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      Mac casually approached the well-guarded Ankhourian fortress and greeted them with the Ankhourian salute; a right fist snapped to their breastplates as he entered the fort. Ankhourian

      Warriors filled the courtyard, training with swords, hand-to-hand combat, archery, and horseback fighting. At the entrance, Mac got off his horse. A sentry signaled for a stable worker to take it.

      He walked into the fort's expansive courtyard and scanned the area for Kess. His blue-gray eyes squinted from the sun's glare, bouncing off the steel swords as the women warriors practiced mastering the sharp blades. Mac stopped to admire them as they practiced their fighting skills. As much as it pleased him to see the all-female Ankhourian warriors practicing, it also made him sad. They should be out enjoying life: dancing, running, writing, shopping, reading, and participating in myriad fun activities. Instead, they had to be prepared to fight demons, dragons, and other nasty creatures in Mystovia.

      He spotted Kess resting her hand on top of the hilt of a sword and conversing with a couple of Ankhourian warriors. As he approached, the two warriors spotted him, gave their salutes, and excused themselves, leaving Kess and Mac alone.

      "Having fun, are we?" He gave a short laugh at the disheveled-looking Kess in front of him.

      "Oh, yeah," she nodded. "It's about as much fun as walking a beat in 100 degrees with no shoes on."

      "I remember walking a beat," he said, referring to their police officer years, "but I always had my shoes on."

      "Funny," she replied wearily. "I'm so hot and tired."

      "I know," he sighed. "Been there, done that. But you've been summoned to Castle Remat."

      "So," Kess brushed back a loose, light-brown curl from her forehead, and her big brown eyes narrowed. "I've been practicing fighting with swords, bows, and arrows, and now I'm summoned to practice my magic. Doesn't anyone ever get tired here?" She motioned for one of the junior Ankhourian warriors and promptly handed her the bow and arrows slung over her shoulder. "Done training for today." Kess smiled at the pretty young girl, who took her bow and arrows, saluted, and left.

      "I don't know if it's practicing our magic stuff. I was told we are requested to go to Castle Remat," Mac said. His 6-foot-4-inch frame towered over Kess's 5-foot-4-inch body, blocking the glaring sun from her eyes.

      "I'll take Castle Remat anytime." She put her hand on her back and arched her body. "I am sore all over."

      Mac laughed softly. "Your pale face is also very red from the sun. Don't you ever tan?"

      "Nah," she quipped. "Never felt the need to be a baked potato. Never mind that now; I am really sore."

      "I know; they sure have put us through a lot of vigorous training lately," Mac said, glancing around the courtyard at the ongoing training.

      She looked up into Mac's face, who was scanning the Ankhourian fort. "She's not here, Mac, so quit looking for her. Do you know when Sirel will get back?" Kess asked, thinking of the beautiful, tall, blond warrior who was Mac's love interest.

      "Your guess is as good as mine," he shrugged slightly. His attention was now back on Kess.

      "What about Kybil, your Elven prince?" Mac's face broke into a big grin. "He's been gone as long as Sirel."

      Kess sighed. "Yepper," she mimicked his shrug. "It's been three months and no word from either of them or Drago, for that matter."

      "Yeah," Mac nodded. "I miss my little buddy. He's probably flying around with Miri-Xen his little lady friend."

      "So, how did you get here? Where were you?" Kess asked, brushing another loose curl from her forehead with her hand.

      "I was out with the Elven patrol," he said.

      "Doing what?"

      "Patrolling," Mac shrugged.

      "Umm, yeah." Kess rolled her eyes. "That makes sense if you were out with the Elven patrol." She nudged him in the stomach. "I mean, where were you patrolling?"

      "All over Mystovia, from the way my backside feels." He put his arm on her shoulders and turned her toward the stables. "Time for us to ride."

      "Can't we call for a ride with a dragon?" She commented in a whiny pitch as they walked toward the stables.

      "I don't think they have cell phones," he said, mimicking her whine. "Plus, I don't know how to contact them," he replied normally.

      "Geesh," Kess grimaced. "Did I sound that whiny? She looked over and saw him nod. "Sorry, just tired from practicing from the break of dawn till now."

      Mac laughed, "It's okay, kid. I'd be whiny, too."

      "Well, it's starting to get dark, so we should get started," Kess said with a quick shrug of reluctance.

      They walked into the stables, and a stable attendant greeted them. "Your rides have been ready," she saluted and walked away.

      Kess and Mac looked at each other momentarily and then at the space in front of them.

      "I thought she said our rides were ready." Kess placed her hands on her hips.

      Mac shook his head as he glanced at the stalls filled with horses. "Are we supposed to saddle them up? Which ones? Which stalls?"

      "Not in the stalls," a deep laugh erupted behind them.

      They whirled around to find two beautiful Pegasus standing there.

      "Oh, you are a sight for sore eyes," Mac said, "among other things."

      "Captain Rapollo and Corporal Fymat at your service." Both Pegasus nodded respectfully.

      "Her Imperial Sorceress sent us. She believed it would be faster and safer."

      "You'll get no arguments from either of us," Mac said.

      "Oh, thank you, grandmother," Kess sighed deeply. "Really, thank you."

      They arrived safely at Castle Remat and were advised that the Imperial Sorceress would greet them first thing in the morning since it was late.

      "That's great," Kess said, smiling. "I am in a genuine need of a bath here."

      She patted Mac's arm as she made her way into her room.

      "See you in the AM, Kess." Mac lifted his arm, smelled under his armpit, wrinkled his nose, and said, "I'm heading for a bath as well."

      Kess watched as Mac sniffed himself. "Seriously? You had to lift your arm? I could have told you that you needed a bath 100 feet away from you.

      Mac gave a short laugh and gave a half-wave goodbye to Kess as he headed for his room.
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      The morning sun was just beginning its slow climb from beneath the horizon, and a tiny sliver of light began to crest the skyline. In a few moments, it would reach the French doors in Kess's room and then make its way to her face as she slept restlessly. Suddenly, the door to her room burst open, and Mac rushed in. "Kess, get up!" he hollered.

      Kess shot up in bed. Her shoulder-length brown hair fell in disarray around her face. "Whaa … What's happening?"

      "We've got trouble," he yanked the covers off her.

      "What's new about that?' She said groggily, dropping her feet over the edge of the bed," Geesh, what's so urgent?"

      "It's Kybil," Mac crossed his arms and began tapping his foot.

      "Kybil!" Kess became fully awake. Reaching down at the end of her bed, she grabbed her robe. "What? What has happened to him?" Her heart raced as she struggled to put her robe on.

      "Here," Mac helped her put it on. "It seems some kind of cannibalistic tribe has taken him prisoner. The teens said that's what Nordaal told them."

      "Oh, no," Kess tied the belt to her robe and headed out the door. "Where are the teens now?"

      "We're out here," Brody yelled. His handsome, Asian face lacked the customary smile.

      Danny stood with his arms folded and looked down at the marble floor. "We should have gone with Nordaal and Yaneth." A soft light from the dimly lit hallway fell across his bright red hair.

      "Are you nuts? Are we talking cannibals here?" Naomi asked. "Look at my size. They would love it if I were on their menu." Naomi saw the worried looks on everyone's faces. "Hey, I'm just trying to lighten things up here."

      "What can we do against cannibals?" Marcus furrowed his brow. "We'd need an army to rescue Kybil." His muscular shoulders heaved a couple of times, and a dark brown curl fell onto his forehead. "Besides, we may be too late."

      Even though she was overweight, Naomi moved in front of him so quickly that it startled him. Marcus looked into her deep green eyes and saw the warning in them. He cleared his throat and smiled weakly, "What I mean is… what I'm trying to say is …" He shrugged. "I don't know what I mean."

      "It's not too late," Kess said. "It's not too late." She said it twice as if that made it so.

      "No, he's fine–for now," Brody quickly interjected. "They have to have some kind of dance or ceremony or something like that before they … well, we have some time."

      "What exactly did Nordaal or Yaneth say to you?" Mac asked.

      "Nordaal is the one who told me that Kybil and his men were going to be one of the main dishes. Or something like that. He woke me up saying that he and Yaneth had to leave very quickly to get to Kybil and his men. Well, I may be a bit groggy about getting the details. Anyway, he put a map in my hand and said that's where they will be."

      "What are we waiting for? Let's go," Kess said, starting down the long marble hallway.

      Mac grabbed her arm. "I think your outfit is a little too casual for this trip."

      Kess looked down at her robe and said, "Yep! I'll be right back." She hurried into her room, dressed, and ready to go within minutes.

      When she came out, Rakmor stood with the rest of the group.

      Kess looked noticeably relieved to find the tall sorcerer standing there. "Rakmor, I am so glad you are here."

      "I just got word this morning." His dark eyes narrowed, "I had no idea Kybil and his warriors were in trouble."

      "Well, it's not like you guys have cell phones in here," Danny paused. "Say, do you think we can work on that?" He turned to his three colleagues.

      "Yeah, let me see if I can build a cell tower," Naomi said sarcastically.

      "I have no idea what you are talking about," Rakmor said, "but maybe you can explain it later once we get going."

      Mac looked solemnly at the young people in front of him. "Look, you know this could get, really …"

      Danny, Brody, Marcus, and Naomi finished Mac's sentence simultaneously: "Dangerous."

      "Does anyone know where we are going?" Kess asked, looking from one face to another.

      "Yeah, Nordaal gave me the map," Brody said, reaching into his pocket. He shook his head as he produced a piece of paper with scribbling all over it. "I got nothing with this map. It looks foreign to me."

      "That's a map?" Naomi took it from him and began turning it over and over. "It looks like a spastic chicken did a tap dance on it."

      "Let me see it," Rakmor took the natty piece of paper, looked at the map for a moment, turned it another way, and then smiled. "Yeah, I know where this is. It's close to Dwarger's home village, near the Brywyn Mountains. That is strange. Are there cannibals around there now?" His brow furrowed deeply. "Hmm, the only cannibals I know of are the Evoos, and the Dwargers wouldn't let them anywhere near there." Rakmor shook his head. "But nothing in Mystovia surprises me anymore."

      Mac took the map from him and studied it for a moment. "You got all that from this?"

      Kess looked around at everyone. "I wonder why Nordaal and Yaneth left without us?"

      Brody chimed in, "Maybe they're finding a path for us to follow."

      "Yeah," Marcus said. "And they're probably getting an army raised to meet us."

      Mac heaved a long sigh. "Sure wish Sirel and her warriors were around."

      Rakmor patted his shoulder. "She'll be back soon. Sirel is a great captain. She has a lot of responsibility in training her warriors."

      "I know, but it's been a few months already," Mac replied sadly. Then, realizing everyone was listening, he abruptly changed the subject. "Okay, so who knows about the trouble Kybil and his men are in?"

      "I just found out a few moments ago and haven't spoken of it to anyone yet," Rakmor said. "Has anyone told the Imperial Sorceress Cedwynna?"

      Everyone shook their head no.

      "It's so early; why don't we just leave a note to tell Grandmother?" Kess said. We got in so late that we didn't have a chance to talk with her, and I am sure she is still asleep."

      "Are you kidding me? This entire castle is still asleep. I mean, look, there is absolutely nobody walking around." Danny gestured at their empty surroundings.

      Outside of Kess' French doors, the whooshing sounds of wings could be heard. "What's that?" Marcus asked nervously.

      "It was fortunate that a Gralcon rested in the stables overnight. He is anxious to return to his lair, which is in the same direction we are heading. He can take us to Brywyn Mountains; from there, we can see where Kybil and his men are being held."

      "Does he know anything about cannibals? Mac asked.

      "He said there have been all kinds of strange things happening there lately," Rakmor shrugged. "So, it just may be that there is trouble there."

      "Okay, then, let's get going." Kess grabbed the sword on her side to make sure it was there. She hurried back into her room, with everyone following her. Their ride was waiting for them just outside her French doors. Just as she reached the doors, she stopped and turned. "Does everyone have their weapons?" Everyone nodded or said yes. "Okay, that's good," she muttered. "I hope we won't need them."

      The chilly morning air rushed at them as she opened the doors to the large veranda outside her room. The giant Gralcon stood majestically waiting for them. Its massive eagle head nodded to them as he lowered his black, panther-like body to the ground.

      Kess approached the gigantic creature's head and stroked its black, white, and gold feathers. "You are beautiful. You know that, don't you!"

      The Gralcon's head moved slowly, brushing softly against Kess with a gesture of understanding and friendship.

      "Come on," Mac called to Kess, "You're up next."

      They all climbed on its massive back and snuggly fitted themselves into the stirrups. Leather strips and ropes on the creature's back were outfitted so everyone had something to hold on to. Soon, the giant forty-foot wings pulled away from its side as it began to lift and fly.

      Rakmor made a clicking sound, and the Gralcon headed into the chilly morning air. The darkness quickly faded as the sun rose higher into the sky. Luckily, they flew with the growing, glowing sun on their backs. They sped quietly through the sky, each passenger gazing at the scenery below, except for Marcus, who kept his eyes tightly shut.

      The terrain below them changed rapidly from the mountains surrounding Castle Remat and then over the lush Myam forest as it headed for the Brywyn mountains that loomed ahead of them.

      Occasionally, movement caught their eye as the Spree dragons awoke and began their daily foraging for food. They either did not see or weren't interested in the Gralcon soaring high above them. Spree dragons knew that even a lone Gralcon was a very dangerous adversary. Attacking one meant immediate war, and they wanted to avoid it. Added to that fact, Gralcon's were more than twice their size.

      The giant Gralcon circled the base of a mountain and found a spot with enough room to land. Rakmor thanked their ride, and everyone moved out of their way so that it could spread its enormous wings and lift off.

      "We have to climb up that?" Marcus asked nervously, looking at the side of the mountain that appeared to be a sheer cliff.

      "No, we don't have to climb this one. There is only one place where they can hold Kybil and his men. Follow me," Rakmor said as he led everyone around the stone-laden ground until they reached the side of the mountain that would be easier to climb.

      The sound of distant drums echoed through the mountains. Kess wiped her brow with her sleeve cuff, and her heart beat almost as wildly as the drums.

      They climbed quickly over the rock-strewn terrain until they came to a divide on the path.

      "Now what?" Mac questioned, putting his hands on his hips.

      "Which way do we go?" Naomi asked, looking down one path and then the other.

      "Not sure," Rakmor said, studying the scribbled etchings on the map.

      "Rakmor, you and I will take that path," Mac said, pointing to the left. "Kess, you and the others go that way."

      "Okay," Kess didn't hesitate and took off down the path as the others hurried behind her.

      Moments later, Kess stopped abruptly. Their path split in two directions, and the drums' sound had become much louder, making it difficult to hear one another. "Are you kidding me?" Kess rolled her eyes in exasperation. "What else could possibly go wrong?"

      "Oh, boy! I wish you hadn't said that!" Danny pointed behind her.

      A thick fog began to roll in toward them. Its massive, dense mist encompassed them within seconds.

      "I don't ever remember a fog moving that quickly," Naomi said, closing her cape against the cold, misty air.

      "It must be the wind making it move so fast," Kess said. "Hopefully, the wind will blow this soup, called a fog, away from us."

      "Wow, I've been in fogs before, but this one is really, really thick," Brody shook his head.

      "What are we going to do now?" Marcus shouted nervously.

      "We just have to be very careful where we step," Brody yelled, "and stay close together."

      "I can barely see you, and you're standing right next to me," Marcus grumbled.

      "Okay, everyone, just stay together and grab a hold of the cape of the person in front of you," Kess screamed at them as she struggled to see them in the fog.

      "I'll take the lead," Brody said. He reached out, took Naomi's hand, and placed the end of his cape in her hand.

      "Okay, I'll follow last," Kess shouted, even though they could barely hear or see her.

      Each handed the one behind them a part of their cape. Danny, second last in line, pushed the hem of his cape toward Kess.

      Brody spoke loudly as he issued orders. "Everyone be prepared for anything." He proceeded to move down the trail. "I have excellent vision, well kinda, even in this fog, so stay close."

      Kess stood still for a while, waiting to grab hold of Danny's cape. She moved her hands around until she felt the soft material of his cape in her hand and waited for everyone to start moving. Nothing. She called out, trying to be heard over the screeching wind, "Brody, we have to get moving." She waited for a response. There was none. After a few moments, still holding on to the edge of Danny's cape, she began waving her arms around, hoping to contact someone. "Where are you?" Kess asked louder. "Hey, where is everyone? Anybody?"

      Still waiting for a response. Kess sighed deeply, shook her head, and slowly began pulling Danny's cape toward her, only to find out it was a soft leaf on the bush. "Great! Just great," she mumbled. "Now what?
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      After a few minutes of looking, she found a path and hurried down it to catch up with the kids. Keeping her hand on a stone wall along the route, she kept walking toward the sound of the drums. Occasionally, she would slip, sending stones over the side. Kess knew by the time it took for the rocks to reach the bottom of the cliff that it was a long way down.

      The path she was on began to descend steeply as she worked her way toward the now almost deafening sound of the drums. As she walked further, the fog became less dense until only a misty haze circled above her head. The shrieking wind had whittled down to an irritating whine, almost inaudible. Trees, shrubs, and long, thick vines hugged the route, making walking difficult.

      Now, a new sound pierced through the morning light. She began to hear what she thought were human screams. She froze momentarily and then took off, hurrying as best she could through the dense foliage lining the path.

      Kess finally reached a narrow plateau and moved toward the edge to see if she could find Kybil and his men. Her eyes widened in terror as she saw Kybil's men on the other side of the cliff. Directly below them was a gigantic fire in the middle of a large quarry.

      Figures silhouetted against the roaring fire were moving slowly and methodically. Those closest to the fire were traveling one way, and figures on the outside were traveling in the other direction. Suddenly, a figure moving outside rushed in and grabbed a figure from the inside.

      The fog-like smoke made it difficult to see what was happening.

      She looked over and saw the Elven warriors screaming and yelling. Kess stifled a scream when one of the warriors fell or was pushed into the fire.

      "They’re shoving them into the fire. I must do something. Kybil may be next. I could use my ring," she stopped. "No, there may be innocent people or creatures down there. I must think… I have to think." Kess hurried along the ledge to get closer to Kybil and his warriors.

      Her heart almost stopped when she saw Kybil directly below her. He stood on the cliff's edge, looking down into the fire with two creatures guarding him on either side. Kess quickly ducked down as one creature turned and looked up toward her.

      She looked through the smokey mist at the strange creatures guarding Kybil. They had grotesque faces and long strands of thick hair covering every inch of their bodies, almost touching the ground. One of them grabbed Kybil's arm. Kess gasped. It was his turn. They were going to throw him into the fire next.

      Frantically, she spotted a long, thick vine hanging from a tree. She pulled and tugged on it to see if it was strong enough to support her weight, and then she followed its long tail to the ground. She smiled. It was a long piece of vine that would do nicely for what she had in mind.

      Quickly, she ran back to her vantage point to make sure Kybil was still there; he was. Directly across from her was another ledge, and no one was there. "If this goes right, we should be safe on that ledge, far away from those creatures." She took hold of the vine and weighed it again, ensuring it was secure enough to get them across the wide opening and safely to the other side.

      Kess walked back down the path, holding the vine tightly.

      She took a deep breath, narrowed her eyes, and ran ahead toward the cliff and Kybil below. The vine held firm as her feet lifted off the ground, and she swung down straight for Kybil. "Kybil!" she screamed, startling Kybil and his two guards.

      Kybil turned and grabbed Kess and the vine as she came swinging in for him. But the weight of Kybil and Kess was too much for the vine; it broke, sending them down into the large quarry below.

      The ground was soft as they landed among the circling creatures. They both rolled clear of each other, and then Kybil was instantly on his feet, grabbing Kess and pulling her toward him. "Are you alright? What were you doing?"

      The drums did not stop; they became even more thunderous.

      "I'm sorry. I'm sorry," Kess kept saying, "I was trying to save you."

      "Save me?" Kybil asked, still stunned by Kess's actions. "Save me from what… dying of old age. You nearly got us killed."

      "Nearly?" She pulled him to her. "I did get us killed."

      Kybil pulled away from her enough to look down into her face. "Kess, what are you talking about?"

      "If I have to die, I want to be with you," Kess said as she tried to fight back the tears.

      Suddenly, the drums stopped. The quiet went unnoticed by Kess or Kybil.

      "Kess," Kybil said gently, "you thought they were going to kill me?"

      "Yes," Kess stated firmly.

      Kybil brought his hand up, trying to hide a smile.

      But Kess caught it. "Umm, they weren't going to kill you?"

      "No, my dear, brave Kess," he leaned down and gently kissed her forehead.

      "But I saw the fire … your men screaming and being pushed into the fire … and you … you had two guards ready to shove you into the fire." She stuttered, confused.

      "One, that is not an actual fire or flames," Kybil pointed toward two figures walking toward them. "Second, those two guards were Nordaal and Yaneth."

      "I don't understand," Kess replied, staring at the two weird figures walking toward her.

      "This is the Dwargers' mating dance. It's called Myane Thishes. M-y-a-n-e

      T-h-i-s-h-e-s. No outsiders, other than those wishing to mate, have ever been allowed to view their ritual of mating. It was an honor for me and my men to be invited."

      "Oh," Kess whispered exuberantly, "OH! Myane Thishes. Oh my, we thought the Dwargers said 'main dishes.' We forgot that Nordaal and Yaneth can't pronounce their th's."

      An imposing figure wearing a gold mask stood before the large fire and interrupted her. He uttered some strange words, and everyone nodded.

      "What's happening?" She whispered and nodded along with everyone else.

      "He has performed the blessing of mating to all who have nodded," Kybil said with a wry smile.

      "They are just nodding, and they are mated. But for how long?" Kess asked, looking up into Kybil's face.

      "They are mated for life," Kybil said as he looked deeply into her eyes.

      I see," Kess shrugged and then gasped. "Oh, oh! Kybil. Oh, no! I nodded. I am so sorry. I thought they were just showing their respect to that gold-masked person. What have I done to you now?"

      Before Kybil could respond, the teens came running up to them.

      "Say, what just happened? How'd you get here, Kess?" Naomi asked.

      "Yeah, I thought you were holding onto my cape, and then when I realized it wasn't you, we didn't know what to do," Danny shrugged.

      "That was a scary walk up that path. Couldn't see or hear much except the screaming of the wind," Marcus said.

      "You didn't have to see or hear much because, like anything that happened to be blown past us, you were almost riding me piggyback," Naomi quipped, hands on her hips.

      "Yeah," Brody interjected. "It was great. Almost sorry the wind and fog dissipated so quickly."

      "Our path led us directly to Rakky here," Danny thumbed in his direction.

      "And looky, what else we found." He gestured toward Mac and several Ankhourian warriors walking toward them.

      The big grin on Mac's face told Kess that Sirel was one of them.

      "Oh, by the way, Kess," Kybil pointed to a tall couple dancing amid the Dwargers. "That Elvin warrior? He's the one you heard scream and jump. He has been in love with an Ankhourian warrior for some time. She was near the mating fire and signaled for him to join her."

      Nordaal and Yaneth moved through the throng of celebrating couples to Kess and Kybil. "Say dere, Kess, what'd ya be doin' dat fer?" Nordaal took off his wooden mask and long robe.

      Up close, Kess could see that the Dwargers' bodies were not covered in long hair but in long, thin wooden pieces interwoven around the neck and then in long, reed-like pieces that hung down to their ankles.

      Young Dwargers in long, dark robes quickly took their ceremonial outfits.

      "Ya nearly kilt yerselfs," Yaneth scratched his head. He pulled his Peter Pan-like hat out of his vest pocket and slapped it several times against his hand to loosen it up. He then produced a yellow feather from his vest, stuck it in his hat, and put it on. "Dis be talked about fer years."

      "Yep, fer years," Nordaal said, donning his Peter Pan hat with its red feather.

      "What will be?" Kess asked, looking confused at her two friends.

      "How ya jumped off the cliff dere wid Kybil?" Yaneth pointed to the ledge Kybil had been standing on. "Ya must be in a hurry to mate Kybil here." Yaneth's face disappeared into a huge grin, showing his uneven teeth below his large, bulbous nose.

      "Yep, fer years," Nordaal repeated, smiling to match his friend Yaneth's. He rolled his big lavender eyes up and laughed. "Dey dun't jump off dat cliff, it be ta high." His short, muscular body shook with his laughter.

      "Say, where be Rakmor?" Yaneth asked.

      "He met up with Captain Rapolo along the path and flew back to the castle to let Cedwynna know where we are," Mac said as he and Sirel joined the group.

      The two Dwargers continued to chuckle about what had occurred during their mating ceremony.

      "I don't think it was that funny," Kess said with slight annoyance.

      "I think it was brave of you," Kybil whispered.

      The subject quickly changed, and everyone began discussing the crazy misunderstanding that led them to the Dwarger mating ritual.

      "Wait a minute!" Naomi shouted. "I saw Mac and Sirel nodding during the ceremony. Does that mean you two are now mated or married, or whatever it's called?"

      Sirel was the first to say, "Yes, Naomi, we are now mated."

      A huge grin slid across Mac's face.

      "I can see that now," Naomi laughed.

      "So, you got hitched," Brody looked from one to the other.

      "It appears so," Mac laughed.

      "Don't even think about nodding," Naomi shouted to her teen friends.

      "Trust me," Danny threw up his hands. "That thought has never crossed my mind."

      "Or mine," Brody nodded along with Marcus.

      "Well, thanks," Naomi said, pouting. "You all didn't have to be so emphatic about it."

      "Are you nuts or something?" Danny asked. "You're like a sister to us."

      Naomi let out a loud, long laugh. "I was just kidding. I love you guys, but only like brothers."

      "Whew!" Marcus gave a long sigh of relief.

      "Watch out! Make room for Doc," Kybil yelled as a large, white Pegasus flew toward them and landed in a clearing near the assembled group. "Drago and Miri-Xen weren't sure if they needed your help with the little Vampires, so they wanted you to stay alert, just in case. Can someone help me down?" Doc asked, tightly gripping the Pegasus's mane.

      "You gotta let go of Captain Rapolo's mane, Doc." Kybil smiled as he loosened Doc's fingers.

      Gently, Kybil took Doc's short, shaking body down from the Pegasus' back and placed him firmly on the ground.

      "They'll send a message," Doc said, breathless as if he had done the actual flying. "Is my black face white? Not that I was terrified or anything."

      Kess laughed, "No, you're still a beautiful ebony."

      Mac stepped forward and put his hand on the slim man's shoulder. "Why didn't they come themselves? What's wrong?"

      "Not sure about any of this," he crossed his arms and looked from face to face. "Anyway, Cedwynna called this magnificent creature and some of his friends," he gestured toward the Pegasus, "to help find you, as she had no idea where you guys had gone. We've been flying around for a long time looking for you. Finally, somehow, they found you here." He stopped and paused for a moment. "So, why are you guys here?"

      Kess rolled her eyes upward and gave a small whistle. "Let's just say it was a misunderstanding. But, hey, we're all together now." She gave a weak laugh.

      "What is this place?" Doc asked, looking around at the vast fire and several couples staring at them.

      "It be our matin' day," Yaneth spoke up.

      "Really," Doc smiled and looked at Kess and the others. "Okay, umm, so why are you guys here again?"

      "Where is Rakmor?" Sirel interrupted his question.

      "Sorry, I've got to sit a bit," Doc quickly sat down on the soft grass. "We didn't see Rakmor. We've been flying around since this morning looking for you guys," he said, pulling his legs to his chest to rest his arms on. "One of the Pegasus flew back to the castle to let Cedwynna know where we found you."

      A lone Pegasus hovered overhead and found an open area to land. Rakmor dismounted the steed and joined the small group.

      "Alright, Rakmor," Mac said and clapped his hands together. "What are we up against trying to help Drago and Miri-Xen?"

      "Nothing right now," Rakmor spoke calmly, "we just have to wait and see."

      "We have set up a camp in the Arega Mountains. I can better explain what is going on once we're there."

      "I just got comfortable," grumbled Doc as he stood up. "My legs will need a vise to close them together again."

      "The Arega Mountains are a long way from here. Aren't they?" Danny asked.

      "Yes, it is a long way from here," Captain Rapolo sent a telepathic message to everyone. "But the Imperial Cedwynna sent me and some friends to help find you. She had no idea where you all had gone. But we were to help you in any way we can.”

      "Oops," Kess grimaced. "I forgot to leave her a note."

      "No matter now. We found you," Doc patted her arm reassuringly."

      "Are you and your friends taking us to the meeting place?" Brody inquired eagerly.

      Captain Rapolo nodded.

      "I'll never get tired of this," Danny smiled broadly.

      "Me either," Brody slapped Danny's back soundly.

      "They sure fly fast and high," Marcus gulped.

      "Yeah," Naomi said excitedly, "it's great."

      "Yeah," Marcus spoke less enthusiastically.
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      The Pegasus flew down one by one and then took its passengers high into the sky. Kess and Kybil were the last ones to climb on the back of the flying horse.

      "I sure made a fool of myself," Kess mumbled as Kybil helped her onto the Pegasus and swiftly mounted up behind her.

      "Kess, you didn't make a fool of yourself. Well, okay, at least not in my eyes," he said, putting his hand around her waist as the Pegasus lifted off the ground.

      "I nearly got us killed," she said, gently taking hold of the flowing mane.

      "Kess, I have to tell you something." Kybil's arms tightened around her waist, and there was a long pause.

      "Yes," Kess waited momentarily, and when he didn't speak, she asked, "Well, what?"

      Kybil gave a deep sigh, "It can be undone."

      Kess peered over her shoulder at Kybil, "What can be undone?"

      Again, there was a long silence before Kybil spoke. "Remember when I told you both parties had to nod, which meant they were mates for life?"

      "Yes," Kess said.

      "Well, you nodded, right?"

      "Yes, I know. I thought everyone was nodding out of respect," Kess gasped. "Oh, Kybil, I am so sorry. Did I embarrass you?"

      "No."

      She felt his grip around her waist tighten even more. "Thank goodness, I thought I had done something wrong."

      "You didn't do anything wrong, but I may have."

      Kess felt his warm breath against her neck. "What did you do that was wrong?"

      She heard him take a deep breath before he said, "I nodded, too."

      "So, what does that mean?" Kess was not thinking of anything except the cold air chilling her to the bone.

      "Kess," he said, her name very slowly. "We are considered mated in Mystovia, but," he quickly interjected, "it can be undone because you did not know the custom."

      It took Kess a moment to register all of this. "So, wait a minute," she cleared her throat. "Are we mated, married, or something like that?"

      He spoke softly, "Yes."

      She didn't speak for a while. Her heart was beating so wildly she could barely hear the cold wind whipping past them. Everything began to race through her mind at once. What had she done? Finally, she said, "Are you angry with me? We can have it undone as soon as possible."

      "I am not angry with you, Kess. And I can arrange to have it undone when we return from the meeting at White Mountain."

      They did not speak again until they landed on a flat surface midway up a mountain. Kybil slid off the back of the Pegasus and helped Kess down. After he made a few clicking sounds, the Pegasus flew into the sky.

      "Wait!" Kybil began to visually scan the area. "Where is everyone?"

      "I thought they said we were supposed to meet up here. Or is there another 'here' on this mountain?" Kess remarked quietly.

      "Not sure what's going on. But we need to find out."

      "Yeah," Kess agreed.

      They began to walk on the vast mesa toward what looked like a cave opening. Kess stopped suddenly and grabbed Kybil's arm. "Wait a minute!" she said, stepping around to look at him face to face. "You nodded, and you knew what the rules were at the Dwarger mating thingamajiggy."

      "Yep, I did nod at the Dwarger thingy … whatever," Kybil stared into her eyes, "but then I was thinking you did not know about the nodding thingy… so it doesn't count."

      "Would it make a difference that if I had known, I would still have nodded?" She put her hands on her hips and stared hard into his eyes.

      "I believe it would make a very big difference," he stepped closer to her.

      Kess lifted her face to him. "In what way?"

      "Not good," Kybil said as he peered past her at something rushing toward them.

      "Not good?" Kess was stunned. "Wha… what do you mean?"

      "I don't have a good feeling about this," Kybil almost growled.

      Hurt crossed Kess' face as she looked away. "I see," she shrugged. He can't even look at me, she mused sadly.

      Kybil's eyes were fixed on something behind Kess. "You had better step aside."

      "Oh, brother," Kess said with indignation. "Am I too close to you?"

      "Yes," Kybil said, his hand moved quickly to his sword.

      "Yes?" Kess blinked a couple of times in disbelief. "Yes, he said," she spoke out loud. "I'm too close. This is unbelievable." She couldn't bring herself to look into Kybil's eyes. She felt horrible. He felt being mated with her didn't give him a good feeling. Kess shook her head, unaware that behind her, a shadowy shape raced toward them.

      She was startled when he drew his sword. "Here I am ready to tell you I want to stay mated to you, and you're drawing your sword on me for what … some kind of de-mating ritual." She looked with disbelief at the sword in Kybil's hand.

      Kybil never took his eyes off the creature. Its wolf-like form moved stealthily. Its large claws dug into the ground, and its red eyes glowed menacingly.

      If Kess had stopped talking, she would have heard the beast's saliva hiss as it hit the ground and closed in on them.

      "I don't know what kind of ritual this is," Kess' voice rose in anger. "I'm not going to make this easy for you," she fumed, "because I just happen to be in love with you." Oh, bother, Kess thought. What am I doing? I don't want someone who doesn't want me.

      Suddenly, Kybil grabbed her arm and pulled her behind him. He threw his sword forcefully as it twisted and turned in the air before it impaled the creature racing toward them.

      A loud, piercing scream erupted. Kess peered around him and was shocked. A Wereshadow was writhing on the ground and then disappeared.

      "Good grief," Kess grabbed her throat. "Where did that come from?"

      "I don't know. I have never known one to be this far north. And, even more confusing it is not nighttime." Kybil walked to the blackened spot where the Wereshadow had been killed and picked up his sword. He studied the area for a moment and then moved back to Kess.

      Suddenly, the area came alive with shouting and yelling. Dragons flew in from above, and figures charged out of the cave with swords waving.

      Rakmor and Sirel were the first to reach them, followed closely by Brody, Naomi, Danny, and Marcus.

      A giant red dragon landed with a thud behind Kybil and Kess. Kess turned and was surprised to see Mac riding on its back.

      "What happened?" Mac called out.

      "It was a Wereshadow," Kybil yelled up to Mac.

      "A Wereshadow?" Marcus looked confused. "What's a Wereshadow?"

      "It's really an ugly-looking wolf-like thingy," Mac said.

      "If you are bitten by one, well, you become one," Rakmor explained. "During the day, they are just mere shadows of themselves, but at nightfall, they become half solid and can rip you apart."

      "They not only feed on your bodies but take your soul as well," Sirel shook her head. "I don't understand why this one is so far north."

      "I don't understand why I'm this far north," Marcus gulped.

      "Night is almost upon us. We will prepare for any further Wereshadows," King Zaatyr's deep, booming thoughts resonated with everyone standing there. The King of the Arega Dragons immediately began relaying orders to the other dragons positioned on the perimeter of the vast mesa.

      Drago lowered himself so that Mac could climb down off his spiny back.

      "Good grief, Mac," Kess stared at the spiked back of the dragon.

      "How did you manage to sit there without getting puncture wounds in certain places?"

      "Easy," Mac smiled down at Kess as he passed her to get to Sirel. "It's very comfy between the shoulders and the first spike. Room for two," he said and winked at Sirel. "Thanks for the lift, Drago."

      "Drago?" Kess peered up at the towering dragon standing next to her. "Is that you, Drago?"

      "Yep, it is me," he sent his thoughts telepathically. He gently nudged Kess with his nose.

      "Whoa, you sure are growing by leaps and bounds," Kess smiled as she scratched his large nose. "It is so good to see you again."

      "I think we had better get to the cave and figure out what is going on and what part we are to play in this," Mac made a grand gesture for everyone to move toward the cave.

      As everyone headed to the mouth of the cave, Kybil took Kess' arm and pulled her back. "Excuse me for asking, but did you really think I would use my sword on you?" he asked, staring hard into her eyes.

      "No, I didn't think you were going to use it on me to harm me or anything." She looked away so he couldn't see the tears in her eyes. "I thought, I don't know, that maybe our mating was undone if you touched my shoulder or somewhere with your sword. Or we had to duel, not to the death or anything, but touch swords. Oh, I don't know what I thought."

      Kybil threw back his head and laughed. "Kess, without a doubt, you are the most fascinating woman I have ever known and the silliest."

      "I'm glad you're finding humor in all this," Kess turned her face so he couldn't see the tear running down her cheek.

      He gently reached over and turned her face back toward him. "There is no humor in how I feel about you, Kess. Even though I was busy watching the Wereshadow, I managed to hear a few things. It almost cost me to lose my concentration on the Wereshadow." He gently wiped a tear running loose on her cheek. "I love you, too."

      "You do?" Kess' face lit up.

      "Hey," Mac yelled from the mouth of the cave. "Let's move it already. We're all waiting here."

      "You've made me very happy. Come on, my brave and crazy mate," Kybil grabbed Kess' elbow as they hurried toward the rest of their group.
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      Everyone sat around the large fire, warming against the bone-chilling cold surrounding them in the cave.

      "Now that we're all here, do you want to expand on what's happening?" Mac asked.

      "So, we're going on another adventure," Brody beamed.

      "No," Rakmor smiled, “not this time."

      "Why?" Brody questioned. "Are you trying to protect us again?"

      "No, not again," Rakmor said, carrying a large sack to Brody. "Cedwynna said the young people living in the Land Between must return. Jhondar has asked for their help. They must rendezvous with the other warriors immediately. I have brought two large sacks filled with many potions that they will need."

      "Okay! Done deal," Brody put his hands on his hips and turned to the others.

      "Well, it's probably the computers they need help with," Naomi shrugged.

      "Yeah," Danny agreed. "The last time there was an issue, it took us and the Plexias a couple of days to figure it out."

      "Are the Pegasus taking us to the rendezvous point?" Brody inquired.

      "No," Captain Rapolo replied. "A Gralcon is waiting for you outside of the cave."

      "I'll never get tired of this," Danny smiled broadly.

      "Me either," Brody slapped Danny's back soundly.

      "They sure fly fast and high, and they're so big," Marcus gulped.

      "Yeah," Naomi said excitedly, "it's great."

      "Yeah," Marcus said less enthusiastically.

      "Okay," Naomi said, "then that is where we will go."

      "Yep," Danny stated, "that's all you had to say. If they need our help, they have it."

      "You must leave immediately. Once the beacon is activated, Jhondar will intercept it and meet you with the airship."

      "I thought we could get inside the city of Kelador with the beacon?" Marcus queried.

      "It is not thought to be safe at this point. Something may be brought in with you." Rakmor threw up his hands. "Plus, there has been a lot of interference with the beacon lately. A Gralcon will take the four of you to the Dahvoos Swamp area."

      "Why do we want to go there, even close to there?" Danny asked, surprised.

      "For some unknown reason, we are getting stronger signals to cross over to the Land Between in that area." Rakmor could see their worried looks. "You will stay at an Inn where you will be well guarded until you cross the barrier, and then Jhondar will be waiting for you on the other side.”

      Brody started for the cave door, "Let's go."

      After many hugs, goodbyes, and safe platitudes, the teens headed to the waiting Gralcon.

      Rakmor was standing against the cave wall and moved forward to address the group. "It appears there may be a problem with the young … you call them Vampires."

      "Rakmor, are we talking about the big things that if they hugged you, they would absorb everything except your bones?" Kess asked.

      "Yes."

      "What has happened that they are worried about them?" Kess stood near Kybil.

      "It appears that several young vampires have disappeared or have been taken. That is what Drago and Miri-Xen are going to investigate. They want to see exactly what happened to them and where they are now."

      "What does Drago think happened?" Sirel asked.

      "They were told they were taken to a village called Zathmer, a human village up in the mountains. But no one knows why. This village has very superstitious people. Also, they distrust strangers and are very hostile to others and themselves."

      "What kind of weapons do they have?" Kess questioned.

      "I believe some are trained warriors with swords, bows, arrows, and the usual other weapons found here in Mystovia," Rakmor replied.

      "So, how are we supposed to rescue these …Vampires?" Mac put his arm around Sirel and pulled her closer to him.

      "Well, that's what they're investigating right now," Rakmor moved to sit near the warmth of the fire. "We know some people have ventured into their city and were never seen again."

      "So, how are we, as a bunch of strangers, going to appear in this 'unfriendly to strangers' village?" Kess waited for a response.

      "We do know they are afraid of dragons," Rakmor said, crossing his legs and holding his hands up to the fire.

      "Well, being that the Arega dragons are just south of them, why not send in an entourage of dragons?" Mac inquired.

      "The Arega dragons will intercede if we fail to rescue the Vampires. We are hoping we won't have to. It would start another war with the Spree dragons because this village is under their protection," Rakmor sighed.

      "Wait! The Spree dragons live near the Myam forest, which is way south of even here. The Arega dragons are almost neighbors to the village of Zathmer," Kybil said, shifting his weight to be closer to Kess. "Why would the Spree dragons offer them protection so far north?"

      "As we all know, the Spree dragons are a war-like tribe. Plus, now they can fly near the Arega mountains, which they want to possess, to conveniently check on the village." Rakmor gathered a large piece of parchment paper from a sack. "I have a map showing the village and the path the Sprees use to travel to this remote village. In flight, they give a wide birth to the Arega mountains. We must not give them any reason for starting another useless war."

      "Okay," Mac nodded. "So, we have to get in and rescue these little Vampires so that no one can be blamed. Let's look at that map."

      "We have to wait until Drago and Miri-Xen get back to us," Rakmor said, taking a long, deep breath.

      "I have a question. Can you explain why the Wereshadow was so far north and during the daylight?" Kybil quired.

      "That is something we have been noticing lately. For some reason, the magic in Mystovia, and from what I have learned in the Land Between, has been causing strange effects on the creatures that reside here. Some have lost much of their magic, and others, for example, the Wereshadows, have increased their magical abilities. There seems to be an imbalance of magical power. We do not know how it is being caused, but the Sorceresses and Sorcerers at Castle Remat feel this strange impact is strongly coming from the Land Between."

      “We don’t know what to do until Drago and Miri-Xen come back with more information,” Kess said. “Maybe we should come up with a couple of plans before we leave.”

      “Yes,” Mac agreed. “It seems like that is the best way to handle this.”

      "So, let's come up with some strategies if the Vampires have been kidnapped, just in case," Rakmor said.

      After several hours of deliberation and many suggestions, they agreed on a plan. They all agreed it could work or it could be a disaster.

      Mac and the others were to go to the outskirts of the village of Zathmer. They had to divide up the team as the people of the village were a suspicious lot. It was decided that Kess and Sirel would go through the forest area, and Mac, Kybil, and Rakmor would travel over the great lake situated at the edge of the village.

      “When do we leave?” Mac asked.

      "Look," Rakmor gestured toward the recently mated couple. "Mac, you and Sirel have just joined as a couple."

      Kess cleared her throat and looked directly at Rakmor.

      "Yes, of course, Kess and Kybil as well," he smiled at the two couples. "I think this would be a good time to relax for a couple of days."

      "That sounds great," Mac's face lit up with a big grin.

      "Yes," Corporal Fymat seconded the suggestion. "I can take Mac and Sirel to a very perfect place."

      "And," Captain Rapolo said, "I definitely know of a very special place where Kess and Prince Kybil can relax for a couple of days in private."

      "We'll contact you all as soon as we find out about Drago and Miri-Zen's issues or problems. Go and have a couple of days of rest and enjoy the time together," Rakmor had hardly finished his sentence when the two couples headed for their prospective rides.

      After a few days, information was received from Drago and Miri-Xen that everyone was to go to Zathmer as planned. Mac, Kybil, and Rakmor were to venture toward the lake, and Kess and Sirel were to depart for the forest immediately.
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      Night was falling, and the evening was peaceful enough as Kess and Sirel's Pegasus landed near a small opening in the forest. As they dismounted from their steed, the scent of honeysuckle and apple blossoms filled the air.

      "We will meet up with the others as planned," Sirel softly chirped; the Pegasus nodded and flew away. "Too short! My time with Mac was too short!"

      "I'll say," Kess agreed. "And my time with Kybil was too short as well!"

      "According to the map," Sirel stopped and pointed to a forest ahead of them. "We must go through this forest. It should take us right to the little vampires."

      Kess shook her head. "It just makes me so mad at the ignorance of some people. Drago said he wasn't sure if they were going to kill the Vampires for their secret oils that dissolve things or if they were captured so they could use them to kill their enemies. He wasn't sure about the why."
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