A large yellow eyeball monster paced back and forth impatiently on the hardwood floor of the little cabin that belonged to Holly and her father.


“Oh Holly,” he muttered to himself, “Sometimes I wish you would be a little less passive and a lot more aggressive.”


“Don’t say that Suezo,” Hare said concernedly, “If she hadn’t of gone peacefully, Tiger and the old man over here would’ve been toast.”


“Who’re you callin’ old man, you dumb bunny,” growled Holly’s father, who was hurriedly shoving some necessities into his already overloaded pack.  Tiger snickered at his comment, and Hare shot him a dirty look.


“Golem thinks that we should ask Pixie and Big Blue for help,” the gigantic rock monster confided quietly.  


“Mocchi think so too!” exclaimed a little pink duck-like monster, who jumped up and down excitedly.  They had not done much adventuring since their journey to find the Phoenix, after all…


 As Holly’s father was about to reply that he had already sent a messenger to ask the two aloof monsters if they would join them, he looked up at the ceiling and noticed that slowly the wood was beginning to warp.  It started to swirl, and Suezo immediately knew what was happening.


“Get outta the way!” he shouted as he skidded across the floor to stand near the wall.  The rest of the crew just looked at him nervously, and made no movements.  Suddenly a loud crack sounded through the little house, and one by one Genki, Lexy, and Yama came flying from out of the ceiling to land ungracefully on top of Hare, Tiger, Mocchi, and Holly’s father.  A shower of strange objects followed, including a heavy candlestick that managed to conk Hare on the head hard enough to make him screech.


“I warned you,” laughed Suezo as he watched the tangled mess moan and groan and slowly stagger to their feet.  He looked at the teenage boy and his companions that had fallen from the roof.  He was about to ask the boy a few questions, when Mocchi leaped from the ground straight into his arms.  The boy hugged the monster tightly, then smiled to all of the monsters.


“Genki?”  Suezo asked, warily cocking his eyebrow.  


“You know it,” Genki smiled back.  Gazing around the room happily, he shook his head and laughed.  I’m back, he thought, and squeezed Mocchi even tighter.  I’m back.


Holly opened her hazel eyes slowly and brought her fist up towards her face to rub the sleep out of them.  As her hand was about to make contact, however, something clanged, and she could feel the cold manacles wrapped around her wrists.  Her eyes widened and she tried to sit up, but she could not bring her arms underneath her upper body to push herself up.  She tried to pull her legs up towards her chest, but she felt the cool metal against her ankles, and knew then that she was completely helpless.  The sun was shining in wherever she was chained, but all she could see was the rough cut stone that made up the ceiling and the far wall.  Her head hurt badly from laying on the stone platform without a pillow.  Tears began to stream unwelcome down her sunburnt face, and soon she was sobbing uncontrollably, body heaving, as the sun wandered its way a little further into her rocky prison.

“Why did we get transported here?” asked Genki as he helped Holly’s father gather up some of the last fruits and vegetables they would need to make it to Pixie and Big Blue’s hideaway in the mountains to the north.  “In the game you guys were already well on your way, and you had found a mystery disc.”


“I don’t know,” pondered Hare.  He too had begun to pace back and forth with Suezo as they waited for everyone to be ready.  Yama and Lexy just sat off in a corner, watching with awe as the monsters milled about, before no more than figments of their imagination, now very real. 


“Maybe it’s because the game realized that you had to start a little farther back to really get the grasp of things again,” sighed Tiger.


“How’s Greywolf doing?” the boy asked nonchalantly as he hoisted up a large pack on his shoulder.  


“Oh he’s off gallivanting with some radical group, spreading the word about some “new evil”.  Personally, I think it’s a crock, but others say that…”


“Pharaoh’s the one, isn’t he?”  Genki asked nervously.


“That’s what they’re saying,” responded Suezo, “And right now he has Holly.”  A shadow came over Genki’s eyes.  Poor Holly, he thought, I hope she’s alright.


“So you read for another wild goose chase kid?”  Holly’s father asked a worried look on his face.


“No sweat,” Genki reassured.  The monsters and Holly’s father filed out of the building, leaving Genki to confront Yama and Lexy, who had pretty much blended into the background since they had arrived.


“Genki, this is…” Yama stammered.


“I know what you’re thinking,” Genki chuckled as he helped them both up from their positions on the floor, “This is the craziest and most idiotic thing you’ve ever done.  All I can say is; I told yah so!”


“Come on Genki, how are we supposed to get outta here?”  Lexy whined, “I wanna go home.”


“Fine, just go down into the village and find Professor Sakeuro.  He can try to get you home through the portal that I used to go back, but it’s been eight years.  I don’t know if it’ll work, but I’m sure he’ll be willing to give it a shot.”


“You’re not coming?”  Yama asked, eyes widening.


“No way,” exclaimed Genki, a smile on his face, “I’ve waited forever to get back here, and I’m not ready to go home now!”


“Then we’ll stay too,” said Lexy determinedly, balling her fists at her sides, “after all, how bad could it be?”  Yama nodded and agreed.


“Yah might just have to give us a little background on this place, so we aren’t left completely in the dark.”


“Great,” he said, smiling, “We’d better get moving.  When anything to do with Holly is at stake, Suezo waits for no one.”  The two other humans laughed, and generously took some of Genki’s load and strapped it to their own backs.  In a matter of minutes, the mismatched group of misfits made their way out of the village and into the forest beyond.


Pharaoh’s golden face glimmered in the sunlight as he strode down the hall in his temple to a small room with a barred door.  Flying closely behind him were many different varieties of Pixies, some carrying silks and jewelry, others bearing trays of fruit and bottles of numerous drinks.  He easily lifted the bar and swung wide the doors, white cloak billowing behind him from the gust of wind created by the motion.


Holly eyes danced wildly as she heard voices and laughter coming towards her.  Something creaked open and footsteps came rapidly to where she was held by the restraints, followed by swooshes that could have only come from Pixie wings.  She vainly tried to crane her neck around so she could see what was coming, but in doing so, she felt a sharp pain in her neck.  Taking a deep breath as she felt the tendon pull, she balled up her fists and waited for whatever it was to hurry up and get there.


Pharaoh smiled when he saw the beautiful girl shackled to a low platform in the middle of the room, flat on her back.  Her hair was tangled and her clothes were drenched with sweat from the immense heat.  What interested Pharaoh the most about this woman was not her unkempt state, but her face.  She glared at him defiantly with eyes of fire and jerked her fists against the chains, as if trying to reach out and hit him.  He just sauntered around the platform once, and then stopped at her head.  She narrowed her eyes as he brought his gloved hand down to caress her dirty cheek.  In a split second she growled and, flashing her teeth similar to an animal, bit his hand as hard as she could.


Swearing, Pharaoh jumped back from the platform, trying to wring the pain out of his hand.  The Pixies, mostly Angels, were giggling in the background and whispering, but one nasty look from him stopped them short.  


“Let me go,” Holly growled, jerking her limbs around harder.


“Pull one more stunt like that and I’ll have you locked up for an eternity,” he hissed, smacking her across the face with the back of his hand.  She winced at the blow, trying to reach her own hand to her cheek.  He grabbed her wrists and pulled her arms down to her sides.


“We can do this my way, or the hard way,” he said slyly, putting his face dangerously close to hers.  She could feel his hot breath on her forehead.  She tried to squirm and get loose from his iron grip, but he only tightened it, threatening to break her wrists.  She screamed in pain as he pressed her arms into the stone platform.


“Stop,” she pleaded, pain enveloping her upper body, “please, I’ll do whatever you want, just…”


“That’s the answer I was waiting for,” he was about to let up on the pressure, but the agony was too great.  Holly spiraled out of consciousness and into a pit of black, where she would remain for a few days.


Pharaoh, immediately released her arms, and stepped back.


“Now see what you have done Master,” cried a Mint disgustedly as she flapped over.  Setting down her bundle of material, she checked Holly’s pulse and listened for her breath.  Luckily, both were there.


“Poor thing,” she murmured, “You’d better get her out of this torture chamber and into a real room where she can rest in bed for awhile.”  Pharaoh nodded, half amazed over his own strength, half ashamed for putting Holly through all that pain.  He clapped his hands, and two Prince Hares trotted over from the hallway.  They unlocked the manacles and the Mint gently lifted the limp girl and carried her off down the hall.  As she flew forward she looked down at her face and wondered why Pharaoh wanted her so badly.  Shaking her head sadly, she concentrated on finding a room where she could put the girl to rest, away from her master and the rest of the servants.  She knew that Pharaoh would not wait long, however.  Sighing, she glided around a corner and disappeared from view.


The small army of monsters and humans were gathered around a quaint campfire, enjoying some well-deserved rest after their day of what seemed like endless walking.  Yama and Lexy had easily adapted themselves to the life that Genki had once loved, traveling constantly and camping out under the stars.  The monsters had accepted them as part of the team, and Mocchi especially adored Lexy, who in some ways reminded him of Holly with her warm disposition.


Genki explained to the newcomers all about their mission to find the Phoenix, and Holly’s father and the monsters explained to the three humans what had happened in the past eight years.


“So, no offense or anything, but what would this Pharaoh guy want with your daughter?  I mean she’s just a regular girl, right?” asked Yama curiously.


“No, she isn’t,” said Holly’s father, sighing, “She and I both possess the powers of the magic stone, except over the years she has learned to fine tune hers so that she doesn’t even have to use the stone itself anymore.  She can easily sense the presence of a mystery disc, sometimes even ten or twenty feet under the ground.  It’s uncanny.”


“Do you think Pharaoh wants her to find mystery discs for him?”  Genki mumbled his mouth full of their fish dinner.  Lexy cocked her eyebrow, and grinning sheepishly, he swallowed it.  Mocchi giggled and climbed into the girl’s lap.  


 “Probably to build up an army.  Just what we need, another hostile takeover,” growled Tiger, his head resting on his paws.  


“He couldn’t be interested in her romantically could he?”  Yama asked, shrugging his shoulders, “She sounds pretty enough.”  

    
“I should hope not,” Holly’s father growled, appalled at the thought.


“Well, you never know,” said Hare in his scientific voice, “As I recall Captain Horn had quite a thing for her…” Genki rolled his eyes and growled.


“Rumor has it that Pharaoh’s part human…” sighed Suezo.


“Don’t be ridiculous guys,” he said sullenly, “Holly would never fall in love with a monster.”  He got up and stalked away from the fire, leaving everyone except Yama stumped with his behavior.  Should have known, the older boy snickered to himself, Genki always was the jealous type.  But what about Lexy, he thought, eyeing the very attractive girl at his side.  She glanced up at Yama, a concerned look on her face.


“Mocchi thinks Genki misses Holly,” the little monster said quietly, watching his human friend disappear into the thick tangle of trees. Lexy nodded and patted him on the head.  I guess he has someone else on his mind, she thought, a little disappointed.


Genki wandered off into the dark, where he could be alone with his mixed up emotions.  What are you doing, he scolded himself, you don’t have a thing for Holly.  Do you?  He shook the confusing thoughts from his head and tripped forward into the forest.  Maybe some time alone will set me straight, he decided, or atleast give me something else to think about.


Holly’s eyelids fluttered open gently, and she saw a group of curious Angel faces all staring back at her.  She attempted to sit up, and this time she achieved her goal.  She was in a beautiful room overlooking a desert oasis.  She ran her hands through her dirty hair and then over the silk pillow her head had been resting on.


“Where am I?” she asked groggily, rubbing her head.  The Pixies began to chatter all at once, and she couldn’t understand any of them, they were all talking so fast.  Suddenly a female voice shouted above the others, and the miscellaneous Pixies cleared out to reveal the speaker.  It was a Mint, and she hovered over to Holly’s bedside.


“Are you feeling better Miss Holly?” she asked, feeling the girl’s forehead with the back of her hand.  Holly blinked confusedly, but the Mint just smiled.  


“You have been unconscious for almost a week,” she sighed.  Holly gasped, remembering the painful ordeal with Pharaoh.  She looked around again.


“Why did he put me in here?”


“He doesn’t wish for you to be tortured Miss Holly, he just lost his temper.  I urged him to let you rest for awhile before he called on you again.”


“Who are you?”  Holly asked, watching the Mint as she went over to a table in the corner and brought over a breakfast tray, filled with food.


“My name is Allegra, one of Pharaoh’s personal servants, and I have been put in charge of your welfare during your stay at Pharaoh’s temple,” she said.  She sat gently on the side of the bed and offered her some strange type of pastry.  Not having eaten in over a week, the starving girl gratefully accepted it.  


“How long is he going to keep me here?”  Holly questioned, eyes wavering.


“That I do not know,” Allegra said sadly, but then perked up.  “However, as long as you are here, you might as well be as comfortable as possible.  Go ahead and eat as much as you like, and if you want to, take a bath.”  She pointed towards a deep bathtub standing in the middle of a stone island, sheer material draped from rods surrounding it.  Holly looked a little uncertain.


“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure no one disturbs you,” assured Allegra, who got up and headed to the door, “I’ll be back in a few hours.”  She smiled at Holly and flew off, leaving her alone.


Holly pushed aside the silver platter of food, then stepped out of the large four poster bed and down from the island it was perched on.  She cautiously walked to the windows and drew the sheer curtains closed.  Tiptoeing over to the bathtub, she examined all the perfumes, lotions, and bath oils that sat on a built-in shelf that circled around it.  Not being able to resist, Holly pulled the red dress over her head and let it fall to the floor.  Soon the rest of her clothes made up a small pile on the tiles, and she stepped into the steaming water happily.  Reaching to the back of her head, she untied the familiar red ribbon at the end of her long braid, letting her auburn hair unweave itself onto her bare back.  She sunk into the water, leaned her head back on the edge of the porcelain structure, and closed her eyes.  Soon she was drifting off to dreamland, the water washing away her worries atleast for a few hours.


Miles away in a secluded part of the forest, several monsters were discussing their current situation.  A purebred Pixie was perched atop a Big Blue’s shoulder, watching as a White-Hound, a Striker, a Stone-Dragon, and an Oscerot converse.


“I say we meet them halfway,” the White-Hound sighed, “With Holly’s father leading the bunch, who knows how long it will take them.”


“I agree Greywolf,” the Stone-Dragon cackled, his voice deep, “We mustn’t give Pharaoh a chance to hurt Miss Holly.”


“Stupid girl,” the Pixie muttered under her breath, “I never did like her that much.  She should have learned to fight and stand up for herself.”


“Master Pixie, don’t say that,” Big Blue scolded, “She was always very kind to both of us.  Besides, we will have to attack Pharaoh eventually.  This just gives us an opportunity to do it sooner than we thought.”


“It does not matter to me,” the Striker said loudly to the Stone-Dragon, “As long as I get to get at Pharaoh, I’m with whatever you decide Steele.”


“I’m with them,” the Oscerot said quietly, “Greywolf, Steele, and I can go and pick up some of your friends while Pixie, Big Blue, and Hurricane look for Ember.  He has to be around here somewhere.”  


“Then it’s settled,” said the Pixie, flapping off from Big Blue’s shoulder, “We’ll see you in Ember’s Cavern in a few days.”  The Oscerot, Greywolf, and Steele nodded to her, and watched as they headed off in the opposite direction they themselves were about to go in.  Greywolf let out a long, eerie howl to let the other group know they were coming, and they were off.


Tiger’s ears perked up as he heard the lone howl he recognized as his brother’s drift over the terrain to them.  Genki looked at him hopefully, and Tiger nodded with satisfaction.  With Greywolf and all of his friends added to the group, they were sure to get Holly back, not to mention dispose of Pharaoh.  For good this time.
