only one.

“We’re in pursuit of the secret of the universe. Our journey has taken us back in time to unearth the missing fragments of this enigmatic puzzle. Her eyes gleamed with a mixture of anticipation and resolve, and with a confident nod, she shifted her focus back to The Game.

However, the lack of unfamiliarity with the rules often resulted in incorrect moves. Forcing Tinkanol to begin again. Mehan could not altogether hide a faint smile, when he tried and tried.

Addressing Tinkanol, Sunny growled. “You resemble a monkey that tries to solve a two-piece jigsaw. Is there anybody with an actual brain around that can finish this Game?”

Secretly, Amy agreed with her and asked. “Sunny, do you have a relative who is knowledgeable about this kind of Game and can assist us?”

“All my siblings are digital superheroes, fighting cyber baddies, tracking down sneaky virus critters, and even gobbling up naughty cookies.”

Since Ghostly was from another era, he struggled to grasp the meaning behind her words and impatiently interrupted, “I have learned from a reliable source that some fairies take pleasure in making simple problems extremely complex.” Throwing her a malevolent look before proceeding, deliberately undermining the fairy’s abilities.

“How can you ask her, Amy? Everybody knows that fairies only like shiny things,” he sneered, gesturing toward the ominous sparkling message in the Portal. “And if that doesn’t scream glittery and bedazzling, I’m at a loss. This jewelry will be perfect for your sisters.”

Ghostly would have been six feet under if murderous glares held any power. Fortunately for him, he was already dead.

“If you do not cooperate, Sunny. I will have to seek the help of your family, they may be more cooperative.” The Professor made a wild guess, not knowing if Sunny even had a family.

Sunny’s brows furrowed in frustration as she took a moment to collect her thoughts.

“Because I have to find the solution, I will call my sister, as I do not think your combined lot have the brains to solve this Game; and we will be here forever. You leave me no other option. Although, mind you, my sister, she is not nearly as nice as me.” Sunny paused.

Amy couldn’t help but chuckle at Sunny’s remark. Did she imagine herself as a friendly fairy? She suppressed a smirk, deciding not to share her candid thoughts about Sunny.

She turned away and said to the Professor.

“Your turn, sir.” He slightly miscalculated, and the lamb bounced backward away from his lion, and Amy scratched her head impatiently. As the Game continued, the room crackled with tension, as the players countered each other’s moves, each displaying a formidable intellect. It was a match of true mastery, a clash of minds that left bystanders in awe. As the Game drew to a close, and the messages in the Portal increased, Mehan, who was not used to these disturbances, distracted for a moment, made a tiny error.

Pouncing on the first sign of her weakness, the Professor made a move that caught Mehan further off guard. It was a brilliant maneuver that revealed the depth of his strategic prowess. In a stunning twist, victory was within his grasp. The next move would determine the outcome.

“Error, please enter your password if you want the solution to The Game.”

What? Now they suddenly needed a password? Amy was about to throw one of the marble sheep at the message with an annoyed growl, but the Professor stopped her in time.

“Somehow, Amy, that will not help us. Sunny,” he barked, clearly running out of patience, “bring your sister here now!” 

Sunny jumped as if stung by a bee. She opened her small purse, took out her communicator, and quickly typed a message. They didn’t have to wait long for one to come back. “My sister texted me this cryptic message: ‘You must be on top of the Game! According to her, it’s child’s play.” 

Before she could continue, a new message popped up: “This Game needs a professional player. You are not, so I suggest you have a cup of tea. I am too busy to help. Oh, you have five minutes left to solve the Game.”

“What?” exclaimed Amy. “Five minutes? Or what?”

“Disaster strikes!” Sunny replied in shock. There was nothing left of the earlier triumphant being. “I knew it; against my better judgment, I stayed in the time machine when you went to see your grandfather. I must be the stupidest fairy of all!” 

“What’s going to happen, Sunny?” Ghostly asked.

“The time machine will collapse and crush us all to death,” she cried. “We must escape quickly. open the hatch. Hurry! We only have a few minutes.”

In panic, Amy took a few steps toward the hatch and yelled, “Oh no, the hatch is closed! How is that possible?” It was open earlier.”

The Professor also hurried toward the hatch and together they pulled the handle. No matter how hard they pulled, tugged, and shoved, the door wouldn’t budge. Nervously, Amy noticed something equally terrifying chilling her bones. The light in the time machine had dimmed considerably. If this continued, they would soon be in complete darkness. To make matters worse, a piercing screeching sound echoed through the time machine, and she almost jumped out of her skin. The frantic flapping of wings, from what sounded like hundreds of bats, immediately followed. Terrified, Amy crouched down and covered her head with both hands. Out of nowhere, the sounds of dripping water increased, followed by a faint rumbling of fast-falling rocks that narrowly missed them.

And what was that? Why were her feet getting wet? Horrified, she realised that the time machine was rapidly filling with water. It looked like they would drown or get crushed if they didn’t solve the Game soon. Neither option was attractive and desperate, she shouted. “Professor, we must solve the Game now before we drown!”

The small stream of water became a torrent, gushing down from cracks and reaching already to their knees. Rocks came crashing down with increasing frequency and noise.

With the specter of imminent catastrophe looming large, Tinkanol summoned every ounce of his resolve, casting aside any lingering traces of trepidation. His fingers, once hesitant, now danced with purpose across the ancient game board. Each calculated move was executed with a newfound confidence, the pieces manipulated once more with a precision that belied the gravity of the situation. The air seemed to crackle with intensity. The cogs and chains had followed the active lamb with rustic clattering noises as they changed positions, but now their dance stopped, and they were holding their breath as if waiting for something to happen.

Screaming in frustration, Amy stamped her foot on the floor. “We’ve got to do this soon, or we’ll die! Quickly, Tinkanol.” And she started praying to the mountain, the water, and any other God she could think of.

Urged on by their impending disaster. The Professor moved a lion, unexpectedly, outmanoeuvring Mehan’s lambs, and the Professor emerged victorious. With a gracious nod, she acknowledged his triumph.

“Game, set, and match, Professor. Well, done!” Amy shouted, overjoyed, even though the rushing water was now halfway to her waist. With a low rumble, the cogs, pulleys, and chains lifted the heavy walls behind the ice wall with a loud metallic noise. But when the noise died down, the shimmering ice barrier remained intact.

Silence.

Then the silence broke with an agonized groan and a rapid succession of cracks. Amy gasped, as she saw a crack in the blue ice groan. Panic gripped them as the water was now at chest height. It was questionable whether they had enough time to escape. Petrified, they braced themselves for the worst. The light faded even more, and they had trouble seeing. The crack in the ice grew with several deep, shuddering rumbles. And then it finally, splintered with the sound of a thousand crystal glasses. Large and small chunks of jagged ice spewed from the Portal’s mouth, hurtling toward them like a thundering freight train. And as it approached, they hastily stepped aside. Then it halted. The four of them watched in awe as the mountain of ice quickly melted, raising the water level even higher, and increasing their chances of drowning. Urgency coursed through their veins, as they started climbing the treacherous ice that groaned and protested beneath their weight, toward the now-open portal. When they clambered high enough, they leaped over the edge. Amy sniffed the air. Was she imagining it? Was it heavy with a strange, almost ancient smell? 
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