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The cartridge felt awkward in their hands. It wasn't the smooth plastic of a contemporary game, but a weighty, ridged shell, smoothed by the touch of thousands of hands over lost years. There was no label, only a worn, hand-painted mark of a single, giant rock. Leo, who was sixteen and a self-proclaimed vintage game aficionado, was struck by how different this was from anything else he'd ever seen. He had discovered it hidden away at the back of "Memory Lane," a store so ancient that it smelled of dust and abandoned dreams. 

"The game is a doorway," the store owner, a man whose eyes contained the burden of centuries, had told them. "And I've never seen anyone return the same." 

His words had been a warning and a challenge. 

"Are you certain of this, Leo?" Maya, his little sister, was holding the cartridge, her forehead creased in a combination of excitement and apprehension. 

Leo, a smile playing on his lips, was already inserting the old console into their TV. "It's a one-time wonder, Maya. A portal to where? Who would ever give that up?" 

As the console coughed into action, the air in the room became heavy. The television screen did not display a bright menu, but one solitary, pixelated image: the gigantic stone from the cartridge, resting in a field beneath an impossibly starry sky. No instructions, no choices, no cursor. All there was to do was press the button. 

Leo's finger hovered over the big, red 'Start' button, the point of decision before a leap into the dark. Low, ancient frequency hovered in the air around them. 

The instant he pressed it, their living room disintegrated. The walls seemed to distort, their own furniture blurring into weird, transparent shadows. The floor beneath their feet was soft earth and hard stone simultaneously. An otherworldly fog filled the air, and the humming grew stronger, a sound more like a recollection than a vibration. The world was a broken mirror, reflecting their home and something else. 

"Leo, see!" Maya indicated the TV. The giant rock from the title screen was now barely perceptible through the mist, a glowing landmark that appeared to be present in their world as well as this unfamiliar, alien one. A glowing, thin strand of light ran from the console to the ethereal image of the rock. It was a "physical tether," as the shopkeeper had described it. 

"We must go to it," Leo affirmed, his voice laced with a new, unshakeable resolve. "It's the only reality there is." 

They approached the landmark, their bodies light and dreamlike. When they actually made contact with the whispering stone, the fuzzy worlds crystalized. The mist burned away, the air chilled, and the humming ceased. They stood in a green field, the giant stone a firm, unchanging mass at their side. The sky was a dazzling array of stars, and the moon a resplendent, otherworldly sight they had never witnessed before. 

A voice, a whisper of a breeze, cut the quiet. "So you discovered the doorway." 

A young woman stepped out of the darkness of the stone. She was roughly their age, clad in a plain tunic, her dark hair plaited with wildflowers. Her eyes conveyed an old sorrow. 

"Who are you?" Maya asked, moving forward guardedly. 

"My name is Elara," she replied. "And I am the final guardian." 

Elara took them to a secret cave inside the whispering stone, the walls of which were adorned with ancient carvings that glowed softly blue. She told her tale, one that seemed more myth than fact. The stones, she told them, were not rocks at all, but time capsules, carrying the history of her people. Her people, the predecessors to the guardians, had utilized the stones to flee a catastrophe, abandoning her to guard their heritage. She had waited for someone to discover the "doorway," an access point to link her world with theirs. 

"The rocks are failing," she said, her voice little more than a whisper. "The temporal displacement you experienced, the one which brought you here? It's not some game glitch. It's the rock imploding. And it's going to implode both our worlds." 

"Wait, you mean. the game is real?" Leo stuttered, still trying to wrap his mind around everything. 

"The game is a portal," Elara reformed him gently. "And now that you've played it, our worlds are linked. The distortion will accompany you. The cracks in your reality have already started." 

Their week with Elara wasn't a holiday
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