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      Chapter 1

 1859 in the Old West
 

 
 
  It was a cold, dark night when a young girl ran crying into the desert from her burning home, carrying only her family daggers. The daggers had protected the family through much—bear attacks, wars, robbers, wild men. The daggers held no supernatural power, though they had lasted for so many generations and were never lost.
 They hadn’t protected her and her family tonight, though, as the marauders from town—some wearing badges—set the Jemina house on fire. Rosa had heard her parents talking just a few nights before about how bad some of the people in town—including the sheriff and deputies, were. She didn’t know the details, but knew that they were dangerous.
 Rosa was often told that the family daggers would always return to their owner’s hands in a fight. She was seven, dressed only in her black nightgown. She had seen the box containing the daggers on the small table near the door, so she had grabbed the daggers out of it as she fled, praying they would protect her. Long, wild, black hair trailed behind her as tears filled her emerald green eyes. The moon illuminated her olive skin.
 Her name was Rosa Jemina. She ran as far as she could—away from the flames and the people that had changed her life forever—into the desert, until the ground fell out from beneath her feet, and she fell into a deep pit. Rosa hit the sandy floor of the pit hard as the daggers clinked along the pit wall and landed in an “X” by her left foot. She had landed on her back—the wind temporarily knocked out of her—and now gazed up at the stars that were visible from the bottom of the pit, when she heard a rattling sound coming from her left. Rosa looked over to the source of the sound and came face to face with a six-foot western diamondback rattlesnake.
 It was the biggest snake she had ever seen, twice as long as the three-foot rattlesnake her father had shown her when they had been on one of their walks. The snake hissed at her before it lunged with fangs poised. It bit her on the cheek! Rosa cried out in fear that she would die painfully from the venom. Instead a soothing, yet scratchy voice cooed, “Do not fear youngling, the bite was a gift. For now you are one of us.”
 Rosa looked around the pit for the owner of the voice, but saw only the snake that bit her. She said to no one in particular, “ Why has this happened to me? How could I have such awful luck to lose my home, my family, fall into a snake pit, and be bitten by a snake all in the same night. To top it off I’m hearing voices now.” Though her parents had taught her to be tough and self-sufficient—even at her young age—tears started to leak from her eyes.
 Rosa looked to the snake as if expecting it to bite again. Instead the snake answered, “Your luck has turned good, not awful, for you are the first human to receive the gift. The Gift of the Serpent.” Rosa was surprised that she could understand the snake, but was too tired from running to ask the snake (who she would come to know as Mother Snake), any questions before falling asleep.
 Rosa would come to learn more about her gift, the Gift of the Serpent, as she grew older. One thing she learned, is that it had been passed down from a carrier of the gift to a Reptilian Protector, for many centuries. There were always two carriers, but none of them had ever given a human the gift before—Rosa was the first.
 What was this gift? Among other things which crossed over into the mystical, it transformed her physically. While she was still part human, she also gained reptilian characteristics—including speed, strength, agility, and unusual senses. And she could transform her shape—from human to reptilian form—almost instantaneously.
 

 
   Chapter 2

 1869
 

 
 
 A strong, young western diamondback slithered out of her snake pit and into the desert heat to bask a few feet away. Suddenly, the snake started to change shape as it grew hair, arms, and legs. Within minutes, in place of the snake was a teenage girl. She was wearing a tattered black dress that barely touched her knees and bore only one sleeve. She wore no shoes.
 Rosa carried her daggers in a twist of shed rattlesnake skin. A voice from the snake pit called out, “Seknar Delmoss, don’t get killed in town—and you’d better shimmer on a cloak.” She smiled at her reptile name as her eyes flashed blood red. The air touching her body darkened and solidified into a cloak. Once she had flicked the hood over her head she set off across the desert to the nearby boom town.
 In the small boom town, Seknar slinked behind the saloon and observed the drunk deputy; she could tell by his badge that he worked with the sheriff, and all of her experiences with sheriffs in the past suggested that they were bad news.
 Rosa had lost her home and family because of a sheriff and his deputies. She had once tried to finish the sheriff with evidence of his law breaking, but was only seen as a foolish woman. She was beaten for trying to stand against him—by his deputies—behind a bar. She never got help from any of the townspeople as they were too scared of the local lawmen to help. After the beating, as she lay in the dirt, the deputies laughed, and then went back into the bar to drink more whiskey. These memories raced through Rosa’s mind as she entered town.
 The deputy was sitting on a stool, leaning against the saloon wall sound asleep, a bottle of whiskey still loosely in his right hand. Seknar took the bottle and threw it against the wall right next to the man’s head, waking him with a start. Seknar grew her snake fangs and venom glands. She bit him on the shoulder and felt her venom flow into his bloodstream. The deputy cried out in pain and fear. Seknar stopped when she heard the sound of people shouting and her snake fangs and venom glands disappeared.
 She then fled from behind the saloon into the town square where she planned to disappear. But instead, she found men waiting for her. The men surrounded Seknar; the town sheriff walked into the circle of men and said to Seknar, “Give up girly. You’re outnumbered and outgunned.” The men pulled out their guns and aimed them at Seknar. Once again, a sheriff proved to be a bad dude. Somehow, he’d known she was coming to town, and laid a trap for her. At least the deputy wouldn’t be a problem.
 Seknar said menacingly, “I’m never outgunned or outnumbered. You are the one hopelessly outgunned. Despite the price on my head, it shall never be collected, though this town will need another new sheriff, since you chose the wrong girl to mess with and you will pay dearly for it.”
 The sheriff pulled out his gun and aimed it at Seknar and cocked it. Seknar was surprised he chose to cock his gun, but she just shimmered out of her cloak and started to shape shift. She grew scales, snake fangs, and her eyes became like those of a viper—reptilian yellow in color. This was her true form. The sheriff fired a shot that was aimed straight at her chest, and it hit her. Seknar looked down at her chest and used the dagger hidden against her wrist to dig out the bullet, which hadn’t even gone through the scales. She smiled to the sheriff and said cunningly, “Many have tried that, all have died. You see, nothing can penetrate my scales and now you shall die.”
 The men ran at Seknar with knives and guns they pulled from their sheaths and holsters. Seknar hissed as she sprayed her deadly venom in many of the men’s faces causing them to halt their attack. Seknar took this as her chance to disappear. She started chanting in Serpantra and before she finished the spell, she disappeared before the men’s eyes in a whirlwind of black and red snake scales.
 Seknar re-appeared behind a large rock several miles outside of town, where she heard three horses galloping past with riders. She peeked out from behind the rock where she was crouched, studying the riders. She immediately recognized the lead rider, Brick Wayne, supposedly the best tracker in the West. The two other riders were wearing cloaks that hid their faces. Seknar wished they would lower their hoods so she could identify them, but they didn’t. Seknar hissed with hatred, “Well, the sheriff may have the best tracker in the West, but he won’t get me behind bars. As for the sheriff’s future death, well, I never break a promise.”
With that she got ready for the impending fight with the Sheriff, his deputies, and his supporters, once the three riders were just small figures on the horizon. Seknar took her daggers from the sheaths and laced both daggers with her venom, then slid them back into their sheaths. After a minute, she started her battle prayer:
   “Oh, Great Snake give me the strength to defeat my enemies, give me the venom to petrify them, grant me the blood eyes of death, and give me help.”
 

 

 Seknar waited for an answer. Suddenly, a three foot long western diamondback rattlesnake slithered up to her feet. She studied the snake and noticed a strange design on the top of its head and a note sticking out from between two of the snake’s tail scales. Seknar gently removed the note and started reading it. It read: “Seknar I have heard your plea and have sent this viper to assist you. When you need his help just say ‘Hella’. It is the snake’s signal word.”
 Seknar shimmered on her cloak to hide her face, before teleporting to the edge of town. She approached the town square where the sheriff, Brick Wayne, and the two cloaked figures waited. Once in the center of the town square, some of the town’s men appeared from where they were hidden as they surrounded her.
 Seknar spat at the sheriff, “Well I don’t usually let sheriffs live long enough to send word for Mr. Wayne, though I guess you sent for him before we met earlier today. Seems I should have finished you the last time you had me surrounded. If I had I’d be home by now and wouldn’t have to incinerate this town.”
 The sheriff didn’t answer; instead Mr. Wayne did. He smirked, “Girly, if you do that then you wouldn’t get to meet this nice couple. You may recognize them.” With that the two cloaked figures stepped closer as they lowered their hoods.
 Seknar unsheathed a venom laced dagger as she hissed, “What trickery is this? My parents died in a fire ten years ago and you bring their ghosts here to soften me up, so you can capture me. Well it won’t work… You can’t break me.” The couple looked back at Wayne a little surprised when they heard Seknar say “capture”, but then looked back at her. “They didn’t know that I’m wanted for killing,” Seknar thought.
 The woman said in a gentle voice, “Daughter, we are no ghosts; we escaped the fire. We thought we had lost you, but now we are back together again.”
 Seknar looked at the woman as tears welled up in her eyes. She wiped away a tear before recalling that she was surrounded by the town’s men and felt mad at herself for crying in front of the hated man.
 The woman had continued her approach and was within an arm's length of her. Seknar hissed, “You are not my parents. YOU ARE NOT MY MOTHER!”
 With that Seknar punched the woman in the gut with the hand that held the venom laced dagger, but in her anger, she forgot that she was holding one of her daggers. The woman fell as the man cried for his wife.
 Seknar stood frozen in shock. Finally, she managed to say under her breath, “Sorry, Mother…” The man stormed towards her and backhanded Seknar across the face hard enough to knock her to the ground. Before she could realize what was happening the man stepped on her right hand with enough force to cause it to release a cracking sound. She cried out in pain her dagger just out of reach. The man said, “Sheriff, come and get your prisoner before she gets away from you again.”
 Before Seknar could collect her thoughts, the sheriff was putting her behind bars. She spat at the sheriff, “You won’t make it to sunrise.”
 The sheriff shot her a look that made her feel like a trapped bird. Seknar hissed, revealing her snake fangs extended before she turned away to think. She sat on the floor for hours watching as the Sheriff moved around before eventually falling asleep. She had thought about her escape while she watched him. She shimmered as she shapeshifted into a Monocle cobra.
 Once the transformation finished Seknar slithered through the bars and towards the sheriff. She slithered up the leg of his pants so she could whisper her final words to him. She whispered in the Sheriff’s ear, “this is for the snakes you killed in your life. Now say hello to the devil for me, asshole.” With that she bit into his soft neck flesh three times, injecting venom into his bloodstream each time. Once done she slithered off him, and through a crack in the back door, never to be seen again for many years.
     

  Mid-22nd Century

 

 
 
 
  

 
     Chapter 3

 Diving In
 

 
 
 It was a typical New York City night, loud cars rushing around, people occasionally getting mugged at either gun point or blade point. But this night was different, as a young woman was skydiving—without a parachute—into the city. She had leapt from the police helicopter’s landing skids, which she had coiled herself around—while in tree viper form—in anticipation of it’s nightly flight over the city. The young woman had olive skin. She was normal in appearance for an 18 year old, wearing a dark black half shirt with only one sleeve and a short, jagged cut, black skirt. Armed with only a couple of daggers, she went by the name “Nikita Blade”.
 As she was in free fall, far below in a tucked away alley, a young woman was being mugged at gunpoint. Nikita saw the mugging as she got within a thousand feet of the ground. “And here we have a fine example of humanity,” said Nikita sarcastically to herself. She sped her descent by angling herself downwards, hands first. She flexed one of her hands and her snakeskin armor hardened to the point of being indestructible.
 Nikita hit ground and rolled head over heels into a kneeling position, head angled down, and arms straight behind her. The mugger, caught off guard, jumped back several feet. Nikita smiled as she rose to her feet and looked the mugger in the face.
 The mugger was a male in his 20’s, caramel skin, and a fair amount of muscle. He wore a red hoodie that covered his short, dusty brown hair, a pair of tattered jeans, and now had his gun aimed at Nikita instead of the woman. Nikita turned her head to her left and said to the woman, “Tell no one and run. Now!” With that the woman ran as Nikita turned back to the boy.
 “You’re gonna pay for that, girlie,” said the young man.
 “That’s what they all say,” replied Nikita as she grinned.
 “You're dead, bitch,” threatened the mugger.
 “Time you learn some manners,” Nikita said as she shimmered into her true form. Seconds later in place of her skin there were snake scales. Her eyes were now blood red, snake eyes. She smiled to reveal a pair of two inch long snake fangs.
 The boy backed away as he gasped, “What the hell are you?”
 “I am Sekmar Delmoss, your worst nightmare,” hissed Nikita as she unsheathed her daggers in the blink of an eye and was rushing at him before he could even register what was happening. He fired two shots at her before she was on him. The first bullet she dodged, but the second found its mark and hit her in her left shoulder. Before he could shoot again Nikita disarmed him with a slash to his arms, forcing him to drop the gun. In an instant she was not even an arms length away from him and had one of her daggers resting across the back of his neck and the other aimed at his face.
 “Yield or suffer? Doesn’t much matter to me, ‘cause either way you're still gonna pay for calling me bitch,” promised Nikita as she shifted her left shoulder, revealing the bullet that was now lodged in one of her scales. The boy surrendered and Nikita sent him running to the police station to turn himself in, with a broken hand.
 Back at her hideout, she busied herself with digging out the bullet in her shoulder. Her hideout was not much more than an old, abandoned hotel, but she liked it anyway. It had several rooms on the floor she hung out on, but she didn’t use them all. The rooms she did use each had their own purpose, from a place to sleep to a place that she could sharpen her weapons. Once she had dug out the bullet she placed it on a shelf and headed to the room with the bed. She plopped onto the bed and within minutes was asleep, wearing a long black nightgown that had a red dragon design on the back.
 Meanwhile, not far from her hideout, a group of four teenage boys were running from rooftop to rooftop, patrolling the city. After a bit, the boys came to rest on a roof that was across the street from where Nikita lay sleeping. They weren’t anything special, just four teenage brothers. They each wore an eye mask of a different color; blue, molten gray, green, and purple. The one in molten gray had ninja claws on his hands, the one in blue had two katanas on his back. The one in yellow had a bow and quiver with twelve arrows in it slung over his shoulders, and the one in purple had a bo-staff across his back.
Oliver (blue mask) was 18 and stood a good 5’11”. He had slightly tanned skin and a semi-muscular build. He had sky blue eyes, a loving smile, and short, sandy brown hair that swept past his ears, just barely. He wore nothing fancy—-only his stealth outfit of a black sleeveless shirt, slacks, and ninja style shoes.
 Horus (molten grey mask) was 17 and was about two inches shorter than Oliver. He was light carmel in skin tone with a muscular build. He had dark blue eyes and a cunning grin. Horus had razor-cut brown hair. Around his neck was a golden chain with a gold tinted ankh. He wore a tight fitted black T-shirt, tattered black slacks, and black painted sneakers. Horus bore many scars and was proud of one scar that started at his right ear and ended at his collarbone, almost under his chin.
 Dakota (purple mask) was 16 and stood almost four inches taller than Oliver. He had a faint almost ghostly tan with a non-muscular build. He had sea green eyes and a knowing smile. Dakota had clean-cut, dark blonde hair that was an inch shy of his chin. He wore a black long sleeved shirt, black cargo pants, and a pair of black tennis shoes. He donned a silver ring with an engraved design of a gear.
 Mikey (green mask) was the youngest at only 15 and stood about 5’6” tall. He had a Hawaiian surfer tan and a skateboarder’s build. He had light brown eyes and a childish grin. Mikey had wild blonde hair, that occasionally had black highlights. Around his neck he wore a silver chain necklace. He wore a black jersey with dark red streaks, black gym pants, and slightly used black basketball shoes.
 Oliver stopped the group and looked in the direction of Nikita’s hideout, sure that he had seen movement behind the shade of one of the windows, which was odd since it was an abandoned building and didn’t have electricity. “Earth to Oliver. We still have a patrol to finish or did you forget?” barked Horus after a few minutes.
 “Yeah, yeah, I hear you. Go on without me, I’ll catch up. I just want to check something real quick.” answered Oliver. With that he began making his way to Nikita’s hideout, unaware of the danger that slept inside. Oliver reached the door, within moments and he began to slowly turn the doorknob.
 Once Oliver was in he made his way to one of the far rooms. He passed the room that Nikita was sleeping in on his way to the far room. Unbeknown to him was a homemade motion sensor, using a serpentine magic spell as a power source, which went across the hall just beyond Nikita’s room.
 Oliver made it to the far room and opened the door carefully. What he saw in there surprised and puzzled him. In the middle of the room was a small sharpening wheel with a stool seated in front of it. Above the stool, near the ceiling, floated an orb of low blue light. On the stool was a dull, crescent-shaped dagger, with a green substance on it. A dozen daggers of varying sizes and designs lined one of the walls.
 On the far wall were a handful of throwing daggers embedded in the wall. One of the daggers had hit a picture that had been pinned to the wall. The picture was of an unknown adult male, smiling. The dagger was embedded in his face right between the eyes. Oliver walked up to the stool and took the dagger in hand and investigated the green substance. He noticed the tip had been sharpened some. He gently ran a finger over the tip, yet cut himself. “Oww,” he said under his breath.
 
    Chapter 4

 Introductions
 

 
 
 Nikita woke up to her motion sensor alarm, which was an upgraded cell phone that she kept on vibrate. Her low, blue tinted, orb of light still floated in the middle of the room. She shimmered into her work clothes and got out of bed to investigate. She opened her door silently and peeked her head out as she checked the hallway. She noticed that the far room door was open. She swiftly began towards the far room. When she reached the door she heard a faint, “Oww.” She entered the doorway and saw the intruder was a masked, teenage boy with two katanas housed in sheaths crossing his back.
 “You should be careful with that. You never know what could be on that dagger,” Nikita said. The boy dropped the dagger as he jumped. He turned towards her and started, “Sorry I didn’t know anyone—”
 “Save it. Did you cut yourself?”Nikita said bluntly when she saw blood on his hand.
 The boy quickly hid his hand behind his back as he said, “Yeah, but It’s nothing. Just a prick.”
 “Really? ‘Cause that’s a venom laced dagger,” said Nikita casually, “but if you know how to handle a venom laced cut then I’ll show you to the door.”
 “Venom laced? What idiot would leave a venom laced dagger lying around!” panicked Oliver. Nikita cleared her throat and motioned for him to follow her. Oliver opened his mouth to apologize, but Nikita was already walking down the hall to a different room. He followed her—after he picked up the venom dagger—to the sink (though it was more like a medical bay).
 A small orb floated in the room and turned on as they entered, unlike the orbs in the hallway that were always on. Nikita took the dagger from Oliver and began to ready for venom nullification. Nikita angled a needle with a liquid version of dry ice at Oliver’s hand. “Oh, before I do this I need to know what terrifies you,” asked Nikita.
 “Uh… snakes. Why?” answered Oliver. Before he could even react Nikita plunged the needle into the flesh near the cut and emptied the liquid, dry ice. “Yeow! Damn that’s cold,” Oliver cried out in surprise. Nikita took the needle out and tossed it in the sink, as Oliver gazed at her in surprise, with his mouth slightly ajar. Nikita looked at him and said in a matter of fact tone, “It’s easier if you are focused on something else. Now close your mouth.” Oliver did so, since it sounded more like an order than a suggestion.
 “You don’t seem very surprised by my intrusion, miss. Why is that?” he asked.
 “Don’t call me ‘miss’, masked boy. The name’s Nikita. Nikita Blade. And I’m not surprised because you tripped my silent alarm.” she answered. Nikita handed him a small chalice with a snake scaled copper exterior, a glossy black interior, and had what looked like a bloody handprint on the exterior. Within the chalice was komodo dragon blood. Nikita knew that komodo blood was great for many injuries, as it has medicinal bacteria in it, but this blood went further as it also sped up the healing, thanks to a spell from Nikita
 “What is it?” Oliver asked as Nikita walked to the opposite wall.
 Nikita glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes as she reached for the roll of bandages. “It’s… prune juice. It will help with the venom. Now drink,” Nikita said as she returned with the bandages.
 Oliver looked at the odd liquid and then at Nikita before downing the liquid, which tasted nothing like prune juice. Oliver looked her up and down with a puzzled look as she started wrapping a bandage over the cut.
 “You keep staring and a venom-laced blade will be the least of your concern,” Nikita said as she flashed her fangs at him. He jerked back as a flash of fear entered his eyes.
 “Y-you’re a vampire?” he stuttered. Nikita nodded as she tied off the bandage.
 “No a reptile. Now leave that on for two or three days and if it starts getting puss around it, then you might want to cut your hand off.” instructed Nikita as she ushered Oliver out the door.
 “What? Cut it off?” Oliver cried out as he was shoved out the door.
 “Kidding. Maybe.” She teased as she shut the door. She turned and headed back to bed as she shimmered and was once again in her nightgown. As she turned around she could hear the boy say from the other side of the door, “Nice meeting you Nikita. I’m Oliver. Maybe we will meet again.” Before long Nikita was fast asleep as she lay splayed out on her bed.
Oliver caught up with the other boys. “Finally our leader catches up. Did you get lost on the way?” teased Horus.
 “Back off Horus.” snapped Oliver.
 “What did you see back there?” asked Dakota.
 “It was nothing, Dakota. Just a cat with a big shadow. Let’s get going or we’ll be late” answered Oliver. With that Oliver took off towards one of the abandoned hotels near the CNN building. The others followed him across the rooftop and to home. Once they were home they were greeted by their sensei, Master Kappa—a kind, elderly man with a cane, clothed in an old japanese, dark red kimono. He had kind, yet knowing eyes.
 Each of the four boys greeted their master, and then headed to their personal rooms and readied themselves for sleep.
 
    Chapter 5

 Medical Magic
 

 
 
 The next morning Nikita woke up with a start, her eyes flashing open. She realized something was tickling her left ear, so she looked over to her left and was face to face with a year-old, western diamondback rattlesnake. Nikita smiled as she greeted it in the language of the reptiles, “Morning Somar-ooka. How’s the weather?” The snake answered in growls and hisses. As Nikita continued to chat with Somar-ooka, she got ready for the day. She shimmered into a black, shredded-designed t-shirt, a pair of jean shorts, and a pair of red-spiked, black tenni shoes. Then she had some scrambled eggs with hashbrowns and apple juice on the side. Once done getting ready for the day she gave Somar-ooka a live mouse for breakfast, which she had pulled out of a cage on one of the counters, then began towards her armory, where she would spend half the day either sharpening her daggers or practicing with them.
 Meanwhile Oliver was training with Master Kappa as the other boys watched. Oliver was attempting to unbalance Kappa by lifting him off the ground. “To get your opponent to drop his guard you do whatever you need to do, like so” said Kappa before he pinched Oliver on the neck. Oliver let go and backed away as he began to rub the sore spot on his neck. He just looked at his sensei with a look that said that he couldn't believe Kappa had used a pressure point on him.
 The three boys that had watched had begun laughing once sensei had pinched Oliver, but had now gone off and begun training without Oliver. Horus was currently in the process of taking down Dakota and Mikey.
 Oliver yelled, “Hey, Mikey, let’s spar together.” Mikey looked in Oliver’s direction and lowered his weapons as he agreed. At that moment, Dakota ducked Horus’s ninja claws, which hit Mikey in his face and a bit on the neck. Sceesh! Mikey fell backwards as he dropped his curved blades, known as kamas. Thud!
 The sparring halted as Oliver and the others rushed to Mikey to see if he was okay—but Mikey seemed to be seriously injured, and fading out of consciousness. Dakota checked Mikey’s vitals, but it was bad news, as they watched the blood gushing from his face. “We need help.” said Oliver.
 “From whom? A hospital would get social services and separate us. Plus, I doubt our friend, Angel, knows what to do,”snapped Horus.
 Angel was a young lady that befriended the boys; she helped them out for a good meal every so often. She sometimes brought clothes from a local Goodwill store so they could remain under the radar. Sadly she didn’t know anything medical wise and she was uncomfortable with the sight of blood.
 “I know someone who could help. I’ll get her,” said Oliver before he ran off.
 Oliver arrived at Nikita’s hideout without being seen within minutes. He rushed in and called out, “Nikita! I need your help!”
 Nikita poked her head out from the armory with a needle dagger clutched in her mouth. Nikita motioned for him to wait a second, then she positioned the dagger so the tiny hilt was between her teeth and pointing at him. Then she launched it at a target behind Oliver’s right shoulder. Oliver looked at where the dagger had embedded itself in the wall, then to Nikita. “What are you doing here?” asked Nikita.
 “My brother needs your help. He’s unresponsive and bleeding badly,” said Oliver.
 “Lead the way,”Nikita responded as she grabbed a small, animal skin canteen of the komodo blood she had used last night to heal Oliver. A masked Oliver and Nikita ran out the door as she shimmered into her work clothes, drawing an interested look from Oliver. He would have to learn more about this unusual girl, but first things first. Oliver led her into the apartment and to Mikey.
 Minutes later Nikita was skidding to a stop when she saw three other teenage boys and an elderly man. “Come on, Mikey needs help,” ushered Oliver. Nikita hurried to kneel next to Mikey, dropping the tin next to her left leg. “You in purple, what’s the patient’s status?” asked Nikita as she checked the patient’s vitals. I always wanted to ask that!
 “My name is Dakota. And he’s dropping in and out of consciousness. Vitals are in a constant state of flux. If he doesn’t stabilize soon he will go into a coma or bleed to death. I think his carotid artery might have been nicked,” Dakota answered quickly.
Nikita nodded her agreement, then motioned for everyone to leave except Oliver. “Oliver, you stay. I may need help stabilizing him.” Oliver glanced at his two (conscious brothers) and sensei as they left with confused looks on their faces.
 Once they were out of earshot, Oliver kneeled down next to Nikita. “Is Mikey okay?”
 Nikita smiled a mischievous smile as she said, “Yea. I just need to do a spell and use this komodo, antimicrobial blood to heal him.”
 Oliver glared at her, through the eyes of his mask, as he replied, “Then why did you ask them to leave and make it seem like we would be doing surgery? Wait… isn’t that the stuff you told me to drink?”
 “Yeah, and I’m not suppose to let mammals see me use my magic except in dire circumstances. Plus, I think the other two boys were checking me out,” she answered.
 “And why did you tell me to stay?”
 “I wanted some entertainment. Which I got from your response as well as your brothers’ reactions.”
 Oliver just glared at her after he slapped himself in the face. “Just do the spell,” he said under his breath.
 “Sinar-moku healno marooka. Reptila bar-moona.” Nikita said as she whimsically waved her hands over Mikey’s heart. She quickly scooped up the canteen of the komodo blood with her left hand and gently drizzled some of it into Mikey’s mouth, as she pinched his nose to force him to swallow. Nikita breathed deeply as she laid her hand on his chest and she sent a pulse of magic into his chest. She got up on her feet and turned to Oliver. “Now all we can do is wait. He should come ‘round in a few minutes,” reported Nikita.
 Oliver thanked Nikita before she collapsed. He rushed to Nikita’s side crying out her name. “I’m fine, the healing just took a lot out of me,” said Nikita gently.
 “You should rest. I’ll help you to the couch,” Oliver said with a hint of worry. She nodded her consent. Oliver draped one of Nikita’s arms over his shoulder and laid her on one of the two couches that were in the room. He then went back for Mikey and carried him to the other couch before returning to Nikita where he kneeled by her side and remained until she had recovered.
 
     Chapter 6

 Family Introductions
 

 
 
  Minutes later Nikita was back on her feet and checking on Mikey’s status when his eyes fluttered open. Nikita saw his eyes open and called to Oliver. He rushed over, as Nikita backed away from Mikey and gave his little brother a hug. Horus and Dakota walked in to see that Mikey was awake.
 “Don’t ever scare us like that again little brother,” Oliver said as he looked Mikey in the eyes with a searching gaze.
 “I promise. It wasn’t fun for me either,” answered Mikey. Horus and Dakota each hugged Mikey.
 “I thought I saw an angel when I woke up. Who was that?” Mikey asked before he caught sight of Nikita. The boys parted when they saw that Mikey had spotted Nikita.
 Mikey asked, “Who are you?”
 Nikita introduced herself. Oliver said, “She’s a friend of mine. She’s the one that healed you.”
 “I should go. I need to start my daily training. Besides this is a family scene,” Nikita said to Oliver as she grabbed her canteen.
 He nodded and told her he’d walk her home. The boys’ sensei thanked Nikita as he passed them on the way to see Mikey. Once Oliver and Nikita reached her hideout Nikita turned to Oliver and said to him, “Thank you for walking me home. Maybe we can hang out sometime under less dire circumstances.”
 With that she stood up on her tippy-toes and kissed Oliver on the cheek. The edge of his mask rubbed against her nose. Then she went back to standing fully on her feet before she blushed and headed towards the door. Oliver blushed as he smiled. He stood like that until Nikita had fully entered her hideout and closed the door behind her. He turned and left still blushing.
 Nikita closed the door behind her. Her blush continued as she leaned against the door and the past few moments finally caught up to her. “Oh my Goddess,” she said to herself as replayed them in her mind.
 When Oliver got back home, he was still blushing. As he made his way to his room. Horus noticed that Oliver seemed flushed. Horus said to him, “Hey Ollie! Bro, what’s with the blush? No wait, let me guess. Nikita invited you to spar with her and you got beat within a minute.” Oliver glared at him as he shook his head in answer. “Then what happened?” Horus prodded.
 Oliver answered, “She...she kissed me. But it was nothing.”
 “She kissed you? On the lips?” Horus prodded further.
 “Yes, she kissed me. It was on the cheek.” Oliver answered a bit annoyed.
 “Bro, nice job. She’s a keeper,” Horus teased. Oliver shoved him in the face teasingly as he brushed past and blushed even more. “It’s not like that man. Nikita and I are just friends, okay? We just met the other night.” Oliver corrected, “Now, how about we spar for a bit?”
 “You’re on. First one down for a count of ten loses,” challenged Horus. Oliver drew his katanas as Horus drew his sias.
 

 
      Chapter 7

 Long Fang and the Dagger Clan
 

 
 
  What Oliver and his brothers didn’t know was that Nikita and Oliver were followed to her hideout by a squad of Dagger clan members. Among the Dagger clan soldiers was their leader, Long Fang, and she now had her sights set on Nikita. She and her soldiers were infiltrating Nikita’s hideout as Nikita was leaning against a hallway door.
 Long Fang was a strong, young female. She wore heavy, metal and leather armor that covered her entire body. Her face was covered by a leather mask with gaps over the mouth and openings for the eyes to see out. She had retractable twin blades set in her armor on her forearms. To top it off, Long Fang was a master ninja, like Kappa.
 Minutes passed as the Dagger clan surrounded the hideout from above. Once they were in position Long Fang gave the signal to drop. She jumped down from the rafters and landed on her feet in front of Nikita. The other Dagger clan members landed not long after surrounding Nikita. She was caught off guard and unarmed. She had to distract this group of opponents long enough so she could make her way to her armory. Luckily for her, she was good at distracting people. Long Fang spoke first in a harsh, raspy voice, “I am Long Fang. I have come to destroy the teenage boys by first breaking their leader’s heart. Prepare to die child.”
 Nikita retorted slightly offended, “Who are you callin’ child, Leatherface? Besides there are no teenage boys here, so go find your teen boys elsewhere.” Nikita edged closer to Long Fang.
 “I saw you with him. He cares for this city and you. He will pay for what he did to me, through loss and then with his life,” Long Fang continued.
 Nikita edges a bit closer again, and inquired to distract her opponent, “What did he do to you?” Nikita is now five feet away from Long Fang.
 “He scarred my face,” said Long Fang. “And he will pay, starting now.”
 Nikita spoke, “You're messing with the wrong girl. You are gonna regret ever meeting me very soon.” She stepped even closer, now three feet away.
 “I highly doubt that,” Long Fang countered. Nikita stepped closer till she was two feet away.
 “Oh really? Why is that?” she asked. Long Fang pulled out a lighter and held it so that she could see the flame. “Because now you burn,” Long Fang boasted as she threw the lighter over her shoulder.
 The lighter landed and the floor caught flame in an instant. Long Fang engaged Nikita with the blades strapped to her forearms. Nikita dodged by somersaulting past her. She bolted towards her room, towards her family heirloom daggers. As she ran, images flashed before her eyes, images of the last time she was in a burning building.
 

 
   Chapter 8

 Fire
 

 
 
 She had been seven, but that was 150 years ago. She had awakened to the smell of smoke. Nikita had run out the door with her doll when she saw the flames. On her way out she had grabbed her family's heirlooms; two finely crafted daggers with a design on the blade. The design was a Chinese dragon. She had dropped her doll in the doorway as she ran into the desert. For years she had thought her parents had died in the fire, only to have them used against her by a sheriff.
 She would not be caught in another fire. Her eyes glowed blood red. Nikita made it to her bedroom door and she kicked it down with a move called “The Dragon tail whip”. She grabbed her daggers and began to turn back into the hall when collapsing debris hit her from behind, on her head. She dropped as she fell into unconsciousness. Her daggers fell from her hands and landed beside her in an “X” for the second time, since the fire that happened more than 150 years ago.
 Several hours later Nikita woke up to the sounds or rubble being moved around. Search and rescue? Long Fang? Nikita waited as she stayed as still as possible and listened as the sounds got closer.
 Minutes passed and then she heard a voice say, “She has to be here somewhere or she would have come and found us a while ago.”
 Nikita recognized Oliver’s voice. She called out, “Oliver! I’m over here!” and pushed with her back against the rubble that had fallen on top of her. As she did this her vision grayed around the edges; she was going to black out. She heard Oliver running on the rubble towards her, before she heard the rubble on top of her moving. She felt his hands grab her shoulder, before she blacked out again.
 Oliver pulled her out of the rubble as his brothers rushed over. Oliver held her in his arms as he turned towards his brothers and said, “We have to get her out of here. Horus, grab her daggers or she’ll be pissed when she wakes up.” Horus hurried over and picked up Nikita’s daggers, which he placed in his belt. Together Oliver and his brothers ran home, Oliver carrying Nikita.
 When they finally reached home they found Master Kappa was waiting for them next to the couch with fresh clothing and a washcloth for Nikita. Oliver laid Nikita on the couch and finally got a good look at her and the damage of the fire. She was covered in soot and had burns all over her arms, legs, and back. Oliver began washing off the soot with the wash cloth. He gently wiped the soot off her face and as he did so, he saw her beauty that she had hidden with her wicked smile.
 It wasn’t long before he had washed off her face and had to wash out the cloth. The others had left by this time, leaving Oliver alone with Nikita, still wearing his mask. Suddenly, Nikita’s eyes flashed open as she gasped for air, startling Oliver as he tripped over himself and landed on his butt. Nikita propped herself up on her elbows as she looked around trying to figure out where she was. Oliver smiled as he teased, “Hi, sleeping beauty. You enjoy the nap?”
 Nikita gave him a wicked grin as she countered teasingly, “Yeah. I dreamed my home burnt down around me.”
 “Right. Sorry for trying to lighten the mood,” Oliver said taking her seriously.
 Nikita rolled her eyes at him as she pulled him close and gave him a kiss on the lips, that said he should learn when she was teasing. Oliver at first tried to pull away but then he kissed back as the world seemed to slip away. To Nikita, the kiss was like an explosion of light and, she didn’t want it to end. Nikita’s hands played with his mask and at one point nearly took it off his face. They kissed like that until they heard the sound of someone clearing their throat.
 Oliver was the first to pull away as he turned to face whoever was standing in the doorway; Nikita followed his gaze. It was Horus standing in the doorway. Oliver quickly pulled his mask back into place on his face.“Don’t stop on my account Ollie. We’re only brothers,” Horus said before turning to walk away. Oliver stood up as he started to chase after Horus. “Horus! Wait! Come on, can’t we talk about this?” Seconds later, Oliver had disappeared around the corner as he chased after Horus leaving Nikita alone.
Nikita noticed the clothes lying next to the couch.She got up and shed off her tattered and burned clothes. She washed as much of the soot off as she could, then quickly stripped down to her undergarments. She was putting on the pants when Oliver walked in with bandages for her burns and saw all of her scars on her back. He realized then and there that Nikita was a warrior and a survivor. Once she had finished pulling up her pants, Oliver cleared his throat. Nikita swiftly turned to face him, and was about to snap at him for not knocking, but then she saw the bandages and ointment in his arms and her face softened.
 “I brought some bandages and cream for your burns,” said Oliver gingerly as he walked up to her.
 “I’ll do the ointment if you can handle the bandages,” smiled Nikita. Oliver nodded as she took the ointment from his hand. Nikita rubbed the ointment on the burns that she could reach and Oliver wrapped the bandages on over the ointment. For those Nikita couldn’t reach Oliver would gently rub the ointment on the burn and then wrap a bandage on it. Eventually they finished taking care of Nikita’s burns and were alone with nothing to keep themselves busy.
 Nikita began, “I take it you saw them. My scars?” Oliver nodded feeling a bit nervous to look her in the eyes all of a sudden. Nikita asked, “Do you fear me now?”
 Oliver jerked his head up so that he could look her in the eyes as he said, “No. If I feared you because of your scars then I would be afraid of myself.” At that he revealed his own scar that he hid with his mask. He had an ‘X’ shaped scar next to his right eye.
 “You say that now, but if you knew the truth about my scars you would see me differently. Not as a survivor or as a warrior, but as a monster and a killer.”
 Oliver looked at her slightly confused as he took her hands and said, “How about you let me decide how I see you.” Nikita nodded before she wiped away a tear.
 Nikita said softly, “Behind every scar I have is the story of a death. Be it my opponent's death or my own. Unfortunately most of them mark the death of several opponents. And some of the opponents I have faced that didn’t come out breathing never even managed to wound me. I’m a murderer Oliver, and I bear that burden every day.”
 She waited for Oliver to say something for several minutes. Then he spoke. “Do you regret killing those people?” Nikita nodded.
 “And are you trying to make up for their deaths?” Nikita nodded again.
 “Then you are no murderer, Nikita. You are a survivor and the toughest girl I know. I mean who else could survive their home burning down on top of them and walk away with only a few burns?”
 Nikita smiled as she hugged Oliver around the neck. “Thank you for not leaving me for dead and for helping me see that I’m no monster,” Nikita said with her head next to his.
 “No problem. And call me Ollie,” Oliver answered.
 “Though I’d like to know how she survived that fire,” a voice said from behind Oliver. Nikita looked over Oliver’s shoulder to see Horus and Dakota in the doorway. Dakota was the one who had spoken. “After all she was found among the worst of the wreckage. Everything around her was charred or turned to ash, yet here she is with only a few burns. It’s not scientifically possible!”
 By now Nikita and Oliver had pulled apart and were standing next to each other. “I survived because I was protected by my impenetrable snakeskin armor,” Nikita answered as she took one of her snake scales from her left arm and held it up for Oliver, Horus, and Dakota to see.
 It was Horus’s turn to speak. “What are you?”
 Nikita’s eyes changed from the emerald green that she always had around humans to a reptilian yellow as her eyes change from human-like eyes to the eyes of a snake. Nikita begins the story, “I am the Reptilian Protector, I have been for the last 150 years. Originally, my duty was to protect reptiles from the onslaught of humans, in what is now Nevada. As time went on, I realized that humans were not all as evil as I thought—and that many liked reptile species—-so I took it upon myself to be a protector of humans sometimes, as well. Whether I’m the Reptilian Protector—as in one who protects reptiles, or whether I am a Reptilian Protector—as in one who is a reptile who protects humans, depends on the time. I am reptilian.”
“But you’re human,” Oliver piped up.
 “Actually I was fully human for only seven years before I became the Reptilian Protector. Now I’m only 13% human, I think.The rest is all reptile,” corrected Nikita.
 Horus inquired, “how are you 150 years old?”
 Nikita, “Tortoises can live for hundreds of years; I just take it a bit further as my snake skin can not be pierced by any weapon except my family daggers.”
 Dakota asks, “Is there a specific species of reptile that you are?”
 Nikita shakes her head. “I can be any reptile I wish—even a dragon,” answered Nikita. By now Mikey and Master Kappa had walked in and were listening to the conversation.
 Kappa finally spoke, “We have no place to judge you based on your past or what you are. All we can do is give you time to get your full strength back, and hope that you learn to trust us enough to be completely honest with us in time.”
 Nikita turned towards Kappa with a look of surprise. Mikey piped in, “I owe you my life. Besides any girl that is a friend of Ollie’s is a friend of mine,”
 “Thank you Mikey and Kappa. Now I should be going home,” Nikita replied.
 Oliver corrected, “Uh… your hideout burnt down. Remember?”
 “Oh… right. I hate today,” Nikita said somewhat annoyed.
 Oliver turned to her and said caringly, “How about you stay with us? You can even train with us if you want.”
 “Huh? Where would we train?” asked Nikita.
 Oliver grabbed her left hand and led her to their dojo. “Training ring of course. We call it the dojo though,” answered Oliver.
 “I bet I can knock you on your ass within a minute,” teased Nikita.
 “Well we will just have to wait until you’ve healed until you can even try to beat me,” teased Oliver, “I’ll show you your room.” Nikita nodded before she followed Oliver to a room between Oliver’s and kappa’s. The room was rather empty except for a small one person bed by the far wall, and a table leaning against one of the walls. Oliver began, “I know it’s not much—-”
 “It’s fine and don’t worry about the burns. I heal fast,” Nikita said.
 “Good ‘cause we still need to go after whoever tried to kill you. Did you manage to get a look at the guy’s face,” Oliver responded.
 “Even better I got her name.” Nikita crooned
 Oliver looked at her in surprise and asked curiously, “Who is it? How did you get the girl’s name?”
 “I can get anything from a human when I want to. The name she gave is Long Fang,” answered Nikita.
 Long Fang. Oliver knew that name, and knew that this was even more serious than Nikita could imagine. He and his brothers had run into her clan before. Where Ollie and the boys were committed to helping and protecting the city; Long Fang and her klan were committed to destroying the city and its people by stealing from them and spawning fear through violence. If only it had been anyone but Long Fang.....
 
    Chapter 9

 Recovery and Revenge
 

 
 
 Mornings came and went as Nikita healed and the boys worked on tracking down Long Fang. A week had passed before Nikita was back in fighting shape. This morning she was in the kitchen making breakfast for everyone as they slept or meditated. She was cooking fried eggs with sausage while she was slicing up some mango. While she was slicing the mango, she had let her guard down, and was caught unaware when Oliver snuck up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Oliver has stopped wearing a mask around her after two days.
 “You’re lucky if you don’t get cut up doing that,” Nikita teased as she offered a slice of mango to him over her shoulder.
 “I guess I trust you enough not to cut me,” Oliver countered before he took the mango slice with his teeth, “mmm… sweet like you.”
 “Down boy,” Nikita teased as she started cutting the mango again.
 Oliver said, “I’ll go check on the eggs.”
 “And the sausage.” Nikita corrected. Oliver and Nikita continued like this until all the others had joined and were helping put breakfast on the table. Then they enjoyed a nice, warm meal.
 “You are an excellent cook Nikita. Thank you for the meal,” Kappa said thankfully.
 “It was my pleasure. It’s not often that I get to make such a fine meal for friends,” answered Nikita. At that Horus attempted to tease her saying that she probably doesn’t have any other friends.
 “Brave words considering you’re unarmed,” retorted Nikita as she shifted her left arm to reveal a sheathed dagger near her wrist. She smiled challengingly at Horus.
 “You win this round, but don’t get cocky,” Horus commented.
 “Smarts and brawn don’t win every battle—sometimes one must be cunning,” Nikita quoted. After that everyone laughed and joked as they ate. Nikita listened to the boys have their laughs as she hoped for some information about where they used to live, since they didn’t really look like siblings. No clues were revealed.
 Once everyone was done eating, Nikita and Oliver cleaned up, then walked down a hall, over to the dojo. “Wanna spar? We can use real blades if you want” asked Oliver.
 “You mean do I want a chance to knock you on your ass? Yup. Oh, and I only use real blades,” teased Nikita. Oliver drew his katanas as Nikita unsheathed her family daggers. They went to opposite sides of the dojo and turned to face each other. Horus was off to one side of the room, as he beat the crap out of a practice dummy. Dakota was playing with his tech in the surveillance room. Kappa was going from room to room to check on the boys and help them with their technique. Mikey was flailing his kamas around, trying to avoid hitting himself in another room.
 Nikita charged, letting loose her ululating battle cry. Oliver felt a shiver go down his spine as he saw her charge at him, with her eyes changing from emerald green to a reptilian yellow. He moved to block her sharp blade as she went for a right jab, but his stance faltered and she grazed his side near his ribs. Nikita smiled as she slid back a stride or two. It was an invite to strike and a cocky move, but Oliver went for it as he raised one of his katanas to do a downward slash. Nikita waited till the last second, then lifted her daggers up forming an “X”. As she blocked Oliver’s blow, her arms gave way a bit, and Oliver smiled as he pushed his katana forward. Nikita backed off some, allowing Oliver’s katana to come closer to her face.
 Suddenly, Nikita roared as she tapped into her anaconda strength and pushed back against Oliver’s katana, sending him stumbling back a few feet. Nikita twirled the dagger in her right hand till it came to rest with the blade facing behind her and the hilt facing Oliver. She charged him again, jumped and did a horizontal spin before she landed crouched in front of him. Oliver looked down at her, surprised. Nikita smiled. She sprung upward and thrusted the dagger hilt, in her right hand, up and into his jaw. He flew up and backwards. Nikita landed crouched over him with the dagger in her left hand resting over his throat. Oliver moved his head carefully so that he could look at her. Nikita hissed teasingly, “Do you yield?”
Oliver dropped his katanas and showed her his hands as a sign of surrender, “Nice moves. Where did you learn to fight like that?”
 “I learned from my Master,” Nikita answered.
 “I’d like to meet this Master of yours.”
 “Unfortunately Master Jasmine died 63 years ago,” Nikita said as she sheathed her daggers. Oliver apologized as she helped him up. “It’s okay. She lived as she died, fighting the good fight,” said Nikita, “She was a good teacher… and my best friend.”
 After a couple rounds of sparring, Oliver and Nikita went to the living room and took care of each other’s cuts. Nikita began to put a wet washcloth to a small cut on Oliver’s cheek. Oliver gasped in pain as it touched his open flesh. Nikita kept her hand still. “Well hold still and it won’t sting, Ollie,” snapped Nikita after dealing with Oliver gasping in pain five times.
 “Well maybe if you were a bit more gentle it wouldn’t hurt,” teased Oliver.
 Nikita put the washcloth to the cut on his arm and Oliver cried out in surprise. “Oh, man up already. I swear I’m dealing with a child,” Nikita hissed.
 “Now you sound like Horus,” teased Oliver. Nikita puts a hot towel on one of his worse cuts, located on his left leg, and he cried out again as it made contact with his flesh. Nikita then put a hot towel on her left leg, and didn’t even react when it touched her skin. “That’s insane. How do you do that,” asked Oliver.
 “I learned to acknowledge the pain in silence. Master Jasmine taught me. She said it was the best way to get the upper hand in a fight with a male,” Nikita said plainly. Nikita continued to clean Oliver’s cuts and seal them with her magic. After Nikita was finished she did a self-healing spell.
 “That seems like cheating. Being able to heal yourself so easily,” teased Oliver.
 “You weren’t complaining when I sped up your healing just now,” Nikita countered. Oliver shrugged as he began to wash the blood off of her face.
 Suddenly, Dakota called out, “I found her! I found Long Fang!” Everyone stopped what they were doing and prepared for battle, except for Kappa.
 Minutes later Oliver, Nikita, Horus, Dakota, and Mikey were hidden on a rooftop across the street from where Dakota said that Long Fang was hiding out in a warehouse. “You sure you're ready for this?” Oliver asked, looking at Nikita.
 “I’ve been waiting for this ever since the fire. There is no way that I’m going to let her get away with that,” Nikita responded. Oliver nodded for them to move out. “You take the lead on this, Nikita,” Oliver stated. Nikita nodded and took off to face Long Fang, as the boys followed. She waited by a broken window as the boys caught up to her, then slid through the window and the boys did the same and kept as quiet as possible. They followed Nikita across the rafters as she headed toward the sound of voices.
 They heard Long Fang say to one of her warriors, “What do you mean you still haven’t found the body of the girl!?”
 Nikita gave the signal to surround Fang, and the boys followed her as she worked her way around Fang from above so that she would fall in front of Fang when she jumped down. The boys positioned themselves around her for when they would jump down. Nikita gave the signal for the boys to wait for her signal, then she jumped down when Long Fang turned around. She landed right behind her with barely a sound.
 “I found a body. And I must say it is deadly,” said Nikita coldly. Fang whirled around when she heard her voice.
 “I didn’t see you escape the fire,” Fang divulged.
 “It takes more than a little fire to kill me. After all, I’m a reptile,” hissed Nikita. With that Nikita lunged at Fang with daggers unsheathed, as she saw the boys begin to jump down.
 Long Fang turned her head to look over her shoulder at the boys, before she turned back to Nikita. At the same time, Nikita began to charge at her, flashing her daggers out of their sheaths and angled them to strike Long Fang in the gut. Nikita was only a stride away from Fang. She jumped and twisted sideways as she was airborne. When she was almost on top of Fang she twisted so that the dagger in her left hand was aimed at Fang’s chest.
Fang began to block Nikita’s dagger. Nikita had put a lot of strength behind this attack, and she still hit, but Fang managed to change the course of Nikita’s dagger so that it went through her shoulder instead of through her heart. The dagger sliced through Fang’s flesh with ease as Fang let out a roar of pain. Nikita landed on Fang’s chest forcing her to fall backwards. Nikita jumped off Long Fang, extracting the dagger as she fell. Long Fang caught herself on her right knee, and sprung back up to her feet. “You think you can kill me with a knife?” Fang teased.
 “It’s a dagger and I was hoping you would be more observant than that. After all, who knows what’s on this blade? It could be poisoned,” countered Nikita coldly yet teasingly. Long Fang looked to her wound as she placed her hand over it to attempt to stop the bleeding.
 “I laced this dagger with my venom. You’ll be dead in five minutes,” Nikita cooed calculatedly. The boys looked on in surprise as the scene unfolded before their eyes.
 “Nikita! Don’t do this, this isn’t you. Don’t be the killer you fear you are,” said Oliver.
 “It’s too late there is no anti-venom Ollie. I never made an antivenom for my poison,” Nikita answered, “She will die and there is nothing we can do to stop it.”
 Long Fang fell to her knees and gasped her last breath before she fell onto her face. Dakota checked Fang’s vitals. When he was done he shook his head as he looked at Oliver, Long Fang was dead.
 “This is not how we do things Nikita. We don’t kill,” Oliver barked at Nikita. “You can’t go around killing whoever you wish.”
 Nikita rolled her eyes at him as she said, “Do you honestly think that I would make it so easy for her to escape punishment. Death would be too easy for her. Besides she’s not dead… well not yet anyway.”
 “What? But you said she had five minutes to live, it’s been six.”
 “I lied. If she thought that she would come out alive then she wouldn’t be afraid. She still has...45 minutes till she actually dies.”
 Dakota asked paranoid, “Then why does she not have a pulse or breath?”
 “Ever hear of a death coma?” Nikita sassed, “It gives the illusion of death. Makes it easier for me to drag a person somewhere they don’t recognize and put the fear of Goddess into them.”
 “But we don’t have an anti-venom for this so she will still die,” Oliver snapped.
 “You may not have an anti-venom, but I do,” Nikita said as she held up a vial filled with a vibrant green substance.
 “You said you didn’t have any.”
 “Also helps to give those you’re interrogating an incentive to loosen their lips,” She crooned, “So do you still hate my guts? Or do you trust me now?” The boys just walked the few steps towards her and gave her a group hug. “I’m not really a hugger guys” Nikita said as she tried to squirm out of the hug.
 
    Chapter 10

 Interrogation by a Dragon, Rescue and Run
 

 
 
 Nikita saw that the antivenom was out of the syringe that lead into Long Fang’s right arm. “She’ll wake up soon now,” Nikita said to Oliver as he walked up behind her.
 “How you do that without looking I will never know,” teased Oliver, “At least you didn’t kill her. Now we can find out why she attacked you.”
 “She attacked me because she wanted to break your heart. She saw us outside my door.”
 “That can’t be the only reason she tried to kill you. It must have been to keep us busy and away from her true plan.” At that moment Long Fang moaned as she began to wake up.
 “At least she’s tied up,” said Nikita as she looked at Fang tied up with chains on a slanted dissection table. Oliver and Nikita left and turned off the lights except for the spotlight aimed at Fang. “Now the fear,” whispered Nikita.
 They met up with the others in another room. Nikita told them as she rounded the corner, “Fang is waking up. Time for the fear factor.” When she was a few feet in front of them she stopped. She began casting a spell to change her form, “Size-mora drocna shif-tasdane. Imorta-witmar. Deamon.”
 When she was done with the spell her body began to change shape. Her arms became leathery, black dragon wings, her legs became thick, black scaly legs with deadly talons. Her neck elongated and grew spikes on the back as it turned black. Her head lengthened till it ended in a snout. Her teeth grew pointed as her head blackened and her eyes turned reptilian yellow. Her body grew scaley and turned black as she grew a tail that ended in a thin spike, like a whip. With the shape-shifting completed, she let out an ear splitting roar as she shook her head to straighten out any scales that were sticking out. She had become a lean, four legged, winged, black dragon.
 The boys covered their ears when Nikita roared, but they still felt and heard it in their heads. When Nikita closed her mouth after shaking any loose scales back into place, the boys uncovered their ears and glared at her as they said in unison,”What the heck was that for Nikita?”
 “I just wanted to see how you’d react,” Nikita said. To Oliver, hearing Nikita’s voice come from a 20 foot tall dragon felt weird, especially since the act of talking didn’t look right on a dragon. “I bet Long Fang is wide awake now. I’ll take the lead on the interrogation since I have the most experience.”
 “We’ll follow your lead, just no more poisoning, okay Nikita?” tempered Oliver.
 Nikita shot him a look that said “wasn’t-gonna-boy-scout”.
 Nikita started towards the room where they were keeping Long Fang, before the boys could try to back out. Nikita bent her wings closed and walked out with them folded at her sides. As she walked her talons scraped against the floor occasionally sending sparks. Her tail dragged on the ground making a grating sound. Once Nikita was in the room she wrapped her tail around her left leg so the boys wouldn’t have to jump over it. Once they were all in the room they made their way to surround Long Fang in the darkness without being seen. Once they had her surrounded Nikita signaled for silence. She began to extend her neck forward until her head was revealed by the light, her head a few feet away from Long Fang.
 “I’m glad you're awake Long Fang. I have some questions and you are going to give me the answers whether you want to or not,” cooed Nikita.
 From the darkness came, “So, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. And we do so hope you say hard way.” Nikita recognized it as Horus.
 “Your choice. So, choose wisely or you may never receive the anti-venom,” Nikita said coldly.
 “I don’t know what you are, or how you do these tricks, but I don’t confess to flying lizards,” sneered Long Fang.
 “Too bad. You don’t have very long to live without this little vial,” Nikita cooed as she held out a vial of antivenom with her tail.
 Half an hour later Nikita was getting very little intel from Long Fang other than what she already knew. “I already know all this. I need you to tell me something I don’t already know, or you won’t see a single drop of this anti-venom.” hissed Nikita.
“I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” Long Fang said through a cracked jaw. As she said that Nikita looked her directly in the eyes as best as she could in dragon form. Nikita saw in her eyes that she was telling the truth. Nikita turned her head as she began to head back to the other room, where the boys had been waiting since the interrogation hit the five minute mark.
 She transformed back into her human form once she was completely out of the spotlight and was entering the other room. “That is very impressive. Though I don’t think I will ever get used to you having a tail,” said Oliver, “So what did you learn?”
 “You mean other than that you're paranoid and I was right. Not much,” teased Nikita.
 Oliver demanded, “What do you mean by that?”
 “I interrogated her for half an hour and I didn’t get any intel that supported your belief, that the attack on me was part of a bigger plan. You’re paranoid,” Nikita said as she rubbed her neck.
 “Some people are better at holding their tongues compared to others,” teased Oliver.
 “No one can last anywhere close to half an hour under my interrogation. Especially when I want some intel either about or from someone that tried to kill me,” hissed Nikita.
 “But it makes no sense Nikita. Why would she go after you and not...Angel Lang,” Oliver said frustrated. “She’s been our good friend for a really long time. If Long Fang was trying to hurt us, why not go after Angel instead of you?”
 “Wait. Dakota when was the last time you heard from Angel?” he asked quickly.
 Dakota answered, “Uh…a few minutes before we left to dig Nikita out.”
 “That was a little over a week ago,” Oliver said.
 Nikita said, “ It sounds like if Long Fang wanted to be sure to break your hearts, she wouldn’t just go after me. She would go after anyone that you’re friends with. So let’s go find this Angel Lang.” Oliver waved at her and the others to follow as he took the lead and headed towards Angel’s apartment.
 Less than 30 minutes later, they reached Angel’s apartment window, which was right next to a fire escape. Nikita landed next to Oliver on the fire escape platform and the others landed on the staircase either leading upwards or down. Nikita saw the window was locked. She unsheathed one of her daggers and used it to pick the lock. The window popped open and Nikita pushed it open the rest of the way before she hopped into the kitchen.
 Oliver and the others followed. Once they were in they took a careful look around the apartment. What they saw didn’t comfort them. The place looked like it had been hit by a hurricane. Everything was thrown around and scattered about. Nikita exclaimed, “What in Serma happened here?” Oliver looked at her confused, until Nikita looked at him and saw he was clueless.”It’s the reptile name for Hell.”
 “Oh,” said Oliver and the others. Nikita turned her head and glared at the others. Nikita said observantly, “My guess is, she was attacked in the living room here, where most of the damage is, and put up a good fight. Unfortunately someone probably came from behind and hit her with that stick, knocking her out, so they could carry her away.”
 Mikey said suspiciously, “How do you know that happened? How do you know they dragged her off and didn’t… you know?”
 “Well, first I know she didn’t die here at least because there’s no blood. And second this scene speaks of a battle so loudly I can’t believe you don’t recognize it as a battlefield.”
 “No one recognizes it as a battlefield except you,” teased Oliver.
 “That just proves that I have more experience than you,” Nikita said smartly.
 Oliver asked, “Can you find out where they took her while we check to see if anything is missing?” Nikita nodded. She began looking around the broken apartment door and the boys looked around and attempted to put the room right as they looked for anything missing.
 After several minutes the boys and Nikita had found two clues in the apartment. Nikita had found drag marks by the apartment door that lead outside. The boys found a message left behind that read:
“If you want the girl, come get her. If you can survive. You will find her in warehouse #17. Death awaits.”
 

 Oliver showed the letter to Nikita, once he had made his way to the broken door that she was gazing at thoughtfully. When Nikita finished reading it she told him, “This letter is proof that they think they can kill us and that they didn’t kill her. They probably came here right after they had me breathing in smoke and ash, high on the fact that they thought they had killed me. They don’t know I’m alive and think it will be easy to kill you and your brothers now that you have no support.”
 “So how shall we handle this?” asked Oliver.
 Nikita thought a moment before answering. “We use this to our advantage. You and your brothers go in first and face them, I’ll come in from a different entrance after you enter and I’ll hide in the shadows. I’ll sneak up behind them and put a blade to their backs. We’ll have them surrounded and scared witless.”
 They made their way to warehouse #17 by jumping from rooftop to rooftop. Once they made it to the rooftop next door to the warehouse the team split up. Oliver and the boys headed towards the front entrance and Nikita headed towards the rooftop window. Oliver pushed open the door gently at first only to hear it creak. Horus pushed Oliver aside and shoved open the door, only to have it crash against the adjacent wall. Oliver glared at him as he slipped past and entered the warehouse. The others followed. Nikita located a broken window on the roof and looked inside the room down below. In the room below her, off to her right, were two squads of warriors and a girl that was tied up sitting on a wooden chair. Nikita cast a spell under her breath and she instantly had dragon talons on her hands and feet. She crawled in and hung from her hands gripping the windowpane. She located the closest wall and jumped over towards it.
 She made contact with the wall, Nikita hit talons first. Her body hit next, causing her to skid downwards a bit. Nikita looked over her shoulder to see if anyone noticed. She was still unseen, she started climbing across the wall to where the shadows fell behind the enemy. She saw the boys enter and she caught the eye of Oliver who blinked in acknowledgement that he had spotted her. She returned the gesture.
 Oliver and his brothers continued moving towards the enemy that was slowly parting to reveal someone tied up: Angel Lang. When they realized it was Angel they started running forward forgetting about the enemy, until the enemy pulled out their weapons, then the boys skidded to a stop a short distance away. Nikita took advantage of the sound of the boys footfall to move into position. She stood behind the one that seemed to be in command. The commander was standing behind Angel with his hands on Angel’s shoulder. Nikita locked eyes with Oliver as her talons turned back into hands and feet, and another shifting of her form began.
 Oliver saw Nikita begin to shift and knew he had to buy her time. The soldier in front of Nikita began, as he slid the multiple “claws” of his tekko-kagi beneath Angel’s throat. “I am Long Fang’s Lieutenant, Bomani Shadid. You will throw down your weapons or Ms.Lang, here, will get to see how swiftly my blades can slash her flesh.”
 Oliver looked at each of his brothers, to Angel, then glanced at Nikita, who was ready. The boys nodded in consent. Oliver looked at Angel and told her, “Angel everything's gonna be okay. Don’t worry, we won't let any harm come to a friend.” Angel nodded her understanding, since she was still gagged. Oliver locked eyes with Nikita and gave her an ever-so-slight nod, the signal for her to strike.
 Nikita roared her battle cry as she used her magic to launch some already levitating snake scale daggers into the backs of eight of the 20 enemies. She leaped at Bomani Shadid and used one of her daggers to slash him across the face before he could strike Angel. He staggered backwards as he covered his left eye, and tried to stop the blood. Bomani looked at her, anger in his one good eye, and he recognized her at once. “You! But I saw Long Fang kill you!”
“It takes more that a few flames to kill me, weak warrior,” Nikita taunted before she twirled her dagger so that the blade hilt was facing the ceiling, then slashed downward on the rope that bound Angel.
 “You will die this night, witch,” he cursed before he attacked, swinging his tekko-kagi wide.
 “I’m no witch, weakling. I am the Reptilian Protector.” Nikita said as she dodged his wide attack, and pulled Angel down to the floor.
 Nikita commanded Angel as she blocked several weak attacks, “Angel, run. Now!” Angel ran towards the door dodging falling people. The boys were fighting the Dagger clan soldiers to keep them out of Nikita’s way. Nikita blocked with her daggers, cutting into Bomani’s arms. He cried out when he saw the blades enter his arms.
 “Time to face Dracona fury,” Nikita hissed as she brought her face close to his. Nikita shifted her appearance in an instant. Her eyes were those of a Basilisk snake, her fangs and venom just as deadly as a monocle cobra’s. He closed his eyes before she could use her Basilisk gaze, but could not get away since his arms were trapped by her serrated blades.
 “Just sneak a peek, what harm can come from a peak?” Nikita tried to soothe him into opening his eyes, “Fine, don’t open your eyes the easy way. I have other means to get you to look at me.”
 With that Nikita pulled out her serrated daggers and as they cut up the inside of his arm, Bomani cried out and opened his eyes in surprise at the pain. His mistake was that she was right in front of him, his eyes met her eyes and she cast her Basilisk gaze on him immediately. He began to turn to stone where he stood, within moments he was a stone statue stuck with a look of fear on his face and his body frozen in the position of attempting to run away.
 “Your name may mean strong warrior, but I’m cunning.” Nikita shifted back to normal instantly as she smiled and turned around to face the continuing battle. She saw the boys were winning. She roared an ear-splitting, dragon roar to end the fighting. Everyone froze in place and looked at her as they covered their ears. “
 Your leader is defeated. The Dagger clan has lost,” Nikita said loudly so she could be heard by all of those that were still standing. The Dagger clan soldiers looked from her to the stone statue of Bomani and back again, then fled.
 The boys and Angel walked up to Nikita with smiles on their faces. Horus noogied Mikey when he tried to give Horus a fist bump. Nikita couldn’t help but laugh.
 Once they were all gathered together near the stone statue Oliver introduced Nikita to Angel. “Angel, I’d like you to meet Nikita Blade; she’s become a great friend. Nikita, this is Angel Lang, one of our best allies and friends.”
 Angel said surprised, “Wait, your name’s Nikita Blade?”
 Nikita inquired, “Yeah. Why do you ask?”
 “I was researching someone named Nikita Blade when I was attacked. I’d been hearing stories of strange things happening in the city. In one instance, some guy turned himself into the police because he’d been stopped (and beaten) while mugging a girl by some creature that looked like a girl, fell from the sky, and had snake fangs. You know me, I’m curious, so I started doing some searching on the internet, and found out about this Nikita Blade.”
 “No, I don’t know you, but do tell: what did your research say?”
 “That someone named Nikita Blade was once known as Rosa Jemina or the Wicked Snake—over 150 years ago. She was wanted for a total of 47 murders.” The boys looked at Nikita in wonder and concern; Angel looked at her with a hint of fear.
 Nikita said half-heartedly, “What a crazy coincidence. Let me guess. She liked to dress up with snakeskin clothing.”
 “Uh… no she was said to have snake-like abilities and magic.” Angel paused, then continued, “Are you Rosa Jemina?” Nikita looked at each of the boys and saw the fear and worry, and for a moment, her eyes became blood red instead of reptilian yellow.
 Nikita yielded with an edge, “Just ‘cause you do some stupid research, doesn’t mean you know me girlie. Also the killings only started 140 years ago.”
“You killed innocent people, men, women, sheriffs, and deputies! You're a murderer,” said Angel.
 Something was gnawing at Nikita about this conversation with Angel. She knew that all of this information wasn’t on the internet about her—but Angel had it right. Somehow, she’d gotten a lot of information about Nikita’s history—a history that would be almost impossible for anyone alive to know. But she couldn’t think it all through right now.
 “That was a long time ago. Besides those people were guilty of burning my home and nearly killing me. I’m trying to makeup for all those lives that I ended,” Nikita said trying to regain the trust that was slowly fading away.
 “You're a monster!” yelled Angel.
 Those words hit Nikita like a sucker punch to the gut. The boys did nothing to end the argument, caught up in their surprise at how this introduction had gone so wrong. Nikita looked at each of those in front of her and saw only fear—she hated what was happening. She turned and fled as Oliver tried to catch up to her, but she was too fast for him.
 She looked over her shoulder at him and saw the fear in his eyes was different. She pulled one of her larger snake scales from her arm and wrote a message on it with a spell as she ran, then dropped it in her path.
 As Oliver approached the point where she had just been, he stopped when he saw the glint of the snake scale as the light of the moon hit it. He walked up to where it lay and picked it up. Tears filled his eyes as he watched Nikita disappear into the shadows.
 Oliver turned back, and began walking back towards his brothers and Angel. He studied the snake scale he found, and was confused as to why it had suddenly dropped off of Nikita. Then he saw the message. He held it close trying to see what it said, but the message was written too small.
 He was now only a few feet away from his brothers and was still looking at the snake scale. Angel saw what he had in his hand and exclaimed, “You got a scale! We can do a DNA scan so that Dakota can track her.” She snatched the scale and studied it loosely. “Now she can’t run from the law. Hey, wait there’s something written here.” She had found the message.
 “It’s too small to read. I wish it was bigger,” said Oliver. Suddenly, the scale began to grow until the message was readable. To Oliver there seemed to be tiny black and red scale floating around the message. The message itself read:
 Oliver,
 I’m sorry I have to flee. You will always be in my heart. If you ever need me just speak into this snake scale (when it is miniaturized) and I’ll hear you. The world is not ready for me yet.
 Love,
 Nikita
 P.S. Only you can read this Serpantra, so I can say—knowing that you are with your brothers—that this is also a tracker scale.
 Oliver was snapped away from the message when Angel stated, “What kind of language is that I can’t even read it.”
 Oliver said softly as the scale shrunk back to its original size, “It’s a special type of Serpantra.”
 
    Chapter 11

 Journeys
 

 
 
 Oliver and his brothers headed back home once they had made sure Angel was home safely. When Master Kappa saw that they had come home alive he was happy to see them. Then he realized that Nikita was missing. He inquired, “Boys what happened? Where is Nikita?”
 Oliver answered, “She helped us win, but afterwards Angel revealed something about Nikita’s past and she ran away, Master Kappa.”
 Horus replied, “She was wanted for 47 murders, Master Kappa.”
 Dakota answered, “She lied about who she was.”
 Mikey commented, “She was amazing in battle. She stone-ified Bomani!” They just glared at Mikey, and he closed his mouth.
 Kappa scolded them, “Do you not remember Nikita’s favorite quote? The past is the past. Don’t let it get in the way of new friendships.”
 Oliver said, “Master Kappa, she ran because she saw that we were afraid of her and Angel called her a monster. We all know how that word makes Nikita feel unwanted.”
 Kappa suggested, “Then you must find her, regain her trust, and apologize to her. Bring her back if you can. Remember she is alone and scared now. You begin in the morning.” With that the boys headed to bed. Oliver put Nikita’s snake scale on a necklace after using a needle gun to make a hole in the thickest end of the scale. He then placed it on the table beside his bed before he layed in bed. It was the last thing he saw before he fell asleep. Nikita filled his dreams.
 In Oliver’s dreams he saw Nikita standing before him under a cherry blossom tree, smiling at him. He walked towards her with a smile on his face, as his heart skipped a beat. When he was standing right in front of her, Nikita kissed him desirously, and Oliver relaxed into her embrace with shared hunger.
 Oliver pulled away and looked at her, “You're not really here. This is a dream.” Oliver brushed Nikita’s hair with his hand. “I miss you Nikita very much. I love you.”
 The next morning Oliver and his brothers prepared themselves for a long journey. Oliver put on the snake scale necklace before he and his brothers left. Oliver took the lead as they headed to where Oliver had last seen Nikita. From there they would follow whatever trail she had left behind.
 They reached Nikita’s last known location easily, since the Dagger clan had abandoned the warehouse and their stone lieutenant. Oliver reached the place where he had picked the snake scale up first and began looking for a hidden path. His brothers helped him look once they caught up to him. They looked for an hour and found nothing.
 Suddenly, Oliver remembered part of the message on the snake scale that hung around his neck, “... this is also a tracker scale.” He looked down at the snake scale once he had taken it off his neck and was holding the necklace by the ends. He said to the scale, “Track down Nikita Blade.”
 The snake scale levitated to his eye level and seemed to nod at him. It began to move off in the direction he had seen Nikita run off in. He called out to his brothers before he allowed the snake scale to lead him, and his brothers followed him.
 The boys continued following the scale for several days, as the tracker only worked in sunlight. They had left New York City not long after they began to chase the levitating scale.
 It was now the fifth day of their journey and night had fallen, and the snake scale had ceased to point them in the right direction. Oliver had caught the scale in his hand as it had begun to fall and was now putting it around his neck before he went to bed. He fell asleep with ease and dreamed a familiar dream.
 Nikita was standing before him under a cherry blossom tree, smiling at him. He walked towards her with a smile on his face, as his heart skipped a beat. When he was standing right in front of her, Nikita kissed him just as she had in his dreams every night of their trek. But this time, Nikita pulled away and looked at him with a glare. “Seriously Ollie? You dream of kissing me.”
 Oliver jumped away startled, “Nikita? What the hell are you doing in my dream? Why do you sound like you're far away?”
“Oh, not much, other than seeing what an idiot you are.” Oliver looked at her in confusion as Nikita walked up to him. “Hello, you're walking into a trap,” Nikita said as she knocked on Oliver’s head.
 “What do you mean? What trap? And ow.”
 “Benefit to me being in your dream, you can now feel pain. And I mean trap, as in if you come to my location, you will die.”
 “If you're in trouble then I want to help you,Nikita.”
 “You wanna help. Fine you can help if you can answer these three riddles. First: I am ancient yet young. I go unseen yet am always there. I bear little hate, but my people hate many. Who am I?”
 Oliver crossed his arms and rested his head on his left hand, and thought carefully about the riddle. After several minutes Nikita began to turn around and head towards a door that wasn’t there before.
 “Wait! Nikita is the answer. You are 324 years old, but look 18 years old. You haven’t been seen throughout those years, but were always there. You don’t hate anyone other than those that have angered you, but reptile kind hates mankind naturally.” Nikita hissed her displeasure as she turned around to face him, eyes a blood red color now, but immediately went back to reptilian yellow.
 “Second: I fly high unseen. My breath is too hot to bear, yet useful. My skin is as black as a moonless night. What am I?” Oliver again thought carefully and several moments past.
 “You are Nikita Blade’s dragon form!”
 “One left. I see all in my home, but am unseen. Kind as I am, I have an edge to my blade. Shifting eyes of light. I bear only love for the friends I have. Who am I? Try to be quick. I don’t have all night.”
 Oliver thought hard on this one studying every phrase. Oliver smiled as he chimed, “You are Nikita Blade.”
 Nikita shook her head slowly, yet sharply. Oliver’s smile turned into an expression of disbelief and shock, he was so sure he had found the right answer. Oliver asked, “Then who are you?”
 Nikita smiled as she cooed, “I am you, Ollie.” Oliver looked at her in amazement as Nikita continued on in a more serious tone, “Never believe all clues point the same way or you won’t get far. Unfortunately, since you solved only two of the three riddles you must turn your search party around and head home.”
 Oliver strained, “I would, but I can’t Nikita. I— my brothers and I— need to set things right, and I think Kappa misses you.”
 Nikita scoffed and said sarcastically, “Wow, that’s a first. I’ve never been missed by an old man before, but that doesn’t matter. I’m at least a day’s travel away from you. What is ahead, only a Reptilian Protector can survive. Are you really going to risk you and your brothers lives? You're a team that should never be broken.”
 “Then I’ll leave early and leave a message for my brothers to turn back and head home. I’ll tell them there is trouble back home, but I’m not giving up on you,” answered Oliver.
 “I see I can’t deter you with words. So, I will have to shatter the path you’ve been following,” Oliver looked at her confused as she enchanted, “Shattlemar paros scalista Lenstora. When you awake the snake scale will be shattered and you will be forced to turn for home.”
 Oliver looked at her in utter disbelief as his jaw dropped open, “What? But I’m just trying to help. Nikita don’t do this, please.” he called after her as she disappeared into the doorway.
 Suddenly, Oliver was awake and bolting upright, he looked all around him as he turned his head sharply from side to side. His brothers were still asleep and it was still dark. Oliver looked down to the snake scale necklace that was on a large shard of glass that Oliver had found. Nikita had done it. She had shattered the snake scale and his only hope of ever seeing her again.
 Oliver saw the sun was peeking out over the horizon and carefully took the biggest shard of the scale in his hand. He whispered pleadingly to it, “Lead me to Nikita Blade.” He waited and waited, but the scale shard did nothing. He took the glass shard and found a hole in it so he put it on the necklace.
When the rest of the boys had awakened and were done with breakfast Oliver told them about Nikita’s visit. Dakota asked somewhat dumbfounded, “What? She shattered the snake scale? But she wasn’t even here. Was she?”
 Oliver answered, “No, she wasn’t here. I looked for her tracks, but didn’t find any this morning. Besides in my dream she sounded far away and she said that she was at least a day’s travel away from us.”
 Mikey asked, “So what do we do, continue forward or turn back?”
 Horus said as he smacked Mikey on the back of the head, “We can’t continue. We don’t know if she is straight ahead or if we have to turn somewhere to find her.”
 Oliver felt defeated, but directed, “We head home and pray that Nikita finds a way back to us.”
 At this the others nodded agreement and began packing up for the long trek home. Oliver stood gazing, longingly, in the direction that they had been heading. Oliver’s thoughts drifted to Nikita, and he stood lost in thought for several minutes. When the others were all ready to go Horus hit Oliver on the arm to get his attention. Oliver looked at Horus and grabbed his bag and they started for home.
 They continued for two days before Oliver received another message. He was once again dreaming of Nikita, but this time they were on different sides of a crystal, clear river. Nikita was smiling at him and waving for him to come over to the riverbank that she was standing on. He walked through the gentle river to where she stood. Nikita’s gaze changed with her eye color, from emerald green eyes and a gentle smile to reptilian yellow and an unamused glare.
 Oliver’s smile disappeared as he realized Nikita was in his dreams again. Nikita growled, “Do you ever dream of anything else?” Oliver blushed as he shrugged and attempted an innocent smile. Nikita smacked herself in the face with her palm. “Well, at least you took my advice and turned for home with your brothers.”
 Oliver asked, “That’s what you entered my dreams to tell me?” Nikita hesitated a moment then nodded. Oliver pointed out, “You never told me what trouble you were in or what the trap was.”
 Nikita glared teasingly, “Curiosity killed the cat. The trap was a deadly canyon pass that is guarded by one of the oldest reptile ancestors. And the trouble that I’m in is that I’m being held captive in a giant tank by Long Fang. How Leatherface got past the trap with a small army is a mystery much like how she escaped the hideout.”
 Oliver looked at her with worry before he finally noticed the wounds that almost covered her showing flesh. Then his expression changed to one of true concern. Nikita had bruises all over her body and some on her face, a cracked lip, and many cuts that had dried blood or were still bleeding. That was just what Oliver could see. Though he knew that there were probably more injuries hidden by her clothes or internally. “Are those wounds from Long Fang and her men?”
 Nikita answered,“Yea, but it’s not as bad as it looks.” Oliver shot her a challenging look. “Okay, it’s worse than it looks.”
 Oliver said commandingly, “I’m coming to get you out of there. Tell me where you are and I’ll be there as fast as I can.”
 Nikita said quickly, “Got to go. Nice glass shard.” She disappeared before he could say anything and then he was awake and bolting upright.
 He held the glass shard close to his heart as he thought about what Nikita had told him an hour earlier. He had tried to get back to sleep, but gave up after several minutes. It was still dark with the moon high above.
 Suddenly a thought popped into Oliver’s head, “She left me a clue!” he held the shard close to his face as he whispered to it, “Lead me to Nikita Blade please.” The glass shard glowed a red-black hue as it levitated and began to float in the opposite direction the boys were heading. Oliver quickly and quietly packed his sleeping bag and followed the glass shard after leaving a note for his brothers.
 He made sure to leave no tracks for his brothers to follow during the first mile that he followed after the glass shard. He made great time as he went. By midday Oliver figured that he had traveled 15 miles. He continued following the glass shard until it came to a rest and dropped out of the air into Oliver’s outstretched hand. Night was falling.

    Chapter 12

 Into the Canyon
 

 
 
 He continued on like this for a few days until the shard stopped near a canyon pass and projected a message from Nikita. She was standing. She seemed to be looking right at him. She said, “Beware what hides in shadow. She sees much and strikes when she wishes. She bears no fangs, yet her bite is a thousand needles. No venom will kill, but a hug from her will.”
 With that the projected message faded and the glass shard fell into Oliver’s open hand. “Guess I continue on my own,” Oliver said as he placed the shard necklace back on his neck.
 He walked cautiously—watching for movement and listening intently for the scraping sound of scales on rock. When he reached what seemed to be the midway point of the canyon pass, he began to feel like someone was watching him. He looked along both sides of the pass but saw nothing.
 “It is rare to see a human so far from their world. Perhaps he is lost, sister.”
 “ We should help him,” said a harsh whispery female voice.
 Oliver heard the voices, and tried to swallow his nervousness. “Who’s there? Show yourselves.”
 Out of the shadows came the most peculiar sight Oliver had ever seen, it was a 38 foot long constrictor with two heads. Each head had its own five foot long neck. The head on the left had blood red eyes, while the one on the right had reptilian yellow eyes. “I am Viperelix. This is my sister Sermantra. State your name and business,” said the head on the left in the whispery voice.
 “I am Oliver. I need to pass through your canyon to help Nikita Blade.”
 Viperelix hissed, “I know of no Nikita Blade that passed through this canyon.”
 “You may know her as the Reptilian Protector.”
 Sermantra seemed both surprised and worried, but her voice as gentle as a stream,“You know the Reptilian Protector? Seknar Delmoss is the name we know her by, and she was here several days ago. Usually she would have come back through our pass by now and continued back towards man’s world.”
 “You worry for her safety as do I. I need to ask, did anyone else come by here after she left the canyon?” Semantra and Viperelix looked at each other then back at Oliver and shook their heads. “I only ask because Nikita visited me in a dream and told me that she was being held captive, and this is the only passage to whatever lies beyond, right.”
 Viperelix mused, “It is possible that someone might have come through here while we were sleeping during the night, but no one other than the Reptilian Protector knows about this passage.”
 Sermantra countered, “But sister there are great trackers in man’s world. They could have tracked Nikita here and waited till we were asleep to pass through safely.”
 Oliver cleared his throat and asked, “If you two were worried about Nikita then why didn’t you go check on her?”
 Viperelix countered, “If we left, then who would be here to guard the passage of the Reptilian Protector?”
 Oliver nodded seeing the dilemma in that. “One more question. What lies beyond this passage that is so precious that only the Reptilian Protector can know about this passage?”
 Sermantra answered, “That is shrouded in myth. Some say it is a temple that the Reptilian Protector can use to commune with the Great Snake herself. Others believe it is the home of the Great Snake herself, but all agree that it is a place that should be forever protected and kept secret for the safety of the Reptilian Protector and whatever lies beyond this canyon.”
 “So I can’t pass?”
 Viperelix said, “You received a message from Seknar Delmoss, the Reptilian Protector. All that we ask is that you tell no one of what you see and don’t tell anyone that someone snuck past us. Take care of the invaders and may the Great Snake guide you.”
 “And may the Great Snake guide you as well. Thank you Viperelix and Sermantra, I will never forget your kindness,” Oliver said before he ran off to the other end of the canyon pass. Viperelix and Sermantra returned to the shadows as Oliver ran off.
 Oliver made it to the other end of the canyon with no problem. Beyond the canyon was a thick fog bank. He reached the edge of the fog and the glass shard began to levitate and pull him forward. He took the necklace off and wrapped its string around his hand so he wouldn't lose sight of the shard. Oliver followed the pull of the shard until he entered a clearing and left the fog behind him.
In front of him stood a somewhat Greek-style-temple. It was a pale white with pillars in the shape of different species of reptiles that marked the entrance. There was a boa constrictor, a cobra, a komodo dragon, and an alligator. As Oliver got closer he saw that there were also statues in two parallel lines forming a pathway. There were turtles, lizards, tortoises, geckos, chameleons, crocodiles, caiman, and a small version of Viperelix and Sermantra.
 Oliver made his way to the large entrance and saw that it looked like the mouth of a poisonous snake, with two half pillars shaped like fangs hanging from the top, a forked tongue design carved into the floor, and scales and reptilian eyes carved on the sides of the cave-style entrance. He kept walking forward as he kept alert for any surprises. Oliver kept his eyes looking in front of him at the large statue that was in the middle of the room. It looked like a giant snake with wings similar to the wings of Nikita’s dragon form. It’s eyes were intricately carved and each had a blood red stone to serve as the eye color. He could see that it was much like Nikita, always ready to strike. It even had the same teasing smile and knowing glaze as Nikita. “This must be a statue of Great Snake. It looks much like Nikita in that coiled-to-strike pose, especially,” Oliver mused.
 Suddenly, he felt something hard hit him on the back of his head. Oliver turned, dazed, his vision beginning to go black, only to get hit again—this time on the left side of his head. He fell as the world went black. The last thing he saw was someone in a leather mask standing over him. It was Long Fang.
 When Oliver came to, he found himself in a room with Nikita, who was bound, behind her back, by the wrists—chained to the wall. He found himself in a similar predicament as his wrists were bound to the wall above his head, though his legs were chained to the floor. “Great you're awake. Now you can be awake when you drown. My hero!” Nikita said flippantly.
 Oliver offered, “At least we won’t die alone.”
 “Great, I feel much better knowing I won’t die alone,” said Nikita, tongue-in-cheek.
 Oliver asked—trying to change the subject, “What kind of temple has a drowning chamber anyway?”
 “A top secret one,” Nikita answered coldly. Suddenly, they heard footsteps coming from the other side of the sliding glass wall, and beyond in a dark hallway. “Fang’s coming. She plans to drown us both, desecrate this temple even more, then go and kill your brothers, sensei, and friends.”
 Oliver said,“You really love this temple don’t you?”
 Nikita glared at him,with her reptilian yellow eyes, in answer, as if to say “Not the time.”
 Long Fang emerged from the shadows and crossed the room to the sliding glass wall, then entered through a door in the glass. She stood right in front of Nikita with no weapon drawn. She spoke in her rough voice, “Now that I have the leader and his viper, I have no more use for bait. Time to say hello to your next life.”
 Nikita hissed, “This is the temple of the Great Snake. Your very presence is forbidden, human.”
 “Shame this Great Snake won’t do anything about it,” taunted Long Fang.
 Nikita hissed, “She may not attack you directly, but I am her warrior. You will pay for what you have done.”
 Long Fang observed, “Hmm… you are not like most little girls that I trap. You speak of powers and yet you are bound and helpless.”
 “You have no idea what I’m capable of,” growled Nikita. Fang grabbed her by the neck with one hand and brought Nikita’s head close to her face. Oliver caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a transformation in Nikita’s appearance—was she turning into some sort of sea snake that could survive underwater for an extended period of time?
 Long Fang had her fingers covering Nikita’s elongating neck and digging into her flesh, till she started bleeding. “No, it is you that has no idea what I am capable of,” Long Fang threatened before she let go of Nikita’s throat. Nikita gasped for air, hanging her head, as she said something almost inaudible. “Speak up girl,” Fang jabbed.
Nikita looked up at her with blood, red eyes and the cold glare of a killer. “I said ‘Don’t mess with a reptile’.”
 Long Fang looked at her in utter surprise as she took a few steps back, but then smiled as she turned and began towards the door. “A rare find. A reptile in human clothing that has green, yellow, and red eyes. You could only be one thing: A Reptilian Protector. You're a long forgotten legend... time that legend dies.”
 Just before she closed the door Nikita hissed a green liquid at Fang. She dodged and the liquid hit the floor where it then burned a hole through the floor. “Acid spit. Impressive,” Long Fang said though the glass. She pressed a button on one of the side walls and then left.
 
    Chapter 13

 Waterworks
 

 
 
 Once Long Fang was out of sight Nikita and Oliver noticed small circular doors in the stone walls sliding open, and heard what sounded like liquid running through pipes down towards the new openings. “We have at least an hour, maybe, before the water nearly fills this room and drowns us,” Nikita calculated.
 Oliver chimed, “Then we have 25 minutes to come up with a plan to escape.”
 Nikita pointed out, “Well I have expanded lung capacity, somewhat damaged, so I won’t drown as fast, but humans can’t breathe underwater, and you’d be a goner in minutes.”
 “Can you still do spells?” Oliver asked. Nikita looked at him confused for a moment, but nodded. “You can cast a spell on me so that I grow gills or expanded breathing like you,” Oliver suggested.
 Nikita said, unamused, “I wish but that spell requires the electric shock of an electric eel. So unless you have one hidden under that outfit then we’re outta luck on that plan.”
 Oliver asked with a hint of sarcasm, “Then what spells can you do?” Nikita thought for a few minutes as she mentally sifted through all the spells that she had learned so far. The water had already reached Nikita’s knees when she prompted, “I could turn you into a statue.”
 “Like you did with Bomani?” Nikita nodded as she glared at him for the connection. “Do we have any other choices?”
 Nikita shook her head as she began to shift so she could use her Basilisk gaze. “I really hate this plan,” Oliver said just before Nikita shot the Basilisk gaze on him. Instantly he was turned to stone thanks to a strengthening spell that she had said under her breath just before she used it on him. The water was now at her waist and creeping higher.
 After what seemed like an hour the water was just above Oliver’s head now and Nikita was now using her extended breathing ability as she calmly felt her metal binds with her fingers to try and find any weak point. After several cuts from the metal Nikita found a weak point in both bindings. She then checked the sheaths hidden on her back to see if Long Fang had missed her lock-picking dagger. After a moment she found it still in its sheath. She pulled it out and started on the weak point in her bindings. It took a few minutes of hitting the weak point hard, but Nikita finally felt the binds fall away. Nikita sheathed the dagger and swam over to Oliver, who was still a statue. She looked up to see how high up the water was, It had nearly filled the room. “Half an hour has passed, soon the water will begin to drain,” Nikita thought to herself, “Maybe I can break the glass and get us out of here before Long Fang comes back.”
 Nikita swam over to the glass wall where she brushed her hands over it to check for any weak spots. After several minutes she found one, but was disappointed when she checked to see if she had any of her other daggers and found only the lock-picking dagger. She checked the water level again and saw that it had lowered at least a foot. She swam back to Oliver and began the reversal spell, sounding like she was talking while she was drinking water, she said, “Restous verna tersto kronas jas-histra.” The stone encasing Oliver quickly dissolved and revealed an Oliver that was weak and without air to breathe. Nikita quickly swam to his side and supported him with his arm resting across the back of her neck and swam quickly towards the surface. Oliver and Nikita broke the surface of the water and Oliver gasped in the welcoming air, filling his oxygen starved lungs. Nikita breathed in the air as she supported Oliver until he was strong enough to swim on his own. “I… really hate… that spell,” Oliver said still gasping some.
 Nikita smiled mischievously, “It’s better than drowning.”
 “So what... do we do now?”
 “I found a weak point in the glass wall, but I don’t have the right dagger for the job.”
 Oliver groaned, “So we’re stuck in here until someone opens the glass door to retrieve our bodies?”
 Nikita said with a hint of optimism, “Not entirely. I can make a snake scale dagger out of one of my scales and use that on the glass.” Oliver smiled with enthusiasm. “But I can’t do the spell if I have to split my attention between swimming and spell casting,” Nikita moaned.
At that Oliver swam behind her and held her around the waist to support her in the water. Oliver said teasingly into her ear, “Does this help?” Nikita smiled at him over her shoulder then plucked two scales off of her arm and began the spell.
 When Nikita completed the spell she no longer held two small snake scale in the palm of her hand. Instead she held two jet black, foot long daggers. “Now to make an exit,” Nikita gleamed. Nikita and Oliver swam down to where Nikita had found a weak point in the glass, with each of them having a snake scale dagger in hand. They struck the weak point in turn with the daggers as hard as they could. It took several hits each, but finally a crack had appeared and was now a little over an inch long. Nikita put her snake scale dagger in the sheath located on the back of her neck. She placed both hands on the crack and used her legs to propel her against the wall as she applied pressure. Oliver saw what she was doing and mimicked. The crack grew larger and larger until… Crash! The glass broke under Oliver’s and Nikita’s hands. They fell forward as the glass fell and the water rushed out through the hole.
 Nikita braced herself for a dizzying landing as she was sucked under the rushing water and was tossed around, she bumped into something (probably Oliver), until the water slowed and left her sitting, spinning, facing the hall that Long Fang had disappeared down half an hour ago. Nikita shook her head to rid herself of the dizzy feeling, then realized something was touching her back. She looked over her shoulder and saw that it was Oliver. He had ended up landing in a similar position facing the room they had just escaped.
 Oliver was glad when he came to a stop on the now wet floor after being washed out of the drowning chamber. He quickly realized he had water in his mouth and he spit it out, making himself look like a fountain. He looked around for Nikita, until he realized that he felt eyes suddenly watching him. He looked behind him and was met by a half drowned looking Nikita. He figured that he probably didn’t look any better, but he managed to smile at her. She responded by rolling her eyes before she made a move to stand, only to slip and fall onto her back. Oliver cringed as he heard her thud onto her back. She turned her head to look at him from where she had landed and said flatly, “I’m really starting to hate water.”
 Oliver tried getting to his feet at a slower pace than Nikita had. When he was finally upright he grinned down at Nikita who was still laying on the floor. Nikita smiled a wicked smile before she brought her knees up to her forehead, her feet reaching past her head, she used the motion to fip herself over and landed on the balls of her feet and on her left palm. She pushed up off of her palm and stood standing next to Oliver.
 “Show-off,” Oliver smirked.
 “Jealous,” Nikita teased before she snapped her fingers and was instantly dry, clothes included. The snake scale daggers also returned to their place in her snakeskin as scales once more. Oliver and Nikita quietly, but quickly headed down the hallway. Nikita’s plan was to first locate their weapons then track down Long Fang and beat her till she was crawling away. Nikita took the lead in navigating around unseen in the temple.
 Oliver attempted to keep close but was occasionally distracted by the carvings on the walls. There were carvings of giant snakes, alligators, and turtles, each in a different pose and carving style. He recognized one that looked like the statue he had seen before he was attacked from behind, one that looked like Viperelix and Sermantra, and a few that looked like Nikita. Some of the carvings were of Nikita killing a human or were carvings of her halfway into a shape shifting. Others were of Nikita surrounded by a carving of a giant winged snake, and she was receiving something from the snake either through a bite or by holding an orb above her head.
 Nikita and Oliver arrived at an empty wall where Nikita pushed a stone with a small, snake engraving. A section of the wall opened and Nikita entered the dark room beyond. Oliver followed cautiously. The door closed behind Oliver, leaving him and Nikita in the dark. Nikita felt around the floor for the torch she usually left not far from the door. She found it in no time and kicked it up with her foot, catching it in her outstretched hand she then used her dragon fire. She exhaled a small column of flame, lighting the touch on contact. Oliver’s eyes gazed in wonder as she lit the torch with fire that cast a warm glow on Nikita’s face.
When Nikita was done lighting the torch she headed towards the far wall, when she got within a few feet of the wall Oliver saw that it was covered with all sorts of blades. There were swords of various kinds, daggers of various sizes and uses, throwing knives, and even a couple of throwing daggers with a long length of chain attached at the end or the hilts. On a table next to Nikita were a pair of gloves and a pair of topless shoes. Nikita put on the gloves and shoes and triggered them revealing retractable blades in the lining of the gloves that could also be thrown, and blades in the sole of the shoes that weren't removable.
 Oliver headed towards the wall and examined the weapons until his gaze landed on a pair of katanas with a familiar design on the blade. With Nikita’s permission, he removed them from the wall for his use. On each of them was an image of the Great Snake flying towards the tip of the blades.
 Nikita stood next to him and grabbed her preferred arsonal, a pair of each: plain daggers, crescent shaped daggers, venom injecting daggers, acid resistant daggers, and long daggers. Nikita looked at Oliver out of the corner of her eye as she placed the long daggers into their sheaths and took note on his number of weapons.
 “You will want more than just two blades if we are to get out alive. Might I suggest these?” Nikita said as she held out her right hand and offered him a bow and quiver with nine arrows. Oliver looked at her confused, but took the bow and slung the quiver over his head and left shoulder. “The bow will never break, the arrows never miss, and the quiver never runs out of arrows,” Nikita explained as she finished putting the last venom-injector dagger into its sheath.
 Once they were done they left the hidden armory and extinguished the torch. They made their way to a hidden room that was once a praying chamber, but now served as Long Fang’s seat of power. Nikita motioned for Oliver to hide in the shadows as she would draw Long Fang’s attention. Oliver stuck to the shadows as he crept along the wall to a spot thick in shadow. Once Nikita saw that he had made it unseen, it was her turn. She walked into the room, up towards Long Fang’s new throne. Dagger clan warriors formed a pathway to the throne and when they saw Nikita walk past them, they attempted to attack her. They didn’t even get close before Nikita shot a wave of magic at them forcing them to sail backwards and hit the wall.
 Nikita stood at the base of the throne as she looked up at her with hate and a challenger’s gaze. “Long Fang, you will leave now or I will be forced to use more persuasive methods,” Nikita demanded as she leveled a long dagger at her. She was standing with her left side to the throne with the dagger in her left hand.
 Long Fang laughed then responded coldly, “You think you can defeat me with a little knife? I will make your death slow and painful, girl.”
 Long Fang stood and activated her blade gauntlets, and Oliver saw his chance as he aimed an arrow at Fang and took the shot. The arrow sailed straight towards Long Fang, who was unaware. Nikita saw the arrow out of the corner of her eye and knew that it would hit, so she smiled wickedly. Long Fang yelled out in pain as the arrow had hit her in the side below her ribs. Nikita smiled as she lunged at Fang, a long dagger in each hand and roaring her battle cry.
 
    Chapter 14

 Going Home
 

 
 
 Oliver dropped the bow and removed the quiver before he charged in to help Nikita with katanas drawn. Long Fang blocked Nikita’s rotating dagger attack and was distracted from seeing Oliver’s approach. Oliver did a downward slash at Fang’s arm, he hit, and Fang’s block weakened. Nikita saw her chance and put all her strength behind her daggers that were scraping against Long Fang’s blade. Fang’s double edged blades inched closer and closer to her throat. “You should have run when you had the chance,”Nikita hissed.
 “I will not be defeated easily,” Long Fang roared in defiance as she shoved Nikita back with her blade. Oliver and Nikita tumbled down the stairs that lead up to the throne, with their weapons scattered. Nikita landed on her back, feet arrowed at the base of the stairs, while Oliver landed ungracefully on his face. Long Fang jumped down from where she stood and landed standing over Nikita. She angled her double edged blade at Nikita’s throat before Nikita could unsheath one of the daggers on her arms. “Surrender or die,” Fang said knowing she had Nikita trapped. Nikita slowly unsheathed one of the venom injector daggers that were sheathed on her left leg. Nikita shot her a wicked grin as she teased, “Is there a third option?”
 Long Fang looked at Nikita with rage and pulled her blade back about an inch as she prepared to embed it in Nikita’s throat. Suddenly, Fang felt something warm creep down her leg. She looked down at her leg and saw that Nikita had stabbed her in the leg just above the knee. Her leg went weak and she fell to her knees, Nikita rolled out of the way and landed crouched on her hands and the balls of her feet. “You should know better than to corner a viper,” Nikita said coldly. Long Fang shot her a look of pure hate as she got back onto her feet and attacked her, Nikita dodged to the left as Fang ran right past her. She turned and charged at Nikita again with the same results. “You should really get that wound on your leg looked at,” Nikita said motioning to Fang’s leg as she held up the venom injecting dagger she had used on her,” You never know what could be on this blade.”
 A look of fear glazed Long Fang’s face as she figured out what kind of dagger Nikita held. Nikita glanced at Oliver, who was laying on the floor faking being knocked out right behind Long Fang’s other leg. “Poison can be a painful thing... unless you’re immune,” Nikita crooned. Fang aimed her gauntlet of blades at Nikita and prepared to fire at her. Oliver saw the danger and struck. He jumped to his feet and caught Long Fang by placing the snake scale blades across Fang’s neck.
 Nikita saw the surprise in Fang’s eyes and attacked. She thrusted one of her cresent daggers into Fang’s chest. She pushed the blade in until her hand was against Long Fang’s flesh. Oliver released and backed away surprised, thinking the plan had been to capture Fang. Nikita hissed into Long Fang’s ear,” Sarang morack vernsta Hella. The demons of Hell await you.”
 With that, Nikita pulled the now bloodied dagger out of Long Fang’s chest and let her fall at her feet. She dropped the dagger and turned towards the exit. Walking away she didn’t see that the dagger had landed with the tip of the bloodied blade facing Nikita’s back. Oliver saw it land as he picked up the katana that he had dropped, then began chasing after Nikita, since he had no idea how to get out of the temple. At the sight of the bloodied dagger tip pointing at Nikita a foreboding presence seemed to hover over him for a moment before disappearing.
 Oliver and Nikita reached the canyon pass after chasing out the remaining Dagger clan soldiers. Oliver had left the snake scale blade hilts at the base of the statue of Great Snake as he had walked past. They entered the canyon pass and walked in silence until they reached the halfway point. There they were met by tattered clothes that covered the canyon floor, Oliver recognized them as the Dagger clan uniform. “Where are the Dagger clan warriors?”
 “Look behind you,” Nikita said calmly as she turned to face him. He turned and was greeted by a large snake head that was smiling at him. His eyes went wide with surprise as he jumped away from the snake head. “Viperelix and Sermantra, I take it you dealt with the intruders as they fled,” Nikita said commandingly.
“They didn’t even know what hit them,” answered Sermantra.
 “The secret of the canyon pass is safe,” answered Viperelix. Nikita nodded as she waved “Bye” to Viperelix and Sermantra. Oliver felt a shiver down his spine as he thought of what Sermantra and Viperelix might do if they ever got bored of the canyon and came to his home city. Nikita cast a spell on the clothes and they instantly disintegrated. Sermantra and Viperelix thanked Oliver and paid their respects to Nikita before going back to their cave hidden in the shadows. Nikita and Oliver turned for home.
 After several days of walking Nikita and Oliver finally reached the spot where they had last seen each other, warehouse #17. They stopped for a rest and to let the fact that they had finally made it home sink in. When they woke up, it was night. They had slept for five hours. They got up and started for their home in the abandoned hotel, hoping that Horus, Dakota, Mikey, and Master Kappa were still home. It wasn’t long before they reached the entrance to the hideout, they searched in every room for the others. They heard sounds coming from the dojo as they rushed past only to skid to a halt on their heels, they looked at each other and smiled as the turned back and quietly crept to the doorway.
 They peeked in and saw Horus sparring Dakota and Mikey with Kappa watching. No one was looking towards the door so Nikita moved a foot into the room, waited for Dakota to lift his bo-staff and threw one of her throwing knives. The blade hit, embedded into the staff and knocking it out of Dakota's hands. Horus punched Dakota in the gut with one of his ninja clawed hands before ending the fight due to technicality.
 “You should be able to handle any attack even if you don’t see it coming,” teased Nikita as Oliver stepped out to stand beside her.
 Surprised by the unexpected attack and familiar voice Horus, Dakota, Mikey, and Master Kappa turned to look at who had spoken from the doorway. When they saw that it was Oliver and Nikita they stopped what they were doing and the boys rushed toward them to give Nikita and Oliver a hug. Eventually Oliver and Nikita managed to get out of the embrace. Dakota asked,“What happened? You totally ditched us Oliver!”
 “I received another message from Nikita. She told me to come alone, the danger was too high to risk your lives,” Oliver answered.
 “I knew he would be able to survive, but Long Fang wanted all of you so she could kill you all through torture. The torture devices there were designed to make it last as long as possible without killing the prisoner,” answered Nikita.
 “A reasonable explanation—and Oliver did leave a note,” Kappa said as he held up a note written in Oliver’s handwriting.
 Horus asked,“So, what happened while you two were MIA anyway?”
 Nikita answered, “That is a long story and Dakota still has my throwing knife.”
 “Get some rest, we can talk later—and here’s your dagger,” Dakota said as he handed Nikita her dagger. Nikita took her dagger before she followed Oliver to their rooms. Nikita and Oliver each went to their separate rooms and and collapsed onto their beds and fell asleep.
 Several hours past before Nikita woke up to someone nudging her. She opened her eyes and saw it was Oliver with a bowl of mango slices. Oliver grinned,”I know how much you love mangos.”
 “Sometimes it’s scary how well you know me,” Nikita said slyly as she took a mango slice and ate it.
 “It’s hard not to know you love mango when you have it for breakfast every day.”
 “Mmm… good point,” Nikita said as she ate a few more slices,” How come you're already awake.”
 “Guess I don’t need as much beauty sleep as you,” teased Oliver as Nikita finished eating the last mango slice.” Besides I bet you’d make a better storyteller if you were well rested.”
 Nikita glared at Oliver as she groaned, “You told them that I would explain what happened didn’t you?” Oliver nodded with an innocent smile.
 “It might be a good thing since you might mess up and tell them something they shouldn’t know, such as the Reptilian Protector’s secret canyon pass,” Nikita said.
Nikita rose from bed and shook her head and was instantly in a clean set of clothes and her hair was brushed. Oliver headed out and started towards the kitchen, followed by Nikita. They entered the kitchen and were greeted by the others sitting around the kitchen table. Nikita smiled as she sat down next to Oliver. She began to tell the story and left out the parts she and Oliver wanted kept secret—such as his dreams of her.
 Oliver occasionally joined in to tell his side of the story. They left out the part about Nikita poisoning and killing Long Fang as well. Horus, Dakota, Mikey, and Master Kappa listened with fascination as Nikita and Oliver told them what they had been up to. Nikita and Oliver smiled at each other as they told the story with ease.
 Nikita smiled. She was with friends and had a home. She didn’t have to be on the run anymore and that was all she could ever ask for. “I have to protect this new life I have from the one person that threatens it. The one person that wants me dead. Luckily I have the Serpent’s Gift to help,” Nikita thought to herself.
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