It was pitch black as the rebel army made it’s way blindly into the Desert of Death.  Now that they were in Pharaoh’s territory, there would be no rest.  They would have to keep both eyes open wherever they trod, no matter what time of the day or how tired they were.  Danger lurked stealthily behind every dune.


Lexy, being the only human female in the group, was assigned to stay very close to both dragons, who could defend themselves and her easily, plus take off with her if needed.  Yama proclaimed he had a black belt in Tae Kwon Do, and after a painful demonstration on Holly’s father, the others decided he could hold his own in a battle.  Holly’s father stayed with Lexy, where he too could be protected if necessary, and where he could help any that might be wounded.  The rest of the monster army crept along in a somewhat deformed circle, the strongest to the outside, the less advanced in the center with Lexy, the dragons, and Holly’s father.  Genki, Pixie, Ember, Tiger, and Greywolf led the pack.  Big Blue, Golem, Yama, Hurricane, Falcon, and his dragons took up the rear in case they were attacked from behind.


That first night in the desert was so un-desert-like it was as if they were in the Northlands all over again.  The picture of the towering snowdrifts and the sounds of the whistling arctic winds were still vivid in Genki’s mind.  The scenes as they made their way to what they had believed to be the final battle ground.  Then an image of himself lying in a bed after the defeat of Moo, a bandage around his head and a sling on his arm.  A younger teenage Holly sat at his bedside, holding a damp cloth to his cut forehead.  He could still remember her gentle touch as she cleaned his wounds.  Suddenly he shook the memories out of his head angrily.


Why is this happening, he thought, as he glanced ahead into the dusty sand that stretched on forever.  How can I have feelings for Lexy, when I have felt so strongly about Holly since the beginning?  And now that Lexy and I have made out, he thought sadly, how do I explain to her that I wasn’t thinking straight?  Who knows if I’m thinking straight now, he thought as he shook his head.  Trying to push away feelings of guilt and confusion, Genki focused his energy and mind on the landscape around him.


Out of nowhere a lone wolf howl bounced off the surrounding sand dunes, sending fear into their hearts.  Holly’s father had told of the merciless Terror-Dog that had come for Holly weeks ago, and they all knew the howl must have come from him.  Nevertheless, Genki was taken completely by surprise when in the desert air before him a black, shaggy Tiger materialized, fangs bared and aimed straight for the boy’s throat.


Holly crept through the halls of the temple, soundlessly and undetected.  She had recovered her original clothes and waited anxiously for midnight to come.  It had eventually, and she, Allegra, and Mystique had taken as many of the things they could fit in a small pack so the girl could have something to trade for food or shelter if it became necessary sometime during her escape.


She had almost climbed out the window and took off, when she realized that Pharaoh still had the magic stone in his possession.  


“I have to go,” she told the Pixies pleadingly, “ but I can’t leave here knowing that he still has it.  I promise I’ll just go get it quickly, and then I’ll be gone.”  Allegra and Mystique reluctantly agreed, and they had followed her as far as the end of the hall leading to Pharaoh’s private chamber.  Then she was on her own.


Two Prince Hares guarded the door.  Taking out one of the jewels she had coveted, Holly tossed it into the air where it landed on a step up above.  Seeing something sparkling on the staircase, one pointed to the other and mouthed something, then both looking around to make sure no one was watching them, they tiptoed over to the stairs.  Given just enough time, Holly skidded across the marble floor, unlatched the doors, and closed them softly behind her.


Inside it was pitch black.  She felt her way along a long wall and rounded a corner, where a soft candle glow and more open column windows emitted light.  She stepped quietly over to the window and peered out.


Suddenly a whirring of wings startled her, and she almost shrieked.  Catching herself, she placed her hand over her mouth and crouched down.  A Pixie alighted on the ledge, and at once called out her name softly.  It was Allegra.


“Allegra,” Holly hissed from her position near the floor.  Allegra smiled apologetically, and motioned her to hurry up.  Regaining her confidence, Holly made her way to where Pharaoh slept soundly on a giant settee.  She saw the magic stone lying bait-like on the pillow beside his head.  Reaching across his body, she gently grasped the pendant and drew back.  He did not stir.   

Suddenly movement behind her made her freeze.  Mystique’s high-pitched voice whispered for her to not worry.  Turning to face the Unico, Holly gasped.  In her hands she held a dagger, not unlike the one Holly had once carried herself, unsheathed.


“It’s the only way,” Mystique whispered, “He won’t be able to hunt you down or send anyone after you.”


“No, it’s not right,” Holly said shivering.  


“Holly,” Allegra whispered from the window, “Don’t you want to be free?”  Holly sighed and hesitatingly took the dagger handle in her hand.  The Unico guided her over to his side, where she stood, a pleading look on her face.


Holly slowly, but surely, raised the dagger high above her head, focusing on putting the blade deep in his chest, right where his heart lay.  As she was about to bring it down she felt an overwhelming sense of guilt, and then the sting of the sin she was about to commit.  She had never killed anything in her entire life.  What made the Unico think that she would start now, she thought desperately.  But if it’ll make him leave me alone, she pondered, lifting the knife up once more.  Again she hesitated as she lowered the dagger towards Pharaoh’s chest, which slowly heaved up and down with his short, choppy breaths. 


“Holly,” hissed Allegra, urging her to hurry up and get it over with.  But Holly knew deep inside that even if she had to go through hell and remain here forever, she could never kill another living, breathing creature.


“I can’t,” she said softly, handing the blade back to Mystique, who shoved it back in its sheath grouchily.  Holly just grasped the magic stone tighter, taking one longer look at the sleeping Pharaoh.


Sighing, she turned to leave when she heard the creaking of the double doors.  In a matter of seconds, Prince Hares began to stream in.  Allegra and Mystique took off out of the window.  Standing motionless, Holly tried to make her brain work, but she remained frozen.  Finally, she stepped to run over to the window, when suddenly out of the corner of her eye she saw an arm snake out.  The hand closed tightly around her wrist, threatening once more to break it.  Screaming she was yanked back into Pharaoh’s clutches, the Prince Hares surrounding them and some leaping out onto the window ledge to see if they could spot the escaped Pixies.


Holly was sobbing uncontrollably as Pharaoh slapped her hard across her pale face.  Not wanting to bruise his bride on the day of the wedding, he stood up and wrenched the magic stone from her clenched fist, then held both of her arms behind her back as he marched her back to her room.  When they entered, he shoved her onto the ground, where she cowered against the step that led up to the island her bed stood on, eyes cloudy and cheeks stained red.


“I knew those two were not of my breed of monster, and you,” he growled maliciously, “I knew you would try and escape, my princess.”  He lowered himself so he could stare directly into her teary eyes.


“You were a crafty little vixen, dear girl, but even the smartest of foxes fears the rage of the hunt, the cry of the hounds.  And yet you defied the dogs and kept your scheme at it’s best, even when they growled and nipped for your heels,” he symbolized slyly.  Holly listened, eyes wide, as he grew quieter and quieter with every sentence, until his voice was no more than a whisper.  “But now,” he cooed, narrowing his eyes, “the intelligent animal has been outsmarted, and finally the hounds have made their catch.  Making the kill was a challenge, princess, and I hate challenges.  And I intend to make sure it never happens again.”


Holly cringed as he reached out and grasped her arm, pulling her up to a standing position.  Two Prince Hares ran over, thick sets of chain dangling from their hands.  Pharaoh laughed mercilessly as Holly tried to plead with him as the two Hares chained both of her wrists to the headboard of her bed, leaving her only enough leeway to lie down in a curled up ball.  


“Post others around this entire room and at both of the doors.  In the morning, I will send my Angels to take over the watch and help her prepare for our wedding at sunset,” he called as he was about to throw his cloak up and disappear.


“Why would you still want to marry me?”  Holly asked defiantly, interrupting his concentration.


“Because, my princess,” he shot back, staring at her with red eyes, “you are my prize, my best catch.  I want the entire monster world to know that the “guardian of the monsters” is wed to their next tyrant.”


“You wouldn’t dare,” she hissed, realizing the calamity that could result all over the continents if all the inhabitants were to think she had willingly allowed a dictator like Pharaoh to take the thrown and conquer mercilessly, let alone that she had consented to marry him.


“Oh I would, princess,” he sneered, his nose in the air cockily, “and after sunset tomorrow, there will be nothing you can do about it.”  With one last maniacal laugh, he made his grand exit, leaving the stunned Holly to settle into her hunched position on the bed and cry herself to sleep.


Before Genki could react to the flying mass of black fur hurtling at him, Tiger leapt in the Terror-Dog’s way and shocked him with a lightning attack.  The black Tiger dodged the zap skillfully, and in a last minute attempt Tiger ran into the young man and sent him skidding away from the assault.


The Terror-Dog let out another long howl as he and Tiger matched their quick movements while they jumped, dodged and out ran most of the attacks they happened to throw at each other.  In the meantime, it seemed to the others that they were doomed.  Hundreds of miscellaneous monsters began to pour out from behind the sand dunes.  At the head were a large group of Gariels, Amenhoteps, Balons, and Bazulas, followed by masses of Noble-Saurians, Noble-Jells, Mask Worms, Orions, and Bossies, and all held an evil glare in their eyes as they charged forward.


“Does this Pharaoh have an obsession with anything to do with Galis or what?” asked Holly’s father, who was on the back of the Stone-Dragon.  Steele just replied with,  “He’s supposed to be half Gali himself,” and turned his head to concentrate on the battle.


Falcon and his crew were the first to jump in and take out several of the Bazulas, who were sluggish and needed too much time to aim.  The lost discs shriveled to the ground and the purebred Dragons turned their firing squad attacks to other varieties of monsters.


Hurricane, although he was a Naga sub-breed and had no legs, managed to take out many of the faster Balons.  Yama did a spinning kick and nailed an attacking Orion in the eye, sending him flying back, knocking over more that were heading for him.  Golem’s and Big Blue’s tornado attacks crashed through groups of Amenhoteps as Ember’s fire beams and flaming cannonballs set the other less powerful monsters scattering to avoid the energy the attacks released when they made contact.  Pixie merely flamed or zapped any monster that happened to wander in her direction.   


Genki quickly recovered from the shove that Tiger had given him, and jumped to Yama’s side just as a trio of Orions had him backed against a wall.  Both displaying several non-traditional karate moves, they managed to add three additional lost discs to the garden that the others had created.


It seemed like it took forever, but finally the enemy army was reduced to a sliver of the population it had maintained before.  To the anger of the Terror-Dog, most of the remaining Noble-Saurians, Gariels, Bossies, and Orions had disappeared, and only four or five watched his back.

“You cowards, come back and fight,” Greywolf called triumphantly as they watched some of the last of the Terror-Dog’s warriors run away.  The black Tiger stood his ground however, displaying the stubborn trait that was occupied by most of the Tiger sub-breeds.  

“You fools, you dare try to reckon with Pharaoh’s mighty forces,” Midnight hissed, baring his bloody fangs.

“You’re the fool to capture Miss Holly.  She would never marry your idiot leader, and you know it,” snarled Falcon, who had landed with his troops nearby.

“Oh am I?” asked the Terror-Dog haughtily, sticking his long nose up in the air, his black fur glistening in the budding sunlight, “You just wait.  After sunset today you will all regret ever trying to defeat Pharaoh.”


“Ooh, I’m so scared,” laughed Hare, making a sarcastically frightened face.  For once Tiger nodded in agreement with him.


“Before we destroy you, what’s happening today at sunset,” Holly’s father asked, stepping forward, hoping it was not what he thought it was.


“At sunset,” Midnight snickered, “your beloved daughter will become Pharaoh’s wife.”  Before he could echo another maniacal laugh, Genki’s kick sent the Terror-Dog spiraling into oblivion.


Holly woke up suddenly, a pleasant dream that had gone wrong haunting her.  When she opened her eyes, however, she saw indeed that the nightmare was real.  She was not gazing out over fields of flowers as in the beginning, but was lying chained to her bed, just as the revelation had ended.  Her hands were pulled up over her head, and she could only turn slightly.


Seeing that she stirred, a Prince Hare who was acting guard came over.  When he observed the painful position she was in, he held his fingers to his lips.


“Now promise me you won’t escape,” he whispered.  Holly nodded her head hopefully, and the Prince Hare pulled a long skeleton key from under his gold collar.  He gently took her wrists in his paws and unlocked the shackles.  


“Thank you,” Holly whispered.  The Prince Hare just nodded, his white ears bobbing up and down, and returned to his post.  The girl just lay back down and found a more comfortable way to curl up in a ball.  She felt so lonely and longed for some familiar companions.


Then she remembered what Allegra and Mystique had told her when they had explained their supposedly foolproof plan of escape.  “Once we get outta here,” Allegra had said, “we’ll just meet up with Ember and your father and all the others on the other side of the oasis.”  That meant they were coming for her.


If only I hadn’t have gone back for the magic stone, she sighed, then I could be out of here, on my way home.  Then her mind snapped to an image of Genki, the much younger version that she had known.  Her eyes teared up with joy to think that Genki, her Genki, was coming to rescue her, a poor prisoner of an evil monster.  Then she remembered the other two names that Allegra had mentioned.  Lexy sounded an awful lot like a girl’s name, a girl’s name from Genki’s world…  Trying to push the negative thoughts out of her aching head, Holly found herself wondering what was taking them so long.  She knew she was being very selfish at the moment, but she reasoned that she had never asked anything from the monsters in so long, it was the least they could do.  Her conscience scolded her brain for letting a theory like that enter completely unguarded, and she wrestled these impulses into the recesses of her mind and tried to get some sleep.  


A while later the Prince Hare padded softly to the prisoner’s bedside to check and see if she was comfortable enough.  Finding her peacefully asleep, he pulled the blanket that had been tossed on the floor nearby up snugly around her chin.  Stirring slightly, the girl muttered something incomprehensible, then flipped over onto her side, her back to him.  Not giving it another thought he smiled, adjusted his collar, and was about to walk away when she whispered, just loud enough for him to hear.


“Where are you Genki…where are you?” she called into the night air, her body still asleep but her mind wide awake with the thoughts she could just not brush away.  Frowning and feeling sorrier than ever for the young woman who had nowhere to run, the Prince Hare shook his head and solemnly trotted back to his station at the edge of the platform, the sun’s early rays just beginning to make their way over the palm trees and the sand dunes that he knew she would never be able to call home.
