Genki shielded his eyes from the harsh sun.  It had beat down endlessly since early morning, and they had been walking just as long.  The straps of his pack were biting into his skin through his thin tee shirt, and his feet were sore from all the traveling they had done.  He had thought when he first returned that he could easily transfer back to this way of life, but his childhood energy seemed to have taken a nose-dive, and now instead of leading it, he trailed the pack.


“Genki needs to rest,” Golem said, picking up the exhausted teenager and placing him on his shoulder as he had often seen Big Blue do to Pixie.  Genki nodded in thanks and wiped the back of his hand across his brow, which was covered with sweat.


The other human teenagers were faring the same way, and soon they both rode on Steele, who seemed to tire very little while walking.  Mocchi ended up in Lexy’s arms, and Holly’s father ended up taking up Jewel’s offer to carry him.  The rest of the monsters moved along sluggishly in the heat, all knowing they were very close to the arid conditions of the Desert of Death, where Pharaoh happened to reside.  


“How yah holdin’ up Lexy?”  Genki called to the girl, her long blond hair glowing golden from all the sun she had gotten in the past weeks.  She smiled a weak smile and hugged Mocchi closer where the sun couldn’t burn his light pink skin.


“I’m alright, I guess,” she replied a few minutes later, “But if it’s this hot in the forest, what’ll it be like in the desert, where there’s no shade at all?”


“Scorching,” replied Greywolf, his tongue dangling from his mouth as he plodded slowly along beside Tiger, “I went into it for a few days once with Ember to scout for a rebel army, and when we got out I was half dead.”


“Why thank you for that lovely anecdote,” said Yama sarcastically, “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think we need to rest for awhile.  Steele’s starting to drag his feet.”  The Stone-Dragon rolled his eyes but nodded in agreement.  


“Yeah, lets,” he said raspily.


“You guys are never gonna believe this,” yelled Hare, from his position in the front.


“A lake!” exclaimed Suezo, “Water!”


“Get outta my way,” Tiger growled, running ahead to catch up with the rabbit and the eyeball, who had already taken off for the cool waters.  Steele and Jewel both spread their wings and took off, while Greywolf and Golem hurried to catch up with the others on ground.  When they reached the edge of the water none of them waded, just plunged headfirst into the blue lifesaver.


Holly was weeping uncontrollably again when Allegra walked in the next morning.  The girl had not even permitted them to remove her makeup or any of the heavy costume jewelry, she just threw herself on the bed and started to sob.  The Angels had waken her up shortly after they had returned her to the temple, and when she had started to cry after making it back to her room, the group of Angels that had helped dress her up the night before had laughed.  In disgust, Allegra and Mystique had made them leave, but they could do nothing to comfort the poor out of place girl.


The Pixie quickly ran over to Holly’s bedside, but she was greeted with a hoarse whisper ordering her to “Go away”.  Allegra decided that this had to be the time, and called Mystique to stand beside her.


“Miss Holly, you have to stop crying.  We have something very important to tell you,” Mystique begged while Allegra drew the curtains and made sure no one was anywhere near either of the entrances to the room.  


“Whatever you’re going to say won’t make any difference,” Holly sniffled, her eyes red, puffy, and black rimmed with running mascara and eye-shadow, “He’s made up his mind, and that’s that!”  She broke out into fresh sobs.


“Oh, no miss, this makes all the difference in the world,” Allegra whispered softly.  Holly’s eyes widened considerably despite their swollen state as she tried to swallow another sob.


“Are you friends of Greywolf’s?” she asked quietly, wiping her eyes, smearing more makeup over her cheeks.


“Well not exactly.  We’re accomplices of Ember’s.  Surely Greywolf has talked about him at one time or another.”


“You mean the Cinder-Bird?” she asked hopefully.  Mystique and Allegra nodded happily.


“Yes.  And we’ve been reporting to him ever since you arrived here.  He is gathering up your friends at this very minute!” exclaimed Mystique, a little too loudly.  Allegra quickly covered the Unico’s mouth, making Holly smile slightly.  


“Suezo, Hare, Golem, Mocchi, Tiger, your father, Greywolf, and a few friends of ours: a Striker, an Oscerot, and a Stone-Dragon; plus some other humans that we haven’t heard of before.”


“Could you tell me their names?”  Holly asked curiously, hoping that maybe others from the village she lived near would help for her cause.


“I think Ember said something like Yama and Alexia…” started the Mint.


“No one I’ve ever heard of either,” Holly sighed. 

“…And one more, maybe Jen, no it was Gen…Genki I think, but…”


“Genki…” she repeated, interrupting the Mint as she was about to apologize because she had never been good with names.  Her heart swelled with happiness at the sheer thought of the brave boy, now all grown up, coming to rescue her.  


“Miss Holly, are you okay?” asked Mystique concernedly.  The girl had been just staring off into space for around ten minutes after she had uttered the boy’s name.


“I am now,” she said quietly, more to herself than as a reply.  I am now.


“Now isn’t this the life,” Genki whispered to himself from his position floating on his back in a small secluded area of the lake.  His muscles rippled as he flipped over and dove below the surface.  The water rushed over him as he surfaced for air, standing up in the waist deep water.  He saw ripples forming and spreading out from behind him, and was about to turn around when he felt two hands slide up his back.  He swung his head around to see Lexy standing there in a very skimpy bikini with a bottle of some kind of oil, rubbing palmfuls of it into his tan skin.


“You don’t want to burn,” she said truthfully as she massaged her hands back and forth over his tense shoulder blades.  Relaxing, he let her finish with the tanning oil, then turned around.


“Where’d you get the bathing suit?” he asked skeptically.


“Oh, I had it on when I was at the party.  Did you think the only reason I was there was to see you?” she teased knowingly, “My girlfriends and I love their swimming pool!”  He laughed and smiled.

“What about you?” he asked curiously, gazing at her bare stomach, arms, and legs.


“I just need my back done too,” she cooed, sitting down on a rocky ledge that extended into the water.  Dousing his hands with the slippery oil, Genki hesitantly began to repeat the same motions she had used on him.  She sighed contentedly as he worked, letting his fingers linger over her soft skin.


Suddenly she leapt up and dove into the deeper part of the cove, her form making a slender arc as she came back up to the surface.  He immediately did a cannonball just as she poked her head out of the water, sending a wave to splash her in the face.  She grinned and kicked up a stream of water as he stood up.  Shaking his head like a dog, water droplets flew from his drenched hair.  She screeched and quickly took a mouthful of water and, aiming very accurately, shot it right into his eye.  


“Oh I’m gonna get you now,” he growled as he rubbed his eye, then took off after her when she tried to run through the chest deep water.  Taking a few strokes, he caught up with her, snared her arm, and pulled her to him.  Their uncontainable laughter turned to silence as she reached up and sifted her fingers through his wet hair.  Slowly their faces came towards each other, both staring deep into the other’s eyes.  Their lips touched gently as Genki slid his arm around Lexy’s waist, pulling her even closer.  When her tongue made it's way skillfully into his mouth he allowed it, and soon they were lost in their own little world as the sun beat down hot on their sun-screened shoulders and backs.


Holly tried to hold back the tears as she made her way unescorted down the drafty hallway of the temple to Pharaoh’s throne room.  She knew in her mind that she had to do this if she ever wanted to get out, but all her heart could shout was “No!!!”


She wore a dress similar to the one she had had on the night Pharaoh had proposed, but this time she bade the Angels, Mystique, and Allegra to leave off the painful headdresses, chunky costume jewelry, and the heavy coat of makeup.  Mystique had braided her hair with three strands of pearls that ran across her forehead like a crown, and she wore a single necklace at her throat.  The magic stone could be one of the reasons he wants me, she reasoned to Allegra and Mystique in private.  Maybe if I offer it to him as part of the bargain he’ll leave me alone, she had said hopefully.  Every minute that passed, however, made her doubt that the statement was true even more and more.


Coming to the gold encrusted double doors that separated the hall from the throne room, she encountered several Prince Hares who were standing guard.  She smiled to them as she made her way there, and they quickly and clumsily climbed all over themselves as they swung wide the doors.  Nodding her approval, she entered the room and headed straight for Pharaoh.


Pharaoh was astonished to see the girl stalk in confidently as he was conversing with the Antores, the Terror-Dog, and the Crimson-Eyed over their next move.


“Excuse me, oh great Pharaoh, I wish to speak to you,” she said clearly, “Alone.”  The three servants growled, hissed, and gave her a once over before leaving the room.  Holly bowed before the Pharaoh and he raised his eyebrows as she came forward to kneel at his golden feet.


“Please, your excellency, forgive me for my behavior the last few times we met,” she said quietly, looking up at him with her pleading hazel eyes, “I was being the rash, ungrateful little girl that I thought I had left far behind in my mature age.”


“You are forgiven,” he said suavely, “Isn’t there something else you want to tell me?”  He brought his hand to her cheek when she looked down quickly, summoning all the courage she had left in her.


“Yes,” she said slowly as she stood up.  She reached around and unhooked the clasp of her necklace.  The magic stone glowed as her fingers slid over it’s smooth surface for what she assumed would be the last time.  Getting back down on her knees, she held up the stone at his eye-level.


“This is the magic stone.  It points your way to mystery discs, sometimes buried very deeply underground.  It’s a gift.  Oh great Pharaoh, please accept it as a symbol.”  The Gali/Human reached out with his golden fingertips and grasped the stone.  Holly let the chain slide smoothly out of her hand.  


“A symbol of what?” he asked, again reaching for her chin and turning up her face so he could stare deeply into her eyes.


“A symbol,” she whispered, shifting her eyes down, “A symbol of my consent to marry you, my king.”  His eyes widened and his heart cried out joyfully, but he contained his excitement as he lifted her up to a standing position.


“You will never regret this, my princess,” he whispered in her ear as he too stood up, “We will be wed at once.”  He clapped his hands loudly, and the Prince Hares opened the double doors and marched in.  


“Send the word to all my household that Miss Holly will become my wife at sunset tomorrow,” he shouted to them all.  At once, they scurried away.


“You may retire to your room,” he told her as he ran his hand up her bare arm, “I will send up my best Angels to help you and yours with the bridal arrangements.”  He drew her in and kissed her lips delicately.  This time Holly forced herself not to resist.  


“Until tomorrow, princess,” he whispered sweetly as he bent over and kissed her hand.  He turned and walked away quickly, his white cloak billowing behind him.


As soon as he had left, the tears welled up in her eyes.  She collapsed into the large throne, sobbing a few times.  Then realizing that he would find out if she did not return to her room at once, Holly turned to the impossible task of drying up her tears and preparing for the worst day of her entire life.


Ember opened one eye slowly and craned his neck around to watch the entrance to the cave he called home.  He could hear something stirring outside, and he wanted to be ready in case it was something that was not welcome.  Stretching out his wings, his feathers gave off a faint glow as he glided soundlessly over to the entrance.  


The sun had just made its appearance in the dark sky, showing wisps of clouds floating across the horizon.  As Ember glanced around, though, he noticed something else on the hill in the distance.  He called shrilly into the dark cave at the sight of the other half of their army.


Pixie, Big Blue, Hurricane, and others from past adventures that had joined them in the last few days filed outside sluggishly, but when they saw what Ember had shrieked at, they too shouted joyfully to the rebels descending from the hillside.


In no time they all were reunited, now a very large congregation of monsters and humans from all over the monster world.  Besides all the a fore mentioned members, they had added a Ducken, a boy and two Worms, a Monol, a Spot Dino, a Centaur and his two Centaur sub-breed friends, and many others.  Falcon had finally joined the crew, bringing in his congregation, to Genki’s delight.


Pixie flapped happily over to Genki, then noticed a very content looking Lexy camped on his back.


“What’s with the luggage kid?” she asked sarcastically, as she hugged him after he had set the sleeping Lexy on the ground.


“Just a friend,” he assured as Pixie held him out at an arms length.  


“Wow, I guess your not much of a kid anymore,” she laughed as she inspected Genki’s biceps.


“Well I guess that happened when I started working out at the end of high school.”


“So how old are you now exactly?”  Pixie asked curiously as they sat down to chat for awhile.


“Nineteen.  So you must be…”


“Too old,” she interrupted, “But not old enough to miss out on this.”  She crossed her legs and saw Genki had started to stroke the girl’s hair gently.       


“Just a friend, huh?”  Pixie said quietly as she watched him, a smile on his face.


“Maybe not,” he whispered, then looked up at Pixie.


“Excuse me,” she said suddenly, frowning, then got up and headed in the Cinder-Bird’s direction.  He was currently talking to Holly’s father, but when Pixie motioned for him to go with her, he followed.


“What is it Pixie?”  Ember asked confusedly.


“Our whole plan may have just blown up in our face,” she sighed, pointing out to Genki, who was still playing with Lexy’s hair.


Ember shook his head sadly.  What Pixie said was true, he thought as he nodded and returned to the conversation with poor Holly’s father.  For he knew deep inside that the only one who could truly save Holly this time was Genki.


Pharaoh stroked his golden beard as he sat and looked over a large map of the monster world.


“So much wasted space,” he muttered to the Terror-Dog, who was sitting nearby with the Crimson-Eyed and the Antores.


“Yeeessss masssster,” hissed the Crimson-Eyed.


“What do you intend to do with it all once you conquer it?” asked the Antores in a raspy voice.


“First things first,” growled the Terror-Dog, “You had better marry that pretty little vixen before she causes some trouble.  Then you can worry about conquering the monster world.”


“Too true Midnight,” Pharaoh laughed, “But I must start dispatching my army all over the desert.  My scouts have warned me that that despicable Cinder-Bird is leading a siege to rescue my princess.”


“Foolssss,” hissed the Crimson-Eyed, “They would not lasssst a day in the dessssert.”


“Another good point Minion,” chuckled Pharaoh, “But you never can tell with these rebel idiots.  They may have a few tricks up their sleeves.”


“We will be ready for them master,” the Antores said, rearing up on his hind horse’s legs.


“Go Scythe, Midnight, Minion.  Make sure they wish they had never dared cross paths with the almighty Pharaoh!”  Pharaoh shouted as he sent the three out the door of his private chamber.


Shortly afterwards he clapped and had Allegra and Mystique summoned to his room.  They appeared in a few minutes.


“Yes master?”  Allegra asked bowing.


“How does my princess fare?”


“She is readying herself for tomorrow with a heavy heart,” said Mystique sadly.


“Why does her heart ache?” he asked, confused at this statement after her complete gesture of willingness that morning.


“She is sad because her father and her friends will not be present when she is married to your highness.”  Pharaoh nodded, but something inside him snapped.


“She will try to run,” he muttered, hitting his fist in frustration upon the table that sat in front of him.


“Oh master, please don’t be angry with her for missing her loved ones,” Allegra pleaded, “She may appear a sophisticated lady, but her heart still belongs to a lonely, out of place little girl.”


“You two will watch her,” he concluded, “You will stay with her all through the night and all tomorrow, and make sure yourselves that she remains here.  Then she will be mine, and your services as guards will no longer be required.  You may go,” Pharaoh motioned towards the door.


“Yes master, we will do exactly as you say,” Mystique promised as they turned to leave.  As they were about to step outside the door, Pharaoh called to them.


“Oh and girls,” he said, narrowing his eyes dangerously, “If she escapes…you will both die,” he growled.  Before they could utter shocked replies, Pharaoh stood up, encircled himself with his cloak, and disappeared.


Holly threw up her hands in frustration when Allegra and Mystique told her what Pharaoh said.


“I can’t leave now that I’m endangering both of your lives,” she whined.  She was pacing back and forth across the marble floor, wringing her hands.


“Do not worry about us Miss Holly,” Allegra assured, “We have been doing things like this for years.  Why do you think Ember sent us here in the first place?”


“To get me out I suppose,” Holly agreed, “But how?  The Angels and Prince Hares are every where.  Not to mention Pharaoh’s three idiot henchmen have armies swarming all over the desert.”


“Do you honestly think we would have come this far without a plan?”  Mystique asked disgustedly, wrinkling up her Pixie nose.


“You just be ready by midnight tonight, and we’ll have you on your way in no time,” said Allegra, hugging Holly tightly, “Don’t you trust us?”  Holly looked up into the kind eyes of the Mint.


“Yes.  I do.”  That was all the Pixies needed to hear.  In seconds they were explaining the entire plan, detail by detail, to the very grateful young woman.
