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Author’s Note--A Little Background
​This book is the follow-on book to Gift of the Serpent-- my first novel. These two books together were originally written as a run-on novel composed while I was in middle school and high school. After a lot of cleaning up, it made sense to split these into two distinct shorter works, targeted for a younger audience.
​Readers who discover this book first might be helped by reading the first book, as it provides a bit of background to characters that will help in understanding who’s who.
​Plans are underway for at least two more books in the series.
---Wylder Willis---




 Chapter 1--Working in the City
It was a chilly October night in New York City. Cars were screeching about and people were walking around getting last minute Halloween decorations. There was the occasional shopper getting mugged, but then getting rescued by some unseen hero or heroes. Unknown to the people of New York City was a small group of five people currently leaping from one roof to the next. Four of them were normal, teenage boys ages 15-18; the fifth was a Reptilian Protector--in the human form of a late teen-aged girl who went by the name of Nikita Blade.
The group continued to patrol from the shadows before they headed back to their home, which was an abandoned hotel, where Master Kappa waited. Originally, Nikita didn’t live with the boys and Kappa. She had been on the run most of her life until earlier this year when her hideout had been burnt to cinders--with her inside. The boys had rescued her, and then Kappa and the boys had taken her in and nursed her back to health. 
After that, she and the boys had taken down one of Long Fang’s lieutenants. They had found out who had tried to kill Nikita by burning her hideout, and Nikita had gone after them. Oliver had followed after receiving a message from her and helped her defeat Long Fang. Since then everything had been relatively peaceful and Nikita and Oliver had come to care deeply for one another.
Once they were back home, the team greeted Master Kappa--a gentle, elderly man, dressed in a dark red kimono, with kind brown eyes. Then they headed to their bedrooms to get ready for bed. Nikita and Oliver headed in the opposite direction in the hall from the others, as they headed to their rooms, in what used to be a large suite when the hotel operated. There they disarmed and Oliver took off his katana sheaths as Nikita stepped into her room, snapped her fingers and was instantly in her nightgown. It was a knee length, partially see-through, midnight black, lace nightgown. Oliver’s sky blue eyes went wide with surprise as he saw through pieces of the black lace to her multitude of scars, as she stepped back into the living area of the suite.
“You get that face every time you see my scars, Ollie. I hope someday you will get used to seeing them,” Nikita teased just before she kissed him.
​“I doubt I will ever get used to seeing all that you have survived, my little warrior,” Oliver said smoothly before he kissed her in return. They stood like that kissing, never wanting this kiss to end, arms wrapped around each other for several minutes until Ollie pulled away from their breathless embrace.
They then released each other and plopped down onto the makeshift sofa, snuggled under a blanket they’d pulled on top of them after turning on an old video that Dakota had found in the DVD player he’d rescued from a pile of rubbish on one of their nightly missions, and repaired; and fell asleep in each other’s arms. Kappa walked past an hour later and smiled to himself as he saw Nikita nestled in Oliver’s arms. She had looked so nervous, frail, and angry the first night he had seen her and now she looked strong, happy, and at peace as she slept with Ollie. He was glad that Nikita and Oliver had returned after disappearing all those months ago to confront Long Fang.
​Nikita groaned as Oliver shifted his body. “Good morning my rose,” Oliver whispered into Nikita’s ear. Nikita turned her head as she opened her eyes and kissed Oliver.
“Morning my love,” Nikita replied as she shifted her body from the awkward position it had been in on the couch. Oliver kissed her and they sat there entangled in the blanket that they’d fallen asleep in, on the couch.They snuggled and kissed for several more long minutes before Nikita pulled away, stood up, and stepped into her room and dressed for the day.
Oliver put his Katana sheaths on, still half asleep. Nikita snapped her fingers and was in her daytime outfit: a midnight black half shirt with only one sleeve and a short black skirt. She saw that Oliver had accidentally put his katana sheaths on backward and walked over to him and began untying it. He smiled at her as he blushed when her hands brushed at his hip as she put his sheaths on correctly.
​Oliver and Nikita walked out of her room and towards the kitchen where the others waited. Breakfast had already been made by Horus, so they sat down next to each other and enjoyed their breakfast as Mikey prepared to fling a spoonful of scrambled eggs at Dakota. Nikita saw what was about to happen and snapped her wrist, and instantly the spoon was out of Mikey’s hand and the eggs were flung at him instead. Taking a square shot of eggs, he cried out as they were still hot. Horus, Dakota, Ollie, and Nikita started laughing as Mikey dramatically played at dying from a face full of egg.
“Nice hit Nikita,” Horus cheered.
​“Better than Dakota getting a face full of eggs,” Nikita teased.
​Mikey said slightly offended, “Hey!”
​“Stop playing with your food Mikey,” Nikita teased as she shot him a look out of the corner of her emerald green eyes. Mikey fell silent and went back to eating his eggs. The others did the same, then when they were done, helped clean up, and each went their separate ways.
Horus went to spar with Mikey in the dojo, Dakota went to tinker with his tech, Oliver and Nikita went to the dojo to spar, and Kappa went to his room to meditate. Horus saw that Ollie and Nikita were heading to the dojo as well. “Hey Ollie, Nikita, how about we do the spar challenge?” Horus said over his shoulder.
​“Sounds like fun,” Nikita beamed as she shot a teasing look at Ollie.
​“You are so gonna regret saying that, Horus,” Oliver said as he ruffled Nikita’s hair. Ollie faced off against Nikita and Horus faced off against Mikey. Horus charged at Mikey, who wielded a pair of kamas, and Horus defeated him quickly by disarming, then cornering Mikey.
Horus stood off to the side with Mikey, as they watched Nikita and Oliver battle. Nikita stood across from Oliver and bowed her head to him. Oliver mimicked then unsheathed his katanas. Nikita placed her hands on the hilt of her daggers but left them sheathed. She charged with an ululating battle cry. In a blink of an eye, she unsheathed her daggers and aimed them to strike Oliver in the left side. Oliver blocked too early as Nikita swiftly changed her trajectory as she leaped over him and spun around. She thrust her daggers forward, they passed close to Ollie’s neck on either side. She twisted her wrist so that her daggers were now resting on Ollie’s neck.
​Oliver stood leaning backwards slightly as he was caught off guard. Nikita teased,“Do you yield darlin’?” Oliver dropped his katanas to show he was out of moves. Nikita released him from her hold and resheathed her daggers.
“Nice moves Nikita,” Horus congratulated,” but now you have to fight me.”
​Nikita teased as Oliver walked over to stand by Mikey, “It’s cute how you think you can beat me, Horus.”
Horus growled in irritation then charged, ninja claws poised. Nikita stood her ground as Horus approached like a charging bull. He thrust out with his right clawed- hand. Nikita side stepped to the right and watched as Horus ran past and nearly hit the wall.
“Never let anger take control of your actions,” Nikita said flatly. Horus ran at her, ninja- claws at the ready, Nikita smiled. Horus thrust out one of his ninja- clawed hands again, but this time Nikita stepped out of the path of the claws and into his path. Nikita reached out her hands and when they made contact she grabbed his belt and the shirt around his neck and flipped Horus onto his back. Hard. Horus’s claws flew off his hands and he was left with the air knocked out of him. He opened his dark blue eyes and was face to blade tip with one of Nikita’s daggers, aimed at his face, as she kneeled with one knee on his chest, facing him.
Nikita smiled as he slid his arms so that his hands were above his head. She stood up and offered him a hand. He grabbed her and she pulled him up onto his feet. “I’m impressed and glad you’re on our side, girlie,” Horus said as he picked up his claws.
​“Well, I only beat you because I have more experience fighting than you,” Nikita comforted.
​“Either way Nikita, you're awesome,” Mikey said before he grabbed his skateboard and rode away down the empty halls of the old hotel, shouting, ”Yah-hoo!”
Oliver looked at Nikita and saw a glimmer of contained excitement in Nikita’s eyes. “Let’s show him how it’s done.”
​Nikita’s eyes went wide with surprise for a second but then were filled with exhilaration as Nikita transformed into a three-foot tall dragon and was rocketing after Mikey. She disappeared around a corner as she caught up to Mikey and shouted,”Banzai!” She did a loop-de-loop as she passed him and took the lead. Now it was a race.
Ollie and Horus ran after them. Oliver hollered, ”Hoorah!” while Horus yelled, “Gangway!” Ollie raced past Mikey as he leaped off of the wall to pass him. Horus attempted to run by Mikey but was cut off by Mikey nearly careening into him. Nikita looked over her glistening black, scaley, shoulder and saw Ollie almost right behind her. Nikita roared as she pumped her wings harder to put on a burst of speed. Oliver saw the joy in her eyes as she tossed her head to roar over her shoulder.
​Nikita landed on the wall, sinking her sharp talons into the plaster when she came to a dead end. She headed down the hallway to her right as she ran on the wall using her talons to allow her to run on the vertical surface. Ollie turned swiftly as he slid on his side and chased after her.
Mikey teased Horus over his shoulder as he careened into the wall. Horus skidded to a halt on his heels then ran after Ollie, leaving Mikey in the dust. Mikey got back on his board and followed more slowly than before as he held his left arm which was banged up and bleeding. Far ahead Nikita smelled iron in the air. Blood! Nikita flipped midair and flew back towards Mikey.
Oliver watched as she flew over him upside down, before righting herself and flying with her talons facing the ground. Nikita reached Mikey within seconds and landed next to him in human form. “Mikey, you okay? I smelled blood,” Nikita said with worry in her eyes.
​Mikey teased with a weak smile,“Since when are you a vampire?”
​“Show me the arm, slugger,” Nikita ordered. Mikey did and Nikita checked the damage, remembering the last time Mikey had been hurt. That time he had nearly ended up in a coma. Without Nikita’s help, he probably would have gone into a coma that time, so she was quicker to do a healing spell this time, and then smiled at him.
“Good as new, slugger,” Nikita nodded. She then shifted back into a dragon and rocketed after the others to pass Oliver, which didn’t take long as they had halted the race so she could help Mikey. Mikey skateboarded behind Horus as he and Ollie began to run after Nikita. They raced down a couple more hallways as Nikita took two lefts and two more rights before nearly flying into Kappa. At the last second, she folded her wings and flipped upside down so that she would rocket right over him, then opened her wings and slowed til she was hovering a few feet behind him. She instantly shifted back into her human form. Ollie leaped over Kappa as he did a horizontal spin in midair. Horus leaped at the wall to his right and ran along it until he was past Kappa.
Mikey jumped off his skateboard and went over him--arms and head first while his board rolled between Kappa’s legs. He landed with a crash. Nikita cheered, “I win!”
​“In speed, agility, reflexes, and style,” Ollie added.
​“Oh speaking of style… you stole that jump trick from me, Ollie,” Nikita teased as she shifted back into human form.
​Oliver shrugged,”A good trick is a good trick.”
​“He has a point. Though I bet you cheated with magic,” Horus accused.
​“Horus, you wound me. You truly wound me! Like a fake dagger to the heart,” Nikita teased as she faked stabbing herself in the heart. Horus sneered unimpressed as she fell into Ollie’s arms and played dead until Oliver leaned his head close to her’s. Then her eyes flashed open and she kissed him on the lips. Oliver was surprised and jumped back causing him to drop Nikita. She landed on her butt with a thud and an “Oww.”
​Nikita swiftly turned her head so she was looking up at Oliver, glaring at him, while Horus stood laughing. “You caught me off guard,” Oliver said as he lifted his hands up in the universal symbol for surrender. Nikita rose to her feet as Mikey shook his head and got rid of the spinning feeling.  She turned to Ollie and pulled his head close by cupping the back of his head with her hand and bringing his head towards her’s. “You will always be caught off guard, for I am as unpredictable as a viper,” Nikita said to Ollie with a mischievous smile.
​“I’m thinking you're right,” Ollie said before he kissed her.
​“Get a room, lovebirds,” Horus said as he covered Mikey's light brown eyes with his hand. Nikita and Ollie blushed as they pulled apart.
“It’s time for patrol anyway,” Nikita said as she walked past Horus. Once she was out of earshot and talking to Master Kappa, Horus turned to Oliver and glared at him with disbelief. Ollie noticed Horus’s expression and asked, “What?”
​“Nothing. I just can’t believe that you are with the most bad ass girl on the face of the planet and you're all about obeying Kappa and the rules. Yet, when she looks at me I feel like I’m being turned to stone,” Horus answered.
​“You mean stone-ified,” Mikey piped in. Horus glared at Mikey until he walked away. Oliver said as he began to follow Nikita,” I’m not gonna have this conversation right now, Horus.”
​Horus pressed,“You mean not ever, right? Or are you finally gonna tell us the whole story about what happened when you ditched Dakota, Mikey, and me all those months ago? And for what? So you could go play lone hero to your girl?”
​“We’ve got to catch up to Nikita or she will do patrol on her own again,” Ollie said over his shoulder before he ran after Nikita and away from the conversation. Horus rolled his eyes as he and Mikey ran to catch up to him. They caught up to Ollie, who was telling Dakota to arm up and follow.
They had caught up to Nikita, who was already scanning the horizon from the roof of the nearby laundromat. She was listening for the sound of someone in trouble; with her reptilian hearing, she could hear a mugging happening on the other side of the city if she really focused. Ollie stood beside her and asked,” Do you hear anything?” Suddenly Nikita took off, heading towards the CNN news building. “Guess so,” Ollie said before he and the others followed her. Nikita was the first to reach the alley across from the CNN news building. She looked down and saw that a young girl was surrounded by five members of the Crushers gang.
The girl looked to be around 16 and stood barely 5’2” tall. She wore a pair of tall, brown boots, and a red shirt with writing on it that Nikita couldn’t make out from her vantage point, and a faded pair of jeans. She had shoulder length blond hair, tied back in a ponytail. Around her wrists were a pair of braided rope bracelets.
Oliver and the others were still a block away, so Nikita jumped from the building and into the fray, feet first. She landed kneeling with her head lowered and her left arm in front of her and the right arm behind her. Nikita rose swiftly, yet deliberately, so the Crushers could get their bearings on what had just happened.
Nikita looked over her left shoulder at the girl and said,  “Hey, girlie you ready for a show?” The girl’s shirt read “feisty when provoked”. Love the shirt, Nikita thought.
With that Nikita flashed out her daggers and charged at the nearest opponent. He was nervous but armed with a gun, and managed to fire off two shots. The first missed as it was deflected off of Nikita’s dagger and hit the man next to him in the arm; the second hit Nikita in the right shoulder. Her shoulder lurched backward as the bullet impacted her impenetrable snakeskin. Nikita caught his gun with the hilt of her dagger and disarmed him by hitting him with the hilt of her other dagger square in the jaw. One down four to go. She threw her daggers at the two that had been standing next to the first guy.
​Her daggers hit them in the knees, and as they became lodged there, both of them fell. Nikita rolled her shoulders as she straightened her legs to stand at her full height, then turned to look at the remaining two, with eyes a blood red color.
She lunged at the one to the right and caught him in the leg with her left arm, knocking him over. His head hit concrete and he was down for the count. She stood up, head lowered as she slowly turned her head to look at the last attacker. He charged her with a knife in hand. Nikita smiled wickedly as she side stepped and caught his arm that held the knife, quickly broke his wrist forcing him to drop it, taking his head in her hands. Nikita thrust his head downward and brought her left knee up, hitting him in the nose with her knee. Crunch! His nose broken and bloody, he stumbled away. Nikita retrieved her daggers from the knees of the two that she had left conscious and sheathed one, and noticed the blood on her left knee from breaking the guy’s nose. “Great I got the nose blood on me. That’s gonna be stuck under my scales for a week,” Nikita said as Oliver and the other jumped down into the alley.
​The girl had managed to get to one side of the alley as Nikita took down the attackers. Oliver walked up to Nikita and saw the blood on the back of her knee. “Is that your blood or someone else’s on your leg?”
​“Some guy charged me so I broke his wrist and nose,” Nikita said as she turned towards him. She used her unsheathed dagger to remove the bullet in her right shoulder where it was embedded in her impenetrable snakeskin armor, before re-sheathing the dagger and placing the bullet in the pouch, by her left hip.
“You're gonna get in trouble for doing stunts like that one of these days,” Oliver teased.
​“If I am, then so be it, but for now we have two Crushers to question, then tie up,” Nikita said with a smile.
​“I say we just tie them up let the police question them--after all we’re not detectives,” Dakota said as he averted his sea green eyes from the blood on Nikita’s leg. Nikita shrugged, somewhat glad she didn’t have to get her hands dirty from interrogation. She finally noticed who she had saved and her smile turned to a grimace as her eyes turned back to emerald green.
Nikita--pretending not to be disgusted--said, “Angel so nice to see you again. How’s that research you were doing last we met?”
​“Pleasure to see you again too, Nikita. The research is going great, I keep finding out how blood thirsty you were. And I can see not much has changed,” Angel replied glaring at Nikita and the blood on her leg.
​“Well it was either beat the crap out of them or let them put you in the hospital,” Nikita crooned with a wicked smile,  “and I doubt the boys would ever forgive me for that last option.”
​Angel sneered at Nikita, “What the hell are you still doing in town anyway, killer?”
​“If you want me gone so badly then feel free to run me out of town, but until that happens I’m here to stay,” Nikita teased as she edged her face within inches of Angel.
Angel smiled as she remembered something she had found in her research earlier in the week. “What if your human dad showed up? What was his name? Daryl Jemina?”
Nikita backed up as fear flashed across her eyes, but the fear only lasted a second before Nikita pinned Angel to the wall. “Where did you hear that name?”
April smirked, “Oh it was on a paper in a file I got that was all about you. Don’t tell me Daryl Jamina scares you.”
“Don’t you ever say his name again, you hear me. You play with things you cannot comprehend, and by saying his name out loud you court death,” Nikita hissed as her eyes turned blood red.
Oliver pulled her away from Angel, with an expression that said he had never seen her so afraid before. “Nikita, who’s Daryl Jemina,” asked Oliver as he looked searchingly in Nikita’s eyes.
​“He is the reason I’ve been on the run for 310 years.”
​“Why? Who is he?”
​“He’s my father. My human father anyway. He wants me dead because of an accident that happened 310 years ago.”
Ollie signaled for the others to take Angel home, then head home. Ollie said worriedly, “What happened?”
​Nikita said a hint of sorrow in her voice,“I never meant to kill her, but he blames me for her death.”
​Oliver asked as he put his hands on her shoulders, “Kill who?” Nikita shook her head as she refused to answer. Ollie shook her shoulder as he asked again, “Kill who?”
​Nikita looked him in the eyes and answered, “My human mother.” Ollie let his arms slide down her arms, to his sides as he looked at her in surprise. “ I swear it was an accident, Ollie. I never meant to stab her, I loved her. But I was confused with my emotions and had forgotten about the venom laced dagger in my hand. I meant to punch her in the gut, not stab her, and definitely not kill her,” Nikita said, worried that she would see fear in his eyes.
​“I believe you. The past is past and there is nothing you can do to change it,” Ollie said as he hugged Nikita. Nikita hugged him back and buried her face into his shoulder in an effort to hide her tears. Oliver said as he stroked her hair, and she dealt with her tears,“If he ever comes here I’ll protect you, my love.”
​Nikita lifted her head and looked him in the eyes, “If you try and fight him you’ll die. Ollie; he’s immortal and you're not. I can’t let you face him ever. If he comes here I will have to leave, for good.”
Ollie turned his head and looked at the stars over his shoulder. “I don’t understand how he could be immortal, and I hope you’ll explain all of this to me someday. But if he comes to town, I know a place you can go if you believe you can’t stand up to him. It is cut off from the rest of the world,” Ollie said as he turned back to Nikita.
​“How do you know about this place?”
​“I went there a few years back to learn how to travel the Astral plane,” said Oliver.
​Nikita was unimpressed, “You got that from a comic book.” Oliver shrugged as he smiled knowingly.
​By the time Oliver and Nikita had made it to the entryway of the hideout, Nikita was no longer crying and her eyes were back to their emerald green coloring. “You tell anyone I cried and I’ll lob a fireball at your head,” Nikita teased with an edge. Ollie made the motion of zipping his lips and throwing away the key, then smiled before he kissed her on the cheek. They walked in with no sign of what had occurred just minutes ago.
They walked past Master Kappa, who asked them where they had been. They replied that they had been looking at the stars, their way of saying they would talk to him in private later. Nikita had come up with a code for talking to Kappa a few months back, when it came to her past, since she hated talking about it openly. Kappa nodded as they went past and continued to his room to meditate. Ollie and Nikita headed to the suite of rooms they occupied, so they could talk without worrying about being heard, since Nikita had cast a spell on the doorway so sound couldn’t escape the room.
​Nikita and Ollie reached the rooms and disarmed themselves as she headed towards the sofa and jumped onto it landing cross-legged. Oliver sat in a chair facing her with the chair turned away from her. He sat with the back of the chair between his legs and his arms with his head resting across the top of the chair’s back.
“You’ve been needing to say something ever since that race,” Nikita started.
​“I think Horus knows that we didn’t tell the whole truth when we told them what had happened when I left them to save you,” Oliver said hesitantly.
​Nikita said slightly worried,“Did you tell him anything?”
​Ollie answered, “No. But he is surprised that we are together when you're such a rule breaker and I’m…not.”
Nikita laughed at his answer as she pictured Horus saying that. “Ignore his silly accusations. He’s probably just sore from getting his ass handed to him by a girl,” Nikita said as she stopped laughing.
​“Okay. So what do we tell Master Kappa about your father,” Ollie asked.
​“For now let’s just inform Kappa of the danger should my father show,” Nikita answered with a groan. “This topic is never fun, it’s a real fun killer.”
​“Especially when it makes you tear up like that,” Ollie teased.
​Nikita punched Oliver in the arm as she said, “Keep pushin’ and I won’t go easy on you next time we spar.”
​“Oww. Wait, you were going easy on me?” Ollie said surprised. Nikita glared at him as she snapped her fingers and was instantly in a knee-long, red polyester nightgown. “I think I liked the black lace better,” Oliver teased as Nikita turned her back to him to grab the blanket folded over the back of the sofa, revealing the black angel wing design on the back of her nightgown. Ollie stepped into his room and changed into his pajama pants, and joined Nikita on the sofa. They turned on the television, then they fell asleep within minutes with Nikita curled up in Ollie’s arms once again. They liked snuggling together on the sofa so much that they rarely made it to their individual beds.
 Chapter 2--Bad Dreams
​Nikita’s dreams--the same one every time she fell asleep--were troubling and scared her every time, always with her awakening in a panic. In her dream, she was in a dark room, alone with no way out of the room as far as she could see. Suddenly a beam of light shot down to the floor and standing in the light was a male in his early 30s. He was tan skinned and muscular, obviously a ranch hand, but that wasn’t what caught her eye when she saw him. His neck and chest were covered in blood from a cut on his neck that extended from ear to ear. She remembered that wound; he was her first human kill. She had used her family's daggers to pin him then slit his throat. Another light shined down and in the light was her second human kill. The lights kept acting as spotlights,  revealing those she had killed, one by one. One of the last to be revealed was her mother, Sarah Jemina.
​Her mother was a cheerful woman who would never have hurt anyone or anything. She was always happy, even if things got hard, but there she stood, just as Nikita remembered. Sarah, Nikita’s human mom, was wearing an ocean blue dress under her brown cloak, her hood down behind her head. Her black hair braided and over her right shoulder, making her bright green eyes stand out, and blood from the wound to her stomach staining her dress. Nikita fell to her knees as tears filled her eyes, she didn’t want to see the pain she had caused, all of those she had killed. Suddenly, a hand grabbed her by the throat and hefted her up into the air above the person’s head. She looked down at who was choking her and saw her father. His dark brown eyes full of rage, he squeezed harder on her neck as he walked with her facing him.
​He took her up a short flight of stairs and placed her head in a guillotine with her facing the blade. He quickly slid a wood bar with a slit for the blade over her neck. She was trapped and she was going to die. Daryl grinned as he hissed at her, “There is no place you can run to escape death, murderer.” With that he pulled the lever to release the blade, it plummeted towards her throat as Nikita screamed in fear and sorrow.
​Suddenly, she was bolting upright screaming, crying in a dark room. She felt the reassuring touch as someone wrapping their arms around her and stroking her head. She stopped screaming as she realized it had only been a dream and turned into the reassuring arms and cried as she leaned her head against Oliver’s chest. They sat like that for half an hour until Nikita was calm again. Oliver worried about Nikita and wondered if she would ever be able to live without constantly looking over her shoulder. When Nikita had calmed down she looked up at his kind, caring face and said, “He’s coming for me.”
​Oliver answered as he wiped away her tears,“It was a bad dream that’s all. You’re safe here, trust me.”
​“No, he’s coming. I always get a dream of him killing me with a guillotine a week before he comes after me. He may very well be in the city already.” Fear flashed across Nikita’s eyes.
“We can tell Kappa in the morning, he’s probably still asleep.” Exhaustion crept up on Oliver as he stifled a yawn.  Nikita nodded as she leaned back into the couch with Oliver and snuggled close to him, feeling secure in his arms.
​The night seemed to creep by as Nikita lay in Oliver’s arms as he slept. She had tried to go back to sleep but the nightmare was too raw in her mind. Eventually, dawn came after what seemed like forever, and Nikita slid off the sofa, careful not to wake Oliver. She went towards the hideout exit and found her way onto the roof of a nearby building. She sat at the edge of the roof with her feet hanging over the side as she looked out over the city as the sun peeked over the horizon, the sky was aglow with a range of reds and oranges, greeting the sun. She sat looking at the sunrise for two hours, oblivious that after half an hour since she left, Oliver woke up and found her gone.
​Oliver looked around for her but found no sign, and was worried that her father had come as they slept, and kidnapped her, he rushed to his brothers and asked for them to help him look for her. They searched the hideout (the abandoned hotel), hallways, and the exit. Oliver found a piece of her night gown that had torn off on a loose metal rod that stuck out of the wall and followed the hallway he found it in. He found a snake scale on the fire escape stairs that headed upwards. He headed up and made his way to the roof without being seen. There he found Nikita sitting peacefully, gazing out over the city wearing her day clothes. He walked up to her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, aware that if he surprised Nikita he could end up with a broken arm. She looked up at him and stated,” I couldn’t sleep so I came here after a while. I didn’t want to wake you. Sorry if I worried you.”
​“I’m just glad that you're okay. I was worried that he had kidnapped you when I woke up to an empty space on the couch.”
​“I know he’s my father and all, but I hate him. He has taken so much from me already. He’s taken my security, my confidence, my happiness, and my fiancé. Yet it’s not enough for him, he wants one more thing before this ends… my life,” Nikita said frustratedly.
​“You had a fiancé?” Ollie looked at her quizzically.
“A long time ago I did, but he died at my father's hands the night before the wedding. He doesn’t want me to find love, friendship, or a new family. He wants me forever alone and dead at his feet.” Nikita felt the tears well up in her eyes.
“Well you're not alone, you have a new family.” Oliver sat down next to her with an arm around her waist.
“There are two ways this war can end once and for all--either with my death or his; but if I kill him it will just prove that he was right… I am a monstrous killer.”
Nikita looked up at him, as he looked back and said, “You aren’t a monstrous killer, you are a survivor. A survivor does what is needed to stay alive. Never let anyone tell you different.” Nikita nodded and went back to looking across the city with Oliver.
Chapter 3--Daddy’s Back
​That same morning, not far from where Nikita and Oliver sat, sat a man with an average build, who was just waking up with a cup of coffee while looking out the window of his apartment in yet another abandoned hotel. He was looking towards the very roof that Nikita and Oliver were sitting on and watching the girl closely. The man was a rich tan color, with stubble on his chin. He had piercing brown eyes covered by long brown hair, and a mischievous smile. He wore a plain black t-shirt with tattered jeans and dark red running shoes. At his waist was a Smith & Wesson 500 Magnum handgun. On his bed was a CheyTac M200 sniper rifle. On the table near the kitchen counter was an assortment of hunting blades. His name was Daryl Jemina, and he was in the city for one reason--to kill his murderous daughter, the Reptilian Protector, once and for all.
​He would watch her for a few days, study her movements, where she went, who she hung out with, where she slept, and if he found that someone else hated her as well, then he’d make an ally. He had already made sure that someone knew there was a killer in town. Daryl had made a deal with that person to help him get Nikita already too. So he stood there watching Nikita and Ollie unseen as they sat on the roof until they got up and left. He turned around putting his empty coffee cup in the sink and began cleaning his guns and sharpening his hunting knives. He planned to put a tracker chip on her if he saw her in the city later, so he could follow her movements as well as listen to any conversations she had with anyone. His day continued without seeing her out during the daylight hours.
​Then night came and he was gazing out the window before he went to bed, staring at where he had seen Nikita last. Suddenly, she appeared and was running across the roof. Behind her were four boys in black body suits each with a different weapon. She was within a few strides of the end of the roof. Daryl hoped that she would jump and miss the next roof, but she didn’t. She jumped off the ledge and reached the next roof with a foot to spare. He took note that she hadn’t even hesitated at the jump; she must have done that jump before. He realized he had the element of surprise from where he was hidden, and the four boys were several lengths behind her. He could line up the perfect shot and be done with it.
​He grabbed his sniper rifle and quickly armed it and set it up to take the shot. Daryl followed Nikita’s movements through the scope, hoping she would jump a few more buildings so that she was closer. He prepared to pull the trigger when suddenly Nikita stopped and looked back at the boys as she said something. He couldn’t hear since he hadn’t had the chance to place the tracker on her. She turned back and began walking to the end of the roof where she would wait for the boys. He had to take the shot. He swiftly put the silencer on his gun’s barrel. Daryl lined up the shot aiming right at Nikita’s neck and pulled the trigger.
​Nikita didn’t hear the gun go off but suddenly she was deflecting a bullet with her daggers. Like an alligator reacting to vibrations she managed to act fast--reflexively. She looked in the direction the bullet had come from and in the window she saw him. He was 50 feet away and was aiming right at her, he had tried to shoot her in the neck. It was her move now. She flicked out one of her throwing knives, using the strength and speed of both anaconda and crocodile, and threw it at the window, at his gun. It hit and embedded itself in the barrel of the riffle, the message was clear: I know where you are now and I’ll be ready for your next attack. It was a dangerous move, so she headed back to the boys where they had stopped a few rooftops away having seen Nikita react to something they didn’t see or hear. Another message to him: You may stand alone, but I have allies.
​They headed back to the apartment and their hideout, where Kappa was surprised to see them back so soon. “You're back early. Did something happen?” A flash of worry entered his eyes before he pushed it away.
“My father is here. He tried to shoot me in the neck.” Nikita acknowledged with a hint of not wanting to talk about it.
“Wait, that was your father? Why would he try to kill you? He should be happy to see his kid, not trying to kill you,” Horus said with an edge in his voice.
​“Yeah, well the death of his wife, my mother, kind of destroyed his feelings for me.” Nikita hung her head slightly as she sheathed her daggers.
“How does your mother’s death make your father hate you enough to try to assassinate you?” Dakota looked at her confused as he placed his bo-staff on the weapons rack.
“Because I’m the one that killed her,” Nikita said as she messed with her hands. “But in my defense I had forgotten that I was holding the venom laced dagger. I had meant to punch her in the gut to try and escape the situation.”
​“Well, now it makes perfect sense. You got your bloodlust from dear old daddy,” Horus sneered. Nikita flashed a dagger out of its sheath and instantly had it against his throat.
“I have nothing in common with him. I have lost much to that mad man,” Nikita hissed. Horus raised his hands in surrender before Nikita released him and sheathed her dagger.
Mikey asked curiously,“What have you lost to him anyway?”
​“I’ve lost my security, my confidence, my happiness, and my fiancé to that man. I don’t intend to have my life or any of your lives added to that list.” Nikita looked like a warrior ready to battle to the death in that moment in Ollie’s eyes. Horus, Mikey, and Dakota asked in unison,“You have a fiancé?”
​Nikita corrected, “Had a fiancé. My father slit his throat the night before the wedding.” Before they could ask anymore she turned and walked towards the dojo. She walked over to one of the dummies and started practice fighting it without her daggers or other blades.
​Ollie had began to follow her to spar with her like they usually do until he saw her head towards the practice dummies and start punching it. Ollie turned and went to meditate with Master Kappa. Nikita needed to work out whatever was burdening her, on her own.
Dakota worked on his tech; Mikey and Horus went skateboarding and rollerblading down the halls as a race. Before they began meditating Kappa asked Ollie a few questions. “She’s rarely opens up to us. So, I am surprised that she opened up like that just now. What happened?”
​“She woke up screaming last night. She gets a nightmare about her father about a week before he tries to kill her, I guess. Then he tried to shoot her in the neck like a sniper tonight. Maybe that was just what was needed to cause her to open up to us, not just me,” Ollie answered.
​“She’s talked to you about her past before, freely? I’m glad that she trusts you that much. Do you ever ask her about her past?”
​“I never ask her about her past. I allow her to choose when and what she wants to tell me,” answered Ollie.
​“I’ve seen how you two care for each other. Can you control your emotion should she fall at the hand of her father?”
​“She won’t lose. She has allies and a reason to live. He doesn’t have allies and his only reason for doing this is to kill, but should she fall I will manage my emotions about losing her,” Oliver answered, disliking the question.
Kappa sat in silence and meditated with Oliver after that. He meditated on what both Nikita and Ollie had said, while Oliver meditated on what he could do to help Nikita with her father.
​Meanwhile Nikita was punching the practice dummy, working on form and strength and speed, while she thought about her past battles with her father and her most recent encounter with him. He was here not far from the place she now called home, and he had been ready for her. That wasn’t the worst part though, it was that he now knew who her friends were and he would stoop so low as to use them against her if need be. He’d done it before.
Why hadn’t he waited until he had all the intel he usually had on her before he confronted her, like: who she hangs out with, where she lives, who hates her, who she loves. Why hadn’t he lured her someplace hidden and used that intel against her like usual? With every thought she hit the dummy harder, faster, and deadlier. The answer became clear, he didn’t know everything.
“He’s desperate,” Nikita said to herself as she leaned against the dummy with one arm straight after just punching it, her hand still in a fist, her head hanging down as sweat dripped off her face, she was panting,”He can’t glean any intel on me because of the fire that supposedly killed me a few months back. He hates that he can’t find anything about me in my new home, I bet. But he will get nervous now and he will be much more unpredictable now too. I have to expect the worst or he will catch me with my guard down. Then it’s all over for me.” Nikita walked away from the dummy and towards her room, but stopped just before she left the dojo and threw one of her throwing daggers at the dummy. It pierced through the dummy and embedded itself in a picture of a man, her father. It was the same picture from her old hideout--albeit slightly singed around the edges from the fire. Then she continued to her room.
​Oliver knocked on the door to her room as she was just crawling into bed after washing off the sweat and getting into her black lace nightgown. Placing his katana sheaths on the hooks in the hallway, he glanced at the table in her room, covered in artwork, and he smiled at Nikita.
“Why are you so happy? My father is here and you and your brothers are now on his hit list,” Nikita asked with a glare.
​“You managed to block that bullet and took out his weapon. No one heard the gun go off, yet you deflected it without hearing it or seeing it. I think you can defeat him,” Ollie said as he crawled into the bed next to her.
​“He has more weapons. Ollie, I don’t want to lose you and you are probably at the top of his hit list,” Nikita said with a hint of worry as she stood in his embrace, and traced a tattoo design, a tribal design of a wolf, on his chest with her finger.
​“We should get some sleep. Let’s go sit on the sofa and snuggle. And then, tomorrow, we will train harder now that we know he is here, ready for a fight.” Ollie held her hand as he looked into her emerald green eyes, eyes that hid all her pain and fear and experiences. Nikita was the first to fall asleep as they sat snuggled under the blanket. She deserved all the sleep she could get after last night and what happened a few hours ago. Ollie watched as she slept peacefully before falling asleep himself. He stroked her hair as he watched her. Her face seemed more troubled when she was asleep than when she was awake. He hoped she wasn’t having another nightmare. That was his last thought before sleep claimed him.
​Nikita’s dreams that night were of her old sensei. Master Jasmine was standing under a cherry blossom tree. Nikita recognized the tree as the one that her sensei had taught her how to fight under. She looked just as how Nikita remembered her. Long silver hair that she usually braided. Sky blue eyes with flecks of green that made it seem to Nikita that there was something mystical about her sensei. Jasmine had elegant features which she used to say helped her in a battle when her opponent was of the opposite sex. She had been in her early 70’s when she had died but she had still looked to be in her 20’s. Nikita walked up to Jasmine and bowed her head in respect.
With her head bowed, Nikita said, “I miss you Master Jasmine. There is so much I wish I had learned from you.”
Jasmine placed a gentle hand on Nikita’s shoulder signaling that she could look her sensei in the face. “I will always be with you, my protégé. I had almost taught you all that I knew. Allow me to teach you what remains before you face your father.”
​“It would be an honor to learn all that you know. I will use the knowledge to help this world, in honor of you.” Nikita beamed with gratitude to once again be learning from her old friend and sensei.
“Let’s begin. Attack me.” With that Jasmine slid her body into a strong defensive posture. Nikita drew her daggers and charged with a wicked smile on her face. This was just like old times with Jasmine. Before she could strike, she was blinded. Jasmine disarmed Nikita and flipped her onto her back before Nikita even blinked. Nikita’s daggers clattered to the floor a few feet away.
Nikita asked surprised, ”How?”
​“A simple trick of the light. Never show your weapons until the last second would help as well,” Master Jasmine answered as she handed Nikita her daggers with a curt smile.
It was then that Nikita noticed the retractable blade hidden up Jasmine’s kimono sleeve. “You reflected the sun off the retractable blade hidden in your sleeve to blind me and with the speed of a death adder you disarmed me and flipped me to the ground. Clever.”
​“And it’s your style, but that's not even the tip of the iceberg. I will teach you how to summon your spiritual aura and use it, shape it. But for now you should wake up, it’s morning,” Jasmine said before fading away.
Nikita’s eyes flashed open and she saw that Oliver was looking at her with a smile on his face. “How long you been awake?”
Oliver played with her hair as she looked at him still half asleep. “A few minutes, you were talking in your sleep.”
​“What did I say?” Nikita flashed him a smile.
“You were talking about your Master Jasmine. You miss her?” Ollie gazed at her wondrously.
“I met her in my dreams, she’s teaching me what remains of my training. I can’t wait to show you what I learned from her.”  Before he could reply she kissed him, his eyes went wide with surprise as she gave him a quick kiss before rising from the sofa and getting ready for the day. Oliver got ready as well after the surprise in his eyes had disappeared a second later.
​Nikita and Oliver ate a quick breakfast that had already been prepared. Nikita ate a mango and a good helping of scrambled eggs with a cold glass of water. Oliver ate a pear and a couple of fried eggs with a slightly warm glass of orange juice. After a few minutes they were joined by the others. Kappa inquired as the others approached, “Would you like to spend some time in meditation with me today, Nikita?”
​Nikita looked at him just before she placed a spoonful of egg into her mouth,“No, I don’t think so. Not until my father is dealt with. This war has gone on to long. I won't allow this to continue any longer.”
​Kappa said with a hint of love in his eyes, “This battle that brews is not going to be like those other times you faced him. This time only one will survive, and I fear for you. I have come to think of you as a daughter.”
​“I won’t let any harm come to your boys; you are a dear friend. I have come to love you much the same as I loved my Master Jasmine,” Nikita said as she got up and put her dish in the sink filled with water.
Kappa gazed after her slightly confused, who is Master Jasmine?
Ollie followed Nikita after putting his dishes in the sink. Oliver caught up to her easily and inquired, “So wanna show me those moves you told me about?”
Nikita and Ollie headed to different sides of the dojo and took a battle stance. Oliver stood in a wide stance with one foot in front of the other, his blades raised and angled across his chest to block. Nikita took a wide stance similar to the one Jasmine had used, with her side facing Ollie. Her front leg bent, while her other was straight sticking out to her right side facing the wall.
Oliver noticed she was using a different battle stance and asked,“You ready?”
​“Come at me,” Nikita teased. Ollie nodded before running at Nikita. She let him get close before slipping a blade into her hand and blinding him with the light. Ollie careened towards Nikita blinded. She grabbed his arm and flipped him onto his back. His katanas went flying past Nikita, who managed to grab one by the hilt and turn the blade on Oliver. Once he could see again he saw that he was on his back and Nikita was standing over him with one of his own katanas angled at his neck.
“That was fast,” Horus commented from the dojo’s doorway. They both looked up at him with a hint of surprise.
“Yeah, what do you think Ollie did wrong?” Nikita teased as she glanced down at Oliver.
Horus smirked as he glared at Oliver. “Ollie went easy on you and got his ass handed to him. That’s what he did wrong.”
​“You hear that, Ollie? You’re not pushing yourself hard enough.” Nikita looked at Oliver as he stood up.
Oliver took his katana from Nikita’s open hand and sheathed it with his other blade. “I’m gonna regret waking up this morning, aren’t I?”
​“Depends on how often I do this.” With that Nikita grabbed his arm and flipped him over.”You never sheath your blade while your opponent is still conscious.”
​“I think I hate today,”Ollie said, once he forced air back into his lungs,”Too painful.” Nikita just looked down at him and smiled. Horus had already left to do something elsewhere.
 Chapter 4--The Explosion
​They spent most of the day sparring, often with Oliver landing hard on his back. They stopped once for lunch, when Nikita commented,”You are a glutton for punishment,Ollie.” He hadn’t managed to knock her down yet. He had tried a few times only to have it used against him.
“Yeah, well you move so fast I can’t see your attacks. You gotta be using a spell to move so fast.” Ollie elbowed her in the arm as she smiled.
“Sorry to disappoint, but I’m just that good.” Nikita looked at him challengingly, before taking a bite of her roast beef and pickles sandwich. Ollie ate his ham and lettuce sandwich as they entered a calming silence.
​Once they had finished their lunch they went over to the punching bags. They worked on their form and Nikita worked on putting more strength behind each punch. At one point Nikita started working on her one inch punch. After half an hour of practice she hit the practice dummy with her one inch punch and the dummy exploded. Oliver and Nikita flew across the room, their backs hitting the far wall before sliding to the floor. Nikita opened her eyes painfully, as she heard someone approach. Her father was standing over her with a wicked smile on his face and a sword in his right hand.
“You have gone soft, murderer. Now you pay for what you did.” Daryl moved over to the unconscious form of Oliver, angled his sword at Oliver’s heart. He thrusted his sword down into Oliver, Nikita threw a weak throwing dagger at the hilt, seeing spots. It hit and the sword plunged into Oliver’s ribs instead. “Foolish girl, now he dies painfully. Poisons are a tricky business after all.” With that he disappeared into the shadows, and Nikita blacked out.
​Horus, Mikey, Dakota, and Kappa rushed to the dojo. What they saw horrified them. Everything was destroyed. There was a huge hole in the wall where there used to be the practice dummies. Nikita and Oliver were lying in bloody heaps by the far wall. Hay and clothing and weapons were scattered everywhere. Hay still drifted in the air. They rushed over to Ollie and Nikita. Horus managed to see Nikita open an eye. “What happened?” he asked Nikita, looking around.
​Nikita answered weakly, “My father… planted… bomb. Ollie… poisoned.” She blacked out again and wouldn’t wake no matter how much Horus shook her. “We have to get them out of here. It’s not safe here,” Master Kappa said as he placed a hand on Horus’s shoulder. Horus nodded his agreement. Suddenly, something flew threw the air and stuck Master Kappa in the abdomen. He stumbled backwards and clutched at his gut where he was hit as he looked down at the blood exiting his wound. Horus grabbed him before he fell and helped him sit on the floor. Mikey and Dakota scanned the darkness, weapons ready. A voice came from the darkness, “That’s two less loved ones of that killer.”
​Kappa put a hand on Horus’s shoulder and smiled at him before closing his eyes and laying back with a dying breath. Horus, thrust into leadership, knew they couldn’t do anything about Kappa’s body, and that they didn’t have time to sit and mourn his death right now. Instead, he told Mikey to carry Nikita and for Dakota to watch their backs. Horus picked up Oliver--bleeding and unconscious, but still breathing--and headed out of the dojo and out of the hideout towards Angel’s apartment. Mikey followed with Nikita in his arms and Dakota covering the rear.
They reached Angel’s apartment with no further attacks from Nikita’s father. “What happened to them?” Angel looked worriedly from Nikita to Ollie who were still unconscious on her couch where they were laid.
“Nikita’s father planted a bomb, poisoned Ollie, then shot Kappa. We had to leave his body behind,” Horus answered,” We’re not safe around here anymore. Do you know someplace we can lay low?”
​“Meet me down in the alley, I’ll bring the truck around.” Before anyone could protest Angel ran out the door and down the stairs and out the front door of the apartment. Horus carried Oliver and Mikey carried Nikita, down into the the alley. Angel reversed the car into the alley and Dakota opened the truck’s back doors and followed Mikey and Horus in. Horus laid Oliver down on one of the mats in the truck, Mikey laid Nikita on the other mat. Dakota closed the truck’s back doors and hit the wall of the truck signaling that they were in and ready. Angel drove off and headed out of the city. Dakota searched in Nikita’s pouch for an antidote for the poison--she always seemed to have those kinds of things with her--that he then forced what he found down Ollie’s throat, hoping that it would help.
​They arrived at an old farmhouse a couple of hours later. Angel quickly turned the truck off once they were a few yards from the front door and bolted towards the house to unlock the door. Dakota quickly opened the truck's doors and Horus carried Ollie towards the house and Mikey carried Nikita. They carried them up a flight of stairs and into a bedroom with a small bed and wooden floors. Angel lifted the sheets off the bed as Horus laid Oliver on the bed while Dakota helped Mikey lay Nikita on a towel with a hot pad, which Dakota placed under her chest and turned on. Now it was a waiting game. “They’re gonna be okay, right? Dakota?” Mikey asked worriedly.
​“They’ll be fine,” Dakota said forcing confidence into his voice. Mikey, Dakota, and Angel left the bedroom, but Horus stayed. He sat by Oliver and Nikita’s sides and didn’t leave them. He looked after them, cleaning and bandaging their wounds, and placing a warm towel to Nikita’s forehead. Sadly, Nikita stopped breathing an hour later and they couldn’t revive her.
​Not long after Nikita’s heart stopped, Horus noticed movement in the pouch that she kept at her left hip. Horus carefully unbuttoned the pouch and flung it open. Suddenly, a viper slithered out and onto Nikita’s chest. It was a light black and seemed to be only two feet long. At the snakes sudden appearance Horus scrambled backwards to avoid being bitten. As he crouched a few feet away he noticed the snake, now coiled on Nikita’s chest, was holding something in its’ mouth. Horus slowly crawled closer to it until he was only a step away from the snake. The snake was holding a piece of paper in its mouth.
​Before he realized what he was doing, Horus was holding out his hand to the snake with his palm up. The snake tilted its head as if curious, causing Horus to smile with amusement. A moment went by before the snake gentle placed the note in his hand revealing its tiny fangs in its dark black mouth. Horus quickly withdrew his hand to look at the note. It was so small he couldn’t read it. Yet, as he watched the note it suddenly began to grow in size until it was as big as his palm. No freakin’ way! Horus read the note as he observed small, ghostly, black snake scales floating around the note. The note read:
Yeah, so if you're reading this then I’m dead which sucks. Hopefully it wasn't by one of my family daggers being plunged into my heart. Any other way and I’ll only be temporarily dead, but I can’t be moved or… something bad happens (I don’t know what). Don’t worry my corpse doesn’t decay, just give me a week before you drop me in a hole.
- Reptilian Protector
​Days went by and Horus never left Oliver’s side, though the small snake had left through a window after giving Horus the note. The others occasionally popped in to see how he was doing and to check on Horus. When they weren’t checking in they were busying themselves, doing chores. Angel occasionally would draw pictures of her friends, just to keep distracted as the days dragged by. Four days went by before anything happened. Horus had nodded off and Angel was just finishing up a drawing, when Nikita opened her eyes and gasped for air. Horus’s eyes flew open and Angel’s head bolted up to look. Nikita propped herself up on one of her elbows as she coughed out stale air.
“Nikita, you're alive!” Horus looked at her with surprise in his eyes. Nikita groaned before her arm gave out beneath her.
“But she stopped breathing four day ago! How is she alive?” Angel looked at Nikita utterly dumbfounded, until Horus explained that Nikita couldn’t die (not permanently at least from an explosion). Dakota and Mikey were looking in from the hallway with tears in their eyes and smiles on their faces.
​It took a few hours before Nikita was able to walk weakly around the house. Dakota had told her that she should rest, but she ultimately won through sheer stubborn will. Horus had offered to help her walk around, but had taken back his words after facing down a wild reptilian glare from her. So, she was up and walking around slowly and looking at all that had been done while she was unconscious. Angel had shown her the pictures she had drawn, and she complimented Angel on her skill with a pencil.
After a while of walking around, she headed back to the bedroom and sat next to Horus who was still keeping silent vigil over Oliver, waiting for him to wake. He glanced at her briefly then turned to watch over Oliver. She placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder,”He’s gonna be okay, Horus. Go get some sleep. I’ll watch over him.” Horus looked at her with sorrow in his eyes, but he stayed and eventually nodded off after an hour or two. Once she was sure that Horus was asleep she cast a spell on her hand that would allow her to see what was wrong with Ollie and find out how long before he woke up. She whimsically waved her hand over his body to see the internal injuries, and was struck with sorrow at what she discovered, he won’t awaken ever.
She sat there, head lowered as silent tears dampened her cheeks. Horus woke up some time later and caught a glimpse of a tear on her cheek. “Nikita?” He placed a steady hand on her shoulder. She looked up at him and told Horus what she had discovered. “No. He has to wake, he has too,” tears welled up in Horus’s eyes. Nikita hugged Horus as he slumped onto the ground and hugged her, tears rolling down his cheeks. Horus kept saying in a sorrow cracked voice,” He has to wake up, he has to.” Nikita calmed and slowly rocked Horus back and forth as she sang an ancient song of peace in Serpentra, language of the reptiles, to calm him down. Meanwhile, Dakota and Mikey stood leaning against the wall near the doorway, tears in their eyes; they had heard everything.
Later that day after Horus had calmed down they went downstairs and told the others. Dakota and Mikey told them that they had overheard Nikita tell Horus earlier, and Nikita only nodded in response. Angel cried into her hands for a few minutes but then stopped and looked at Nikita with growing rage. “This is all your fault. He would still be alive if it wasn’t for you. His death is on your hands,” Angel yelled with blooming rage.
​“You think I don’t realize that? I feel his loss as much as any of you if not more, but if you want to yell at the one responsable don’t stop with me. My father is the one we should be after, he’s the one that planted the bomb and killed Master Kappa in cold blood.” Nikita’s eyes changed to a reptilian yellow from the emerald green that they had been for the past few days.
“Isn’t there a spell you can do to save him?” Mikey looked at Nikita hopefully.
“I don’t know, but I will check my spell book,”Nikita said more to herself than anyone else. With that she slinked away as her spell book appeared out of thin air and floated after her. The cover was layered, made of petrified snakeskin of five skins melded together. The pages were old Egyptian papyrus pages, and it had the design of Great Snake on the front cover. That was the last anyone saw of Nikita for three days.
​Three days went by and Oliver was just barely breathing when Nikita returned to his side in the dead of night. The moon was full and high. Her magic was burning to be released for the spell she had planned. The house was dead silent except for Mikey’s snoring. She used no light as she read the spell in her spell book, waving her hands whimsically over both Oliver’s and her own heart. An orb of power emerged from her chest and she clutched it in her left hand.
“With this power you will be the first. With this power you will return to me. Great Snake please help me to save him. Grant him the gift I am about to bestow upon him, the Gift of the Serpent. Ollie may you use it wisely and may it protect and heal you. Owansta faruk nemah vestros healius sermantrous,” Nikita finished the spell and thrust the orb of power into Oliver’s chest. She gently kissed him on his head before she quickly disappeared from the bedroom to the old barn next to the house and fell asleep in the hayloft.
 Chapter 5--Recovery and Unwelcome Visitors
The following morning Angel found Nikita in the hayloft and woke her up after several tries by pushing her off the edge of the hayloft down to the pathway between the stalls. Nikita’s eyes flashed open once she was midair and she quickly cast a spell to teleport her safely to the ground. Once she was standing on the ground she glared upwards at Angel.
“Glad you still have your sense of humor bitch.” Nikita flashed a wicked grin at her before she dashed towards the house, with Angel chasing after her with anger in her eyes. Nikita ran into the house, past the truck now parked near the barn doors, and didn’t hesitate as she bolted past Dakota, Mikey, and Horus. She ran towards the stairs and the bedroom hallway after looking over her shoulder and saw Angel running through the doorway. Nikita slid to a halt as she hit the bedroom’s wooden floor and slid uncontrollably towards the bed. She curled up into a ball hoping not to hit the bed, which she would have if she hadn’t curled up. Angel came to a halting stop at the bedroom doorway and strode into the bedroom a few paces.
“How can you smile when Ollie is dying because of this stupid war between you and your father?” Angel yelled at her with a fiery anger.
​“He’s not dying. Not anymore at least.”  Nikita grinned at Angel with reptilian yellow eyes.
“Is he…” Angel whimpered as she began to tear up with a hand covering her mouth.
“No, he’s not dead, moron. I cast a spell on him last night, and now he’s healing… I think.” Nikita rolled her eyes as she got up and brushed the remaining hay off her clothing.
​“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Dakota asked from the doorway.
​“I didn’t know if it would work. This spell has never been used on someone so close to death before or on a male for that matter, so I didn’t want to give anyone false hope.” Nikita glared at Dakota as if this should have been a no-brainer answer. Dakota nodded his acceptance of the answer.
“So did your spell work?” Angel looked at her hopefully. Nikita nodded not wanting to explain that she had linked his condition to her in a way that allowed her to know if he died or healed due to her spell. Before they could ask any more questions Nikita walked out of the bedroom and to the kitchen to have breakfast.
​After breakfast, Nikita sat next to Oliver who was still unconscious on the bed. She gently brushed her nails against his face and back of his neck, hoping he would wake up like he usually would, but nothing happened. After a while, Nikita withdrew her hand with a sigh and shifted her legs to get up, when all of a sudden it happened.
His eyes opened lazily and he saw her turn towards the door. Oliver didn’t want Nikita to leave. He knew that the moment he woke up to her nails brushing his neck. She was about to leave when he said weakly, “Hi Nikita, my angel.”
Nikita quickly turned back to him with a look of utter surprise. She smiled as she hugged him close and said, “I was worried you’d never wake up,” she pulled away long enough to add, “Don’t you ever scare me like that again.” She went back to hugging him as he blushed with guilt and adoration.
“Promise,” Oliver said then he hugged Nikita back.
Nikita and Horus helped Oliver off the bed, and then downstairs and onto the couch. Angel saw them with Oliver and beamed as she rushed over to hug him, but hesitated when she saw how Oliver was looking at Nikita. He looked at her with such kindness and love that a flicker of heat burned in Angel. Was she jealous of Nikita?
Angel quickly retreated trying not to be noticed, until she almost bumped into Dakota. “Whoa! What’s the rush, Angel?”
She looked at him as if she didn’t recognize him, but shook her head to clear her thoughts. “Ollie’s awake.” Before he could say anything else Angel brushed past him and quickly walked away, leaving Dakota tracking her as she left with a confused look on his face.
Once Angel was out of sight, Dakota walked over to where Nikita and Oliver now sat on the couch, with a smile on his face. “Glad to see you’re up and moving, Ollie.” Dakota placed a calming hand on Nikita’s shoulder as she perked her ears, probably trying to listen for Angel’s approach.
“So am I, Dakota,” Oliver said as he smiled at his brother.
​The following three days Nikita helped Oliver move around the house, make sure he didn’t strain himself too much and nursed him back to health. Occasionally she would cast a spell to observe how his injuries were healing. She was always by his side with a gentle smile on her face. Nikita always had her senses on high alert and would look in the direction of someone approaching even before they were in view. This amused Oliver and he would laugh a bit about it each time. Nikita noticed that Angel always avoided looking at her when she approached and tried to be casual in avoiding her, though Nikita decided not to say anything about it.
​Oliver got a bit stronger each day and on the fourth day after he awoke, he was able to walk on his own so long as he used his sheathed katanas as canes. He was walking outside with Nikita as she led him to a gurgling stream where they often sat to have some quiet, to think. But today a question had been bothering Oliver all day and after a few minutes of sitting in silence, watching the stream he had to ask. Ollie looked at Nikita and began, “Nikita, did you use your magic to heal me?”
Nikita looked at him with a sorrowful tint in her eyes. “Yes. why do you ask?”
​“I overheard Horus tell Mikey that you must have used a pretty powerful spell to heal me since I was almost dead.” Ollie suddenly couldn’t hold her gaze and looked back at the stream.
“It’s true. Though the spell I used wasn’t just pretty powerful. It was power… the power of the Reptilian Protector sort of power.” Nikita threw a stone into the stream and watched it drift to the bottom of the crystal clear water.
“So, what does that mean? Do I have your powers now?”
​“No, you don’t have my powers, I still have them. You just also probably have the abilities of a Reptilian protector.” Nikita brushed her fingers through her hair as she tried to figure out how to explain it.
“Abilities. Like shifting into any form I want?” Ollie looked at her with curiosity and wonder.
“Well yeah. Though you might have only received the healing bit, I don’t know. The spell was of the old magic which can be a bit mischievous even if the spell is done flawlessly.”
​“Well that’s reassuring.” Oliver rolled his eyes as Nikita laughed. “Wait, if you didn’t give me your healing ability then how am I still alive? You aren’t like the one that gave you the powers. Are you?” Ollie looked at Nikita quizzically as Nikita opened her mouth to try to answer but said nothing. A moment of silence passed before Nikita closed her mouth, and she swallowed nervously.
“I used to have a snake cousin named Fang Strous. She believed that I had betrayed her and the rest of my family when I changed course and began helping humans instead of needlessly killing them. So, she tracked down a snake that could give her the same powers I have and killed him and gained the powers. She quickly learned how to use them then came after me. We fought several times, neither of us the victor. Then she attacked me a few years ago and I managed to defeat her by using old magic to take her powers away and placed them somewhere safe… next to my heart. I banished her and never saw her again. I don’t know why I didn’t just return the powers to Great Snake, but I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t.” Nikita pulled her knees close to her chest where she rested her head and waited for a sharp response.
​“Well, I’m glad you did, too. If you hadn’t held on to her powers, you wouldn’t have been able to save my life. And I wouldn’t be able to do this.” Before Nikita could even react he kissed her on the lips and held her close. At first, Nikita tried to pull away, but the kiss was like the fourth of July and she kissed back. The world drifted away and they kissed and brushed their hands over each other never wanting it to end. His hands caressed her skin as they traveled up her spine. Her hands traced each of the scars on his back with such ecstasy that she didn’t want to stop kissing him.
​Nikita heard someone approach and pulled away from Oliver reluctantly (but necessarily),  and straightened herself out as Oliver did the same. They pretended the kiss hadn’t just happened as the person came into view behind them. Nikita looked over her shoulder to look at who it was. It was Dakota. She smiled at him and waved for him to come sit with them. He knelt next to her and whispered in her ear, ”People have shown up at the house. You need to hide before they see you. They could be working for your father.”
She looked at him surprised. “How many?” Her eyes flashed blood red as a wave of anger hit her.
“Seven. One is a muscular looking female that claims to be a monster hunter. She is the only one carrying a weapon.” Dakota shot a worried look over Nikita’s shoulder at Oliver, who was still watching the stream.
“Get him into the forest. I’ll handle them.” Before he could protest Nikita was bolting towards the house.
​She reached the house easily, and was greeted by a sight of a muscular woman that Angel was trying to get to leave, but was failing as she was currently being hoisted into the air by the collar of her shirt. The six other intruders were all smallish males who were leaning against their truck enjoying the show and noticeably unarmed. Nikita charged at the muscular woman with near silent steps. She flashed her daggers out of their sheaths and ran an arm length from the women's side as Nikita struck her in the arm and forced her to release Angel. The woman cried out in pain and dropped Angel, who dashed for the house, as Nikita skidded to a halt. Nikita flashed the woman a wicked smile as she hissed,” State your name and business here, lady.”
​The woman answered as she put pressure on the cut to her arm,” My name is Janet Cross. I am a monster hunter. I was told that there was a monster flying around in the forest around here scaring people.”
Nikita sheathed her blades and sauntered towards Janet as she studied her stance and movements. “Oh, really? ‘Cause monsters aren’t real last I checked. They probably saw an owl and freaked out.” Janet handed her a picture that she had tucked up her sleeve before Nikita could even react. Nikita glared at her, but took the photo and looked at it. It looked like her in dragon form behind some trees drinking from a stream during the night--it must have been one of those 3 nights when she was away. She hid her surprise that someone had seen her and looked at Janet unimpressed. “Some idiot in a suit trying to scare people. Not a monster,” Nikita said with a wicked grin.
​“Even if it is, it’s my job to follow every lead. So may I set up nearby to do my job?” Janet asked as she rolled her neck to pop it. Nikita glared at Janet, trying to keep calm so her fangs wouldn’t slip out.
“No, now get lost and never show your ugly mug here again.”
That hit a nerve as Janet flinched as if she had been hit before she roared and charged Nikita. Nikita braced herself for her next move as Janet got within five feet of her. Nikita jumped as high as she could and flew over the woman's head and momentarily touched down on her back before she pushed off with such force that the woman fell face first into the dirt. She landed softly a few feet away with a smile and acted as if nothing had happened. “You should really be more careful, or someone could get hurt moron.” Nikita feigned a hint of concern only to replace it with a challenging glare.
​Janet charged again, this time a bit slower, and readied herself to punch Nikita with all her strength. Nikita set into a fluid battle stance facing Janet Cross as she approached like a charging bull. Janet was close enough that Nikita could have jumped over her again, when her approach changed as she slid a small knife out of her right sleeve into her hand and thrust it forward. Nikita barely had time to react other than to block the knife. It sliced into her flesh, past her impenetrable snakeskin. Nikita struck Janet in the gut, before she was rammed into. Janet Cross skidded to a halt as she bent over in pain, the movement causing her to pull the knife down through Nikita’s arm. Nikita hissed in pain before she used a pressure point on the wrist to make Janet release the knife that had carved a path down her forearm and was now lodged near her elbow.
​Janet looked up in time to see Nikita yank the knife out of her arm without even reacting to the pain of the semi-serrated blade. Nikita looked down at her with a bloodlust as she held the knife with her good arm, ready to do damage.
“Leave now and I won’t call the cops on your miserable hide,” Nikita growled as her eyes flashed blood red. Janet quickly got up and ran to her van which was still running with her six assistants hiding inside, and pushed the pedal to the metal as she retreated. “Good thing I cast that spell during the fight or we might never have been rid of her,” Nikita said as she turned to Angel who had been walking up to her since the knife lodged in her arm.
​“You cast a spell so that you would receive such a gashing wound?” Angel glared at her with disbelief.
“Well, it was either that or reveal that I’m not human. Then she would be spying on us until we left or called the cops. And I hate cops.” Nikita shot her a teasing look before she sheathed the knife and headed towards the house.
“You're insane you know that,” Angel said as she rolled her eyes at Nikita.
​“Yeah, well you’re bandaging my arm.” Nikita shot her a teasing glare.
“What? Why?” Angel looked at her bloody arm as a shiver shot down her spine. “It’s because of saving your sorry hide that I ended up with a bloody arm in the first place. So you owe me one.” Nikita gave her a wicked smile as she walked through the front doorway.
“I hate you, you know that. I hate you.” Angel headed towards the kitchen and filled a large bowl with water, a towel, and grabbed the first aid kit, before returning to the main room. Nikita was sitting on the couch leaning forward as if it hurt to lean back.
“Didn’t want to get blood on the couch,” Nikita said without even looking up at Angel, who sat down in front of her and began dunking the towel in the bowl.
Mikey approached to see if he could help. Nikita instructed him,” Go get Dakota and Ollie. Help Dakota carry him if need be. If Oliver needs help and refuses, tell him to grow a pair and deal with it or I’ll throw him in the freezing river.” Mikey nodded and darted out of the room towards the forest near the stream.
With that done Nikita allowed some sorrow to enter her harsh gaze, her eyes now emerald green. Horus came up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. She closed her eyes as she calmed her gaze and forgot about the sorrow, for several minutes. “If this is your way of telling me that I’m pushing myself too hard, you're wrong. I didn’t even break a sweat in that fight.”
Horus’s grip tightened and she tensed her neck as she sighed through her nose at the slight pain. “You are as bull headed as that woman, Janet Cross, and one of these days that’s going to get you killed. I just hope that when that happens you leave Ollie out of it.”
“Don’t worry; I haven’t added him to my will just yet,” Nikita teased with a wicked smile, her eyes still closed. Horus smacked her from behind with surprising strength, that made Nikita bend her neck in the direction of the hit as her eyes flew open. “Oww! What the heck was that for?” Nikita looked at him with surprise as she rubbed the sore spot on her ear with the palm of her hand. Angel stopped wrapping the bandage on Nikita’s arm, as she looked up at the two.
“Ollie doesn’t deserve to be with an ex-murderer. He could do better than you,” Horus glared down at Nikita with a fire in his eyes, “And if you ever hurt him I’ll come after you and I’ll kill you.”
“I like this new Horus--minus the hitting me in the ear part of course. Maybe now I won’t have to separate you and Ollie when you fight about whatever you fight about.” Nikita smiled weakly before she turned back to Angel and closed her eyes. Angel began to wrap the bandage on her arm again as Horus left and headed into the forest in the opposite direction from the stream.
​Angel finished bandaging Nikita’s arm a few minutes later. Nikita scratched at the bandages that irritated her arm. The bandages felt rough and scratchy against her smooth skin. “Don’t scratch it,” Angel said after she slapped Nikita’s hand that she was scratching the bandage with.
​“It itches!” Nikita glared at her as her eyes flashed from emerald green to blood red then back again. Angel laughed slightly before she covered her mouth with her hand. “Why are you laughing at me?” Nikita looked at her with a hint of surprise.
“You’ve never been bandaged in your life, have you?” It was more of a realization than a question.
“So what if I haven’t! I’ve always had enough magic to cast a healing spell, this time I just ran out and didn’t feel like bleeding to death,” Nikita hissed.
​“What about before you… uh.”Angel tried to find the right words, but couldn’t figure out how to put it delicately. “Before I received these powers? Well, we didn’t have the best medical practices 324 years ago.” Nikita smiled a gentle smile before they both broke out giggling at a silent joke. 
Angel’s face gradually calmed and became serious. “I’m sorry for everything I did, bringing up your past like that. Calling you a monster and a killer was rude of me.” Angel looked up at Nikita with tears in her eyes.
“I forgive you. You were only trying to protect your friends.” Nikita placed a reassuring hand on Angel’s shoulder. “Had things been reversed I probably would have done the same… though I would have been armed should you have lunged at me.”
Angel looked at Nikita and smiled while Nikita wiped away her tears. “Is your father hunting us?” Angel held her hand and looked at Nikita with concern. “I believe so; I have asked some of my reptile kin to keep a careful watch on his movements just in case,” Nikita’s eyes seemed to glaze over.
​“What have they found out?” Angel asked worriedly.
​“Their last report was yesterday. They informed me that he was heading this way, and he was well-armed,” Nikita’s face hardened, “He expects a fight to the death now.”
At that moment Dakota, Mikey, and Ollie walked in through the front door. Nikita and Angel rushed to their feet and looked at them surprised. Ollie had walked in with some trouble-- on his own--with Dakota and Mikey trailing not far behind. They stopped near the door when he saw Angel and Nikita standing shoulder to shoulder in the great room. Nikita growled as her eyes changed to reptilian yellow from their emerald green, “Ollie go to the kitchen and sit. I wish to have words with Dakota and Mikey.” Angel walked over to Oliver and followed him to the kitchen, while Dakota and Mikey grew nervous and gulped.
​Dakota spoke nervously, “We tried to assist him, but he wouldn’t let us.”
​Mikey piped in,” I told him that you would throw him in the freezing river if we didn’t help, but he said that you wouldn’t dare.” Nikita’s eyes briefly flashed blood red and had the boys jumping back with sudden fear.
“He said that did he?” Nikita cooed, as her eyes returned to reptilian yellow--not quite to their emerald green “safe” state. The boys nodded before darting away. Nikita walked into the kitchen her eyes still reptilian yellow. She slammed her left hand down on the table close to where Oliver was sitting.
Oliver flinched and a shot of pain hit his head as he looked up at her, while Angel hid in the corner trying not to get between them. “I know you, Nikita, and you won’t throw me in the river,” Oliver said confidently.
​“Oh, really? Wanna bet?” Nikita cooed as she looked him in the eyes. A shiver went down Oliver’s spine. He nodded. Nikita smiled a wicked smile. “Telmoreaf sevistro.” A flash of black and blue, then they were gone, leaving Angel in the kitchen alone.
“I have a bad feeling about what just happened,” Angel groaned more to herself than anyone else.
 Chapter 6--Down at the River
​Nikita and Oliver arrived in a flash of black and blue at the riverbank. Oliver was standing next to her and turned to try to escape. She grabbed him by the back of his shirt before he made it three feet, and dragged him to the river's edge. “I-I was kidding when I said you wouldn’t throw me in the river. Nikita, please don’t do this!” Oliver attempted to plead with her, but she wasn’t having any of it. She quickly turned around, momentarily releasing Oliver only to grab him by the front of his shirt just under his chin. Oliver’s eyes widened as he realized that he was going to get launched into the river.
Nikita grabbed his belt. “Hold your breath,” was all the advice Nikita offered before she hefted him into the air above her head and threw him into the river as she twisted her body towards it. She watched as he flew, flailing his arms, through the air and landed with a big splash in the middle of the river.
​Considering the river was half a mile wide where they were, it was an impressive throw. Luckily for Oliver it was also deep in that section of the river. He fell down a good several feet into the water before he came to a gliding halt below the surface, his eyes closed and his mouth shut. Oliver opened his eyes and looked up. He slowly began swimming towards the surface. Once Oliver broke the surface he gasped for fresh air. Gulp after gulp of fresh air burned his throat, until he finally could stop gasping. He twisted around in the water to look back at Nikita, who was smiling as she leaned up against a tree not far from where he had been thrown from.
​“How’s the water?” Nikita called out teasingly.
​“Freezing. How about you jump in?” Oliver retorted. He began to swim towards her through the freezing river. He hoped that he wouldn’t get sick from being in this freezing water. After 10 minutes he made it to the riverbank and crawled out of the river before he collapsed onto his back from exhaustion and closed his eyes. Nikita walked towards him and stood looking down at him a few steps away from his head. He opened his eyes and looked up at her, she was glaring at him. Oliver realized that at least her eyes were emerald green again.
​“Can we go home now?” Oliver moaned.
​“Telmoreaf sevistro,” and again a flash of black and blue, then they were gone.
​Back at the house, in the kitchen, Dakota and Mikey were sitting at the table eating dinner, when a flash of black and blue came from behind and had them jumping out of their seats to face the suspected threat. Dakota swung his bo-staff which would have hit Nikita in the head, but at the last second Nikita caught the staff with the edge of her dagger that she had unsheathed in a second. Dakota’s eyes went wide with surprise and he gulped nervously when he saw that Nikita looked unhappy. Nikita smiled deviously at Dakota. “I’m dead right?” Dakota said begrudgingly.
​“Later, but for now you have the midnight watch. I’m told my father is making his way here, so try not to fall asleep.” Nikita said as she pulled her dagger out of Dakota’s bo-staff.
​​“Do I even want to know why I shouldn’t fall asleep?” Dakota looked at her curiously.
​“No, you don't. I’ll have one of my cousins watching as well to make sure you don’t fall asleep,” Nikita said, while she twirled her dagger in the air.
“Please, no snakes. They creep me out. I always feel like they are staring at me.” Dakota whined.
“They are staring at you since they can’t blink, due to one little thing. They don’t have eyelids.”Nikita said as she rolled her eyes.
​“Oh, right. I knew that.” Dakota looked down at his feet, feeling a bit embarrassed. Nikita looked out a window and saw the sun was just beginning to slip under the horizon.
“Finish your supper then go take the watch in one of the nearby trees. If you see Horus send him inside.” Dakota nodded before he turned back to the table to sit and finish his supper. Nikita turned and headed out the front door to her room up in the barn hayloft. Oliver, still soaked and freezing started to go after her but was stopped when Angel stepped in his path and motioned to the couch where a small tub of hot water waited nearby. Oliver followed Angel with a kind smile after gazing over her shoulder to watch Nikita walk away. Nikita looked as if she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.
​A few minutes later Angel and Oliver were situated on the couch with him covered with a blanket and his feet resting in the small tub of hot water. Angel looked at Oliver and said, “She just needs time, to figure things out. This may be the last time she has to fight her father. Then she will have to learn how to continue life without constantly being on the run, looking over her shoulders for her father’s shadow.”
Oliver nodded in understanding as he thought of Nikita’s reaction to her nightmare of her father. “All those times she fought him, he nearly killed her. He had the knowledge and no ally; she was alone and sad. This time will be different.” Oliver didn’t realize that as he spoke his hands were curling into fists, until his knuckles were white.
 Chapter 7--A Little Lizard
​Dakota finished his supper and placed his dishes in the sink to be washed before he headed out the front door. He walked to a nearby tree and began to climb up to a thick branch about 20 feet off the ground. He reached the branch and was just beginning to pull himself up onto it, and came face-to-face with a small lizard.
“Well at least you’re not a snake,” Dakota said to the lizard as he pulled himself up onto the branch. The lizard skittered out of his way as he sat down, then skittered back over to him and seemed to smile at him. “Too bad I don’t understand Serpentra so that we could chat. Maybe then I could find out what kind of lizard you are, your relationship to Nikita, and what your name is.”
The lizard climbed up his leg until it was in his lap and smiled at him in response.
Dakota noticed a piece of paper sticking out of the lizard's mouth. He carefully picked up the lizard with his right hand and brought it to eye level so he could carefully pull the paper out of the lizard’s mouth with his left hand. Once he had the paper in his hand he placed the lizard back in his lap. Dakota unfolded the paper and saw it was a message from Nikita, with a scale from her pouch hidden in the folds. He caught the scale as it nearly dropped off the note and towards the ground. Then he started reading what the note said.
The note read:
I see you made it to the branch, monkey boy. Good! Since you are terrible at identifying reptiles here’s a hint. The lizard in your lap is a skink. He is named Vonmar Tarous. He is my twelfth cousin five times removed. Oh, and the scale is to be crushed then swallowed should you wish to be able to speak and understand Serpentra. I’ll come check on you around midnight. Nikita. PS. Vonmar likes to cuddle.

Dakota looked at Vonmar and said, “So you like to cuddle, huh? I do, too. Just don’t tell anyone, especially Nikita. Okay?” With that Dakota and Vonmar sat in the tree together in silence. Occasionally Dakota would pet Vonmar on his back with his finger tips on either of his hands. Vonmar chirped from time to time and looked up at Dakota with a smile before laying his head back on Dakota’s lap.
After a while, Dakota decided to use the scale that Nikita had provided him. He crushed the scale in his hand and poured it into his mouth. It tasted awful as it hit his tongue, he quickly swallowed it so he wouldn’t spit it out.
“Bleck! How does she expect anyone to put those scales in their mouth when they taste like ash,” Dakota complained to himself.
To his surprise, someone answered, “Usually if she really likes the person she will lace a piece of juicy fruit with it so they won’t taste the snake scale.” The voice was small and a bit on the high pitched side. Dakota looked around trying to find the owner of the voice. “Down here you stinkin’ piece of shit human,” the voice said.
Dakota looked down and saw Vonmar looking up at him with a bored expression. “Did you hear something?”
Vonmar rolled his eyes as Dakota looked down towards the base of the tree. “Yeah, I heard something. It was me, Vonmar Tarous, talking.”
Dakota’s eyes went wide as he realized the voice he was hearing was coming from the skink that was laying in his lap. “I’m talking to a lizard.” Dakota rubbed his eyes in disbelief.
Vonmar replied sarcastically, “Look who’s talking. Hey, it’s a human speaking Serpentra. Whoop-di-flippin’-do.”
“What, I’m not speaking Serpentra. I’m speaking English, so are you.” Dakota looked at Vonmar a bit confused.
“Wrong. You hear English since that is your native tongue, but you’re speaking Serpentra, and so am I. The scale allows you to speak my language and understand it, even if you are butchering many words.” Vonmar smiled deviously as he saw that Dakota was momentarily at a loss for words.
“Please tell me this doesn’t last forever.” Dakota rested his head against the tree as he looked to the sky.
“You got 12 hours and the first watch,”  Vonmar answered before he fell asleep.
Dakota rolled his eyes: great the lizard is in charge.
Dakota considered dropping Vonmar and watching him fall off the branch, but thought it a bad plan. He didn’t want to risk Nikita’s wrath should she find out. He watched the pathway up to the house and the trees nearby for several hours. Nikita stopped by in her black lace nightgown, a few hours into his watch. She said nothing just looked up at him and smiled before walking away and towards the house. Dakota gazed after her for a few moments then went back to watching the path. Before falling asleep a couple of minutes later, he missed a shadow in the trees.
 Chapter 8--Better Not Be Dead
​After entering the house Nikita made her way to Oliver’s room. The door was already open a crack, but she quietly pushed it open a bit more. She squeezed past the door and stood facing the bed where Oliver lay hidden under the covers. She watched the covers rise and fall for several minutes, glad he was still breathing. Then she turned to leave and head back to her room in the barn. Nikita was about to exit the front door when she saw a shadow moving among the trees. She looked towards the tree Dakota was hiding in to see if he noticed. She realized that he wasn’t moving. “That bastard better not be dead,” Nikita thought.
She looked back to the shadow in the trees and saw that it had stopped. She opened the front door and stepped out onto the front porch, keeping an eye on the shadow. It didn’t seem to react to her as she again glanced at the tree where Dakota was hidden. She heard a branch snap and bolted for Dakota as she saw a glint of metal. She ran not bothering to look back at the shadow as she heard fast footsteps from behind her crashing through the trees. She reached the tree and jumped up towards a low branch. She caught it and pulled herself up onto it in a crouching position. She looked back and saw it was her father, and he was about to throw a blade at her.
She jumped for a higher branch just in time as she heard a thud. Daryl had thrown the blade at her, but it had missed and hit the trunk instead of her neck. She pulled herself up and crouched on the branch looking down at him. He was at the base of the tree looking up at her.
“Well, I should have known that I would sooner or later end up fighting him in my nightgown. I was just hoping it would be later,” Nikita thought as she remembered that she was still in her black lace nightgown. They stayed like that glaring at each other for several minutes.
Eventually, Nikita dared a glance back at the house as she shifted her feet on the branch. “I wish I could get a message to the others,”  Nikita thought. Suddenly, she remembered that Oliver was still asleep in the house with the others. She cast a bit of her aura to the house, to Oliver’s sleeping mind. A neat little trick she had learned from Master Jasmine during her own time of death. It was enough of her aura that she could still interact and talk both in Oliver’s dream and in the conscious world.
Oliver was dreaming of the freezing river that she had thrown him head first into. He was swimming to shore but never reaching it. She changed the dream to show the situation she was currently in, with her stuck in the tree. She appeared next to him and looked him in the eyes. She smacked him across the face and said, “Wake up now or we all die.” Then she disappeared into blackness as Oliver awoke with a start. He bolted up and out of bed, dressed in dark gray pjs, grabbed his katanas and quietly woke the others, then readied to fight as he and the others watched through the front door as Nikita distracted Daryl from locating Dakota or looking at the house.
​Meanwhile, Nikita was still glaring down at Daryl who was readying another blade. She teased, “I’m surprised you reached the house so soon, I figured I had at least until tomorrow afternoon until you showed.” Daryl threw the blade only to have Nikita dodge it, though it sliced through several strands of her hair.
“I learned a lot in my many years.” Daryl shot a smug look up at her as he reached for another blade.
“Oh, yeah! You’re what a billion years old and still look like a gargoyle?” Nikita teased with a wicked smile. Daryl growled with irritation as she jumped higher into the tree avoiding the blade he had thrown at her head.
She was now high in the tree concealed by leaves and branches. “You never did have the best aim when it came to blades, though I blame that on your trust in guns. A coward’s weapon.”
Nikita dared a glance at the truck only to see the tires had been popped. Would have taken too long to start up anyway. Daryl glanced around in the direction she had jumped to try to locate her, but couldn’t see through the leaves and branches.
“Says the one hiding in a tree,” Daryl retorted as he looked for movement. Suddenly, something shot out from among the branches right at him. He only had time to block or be hit in the chest, so he raised his arms to block. The dagger hit, embedding itself in his left forearm. Daryl cried out in pain.
“Got ya,” Nikita sang teasingly from the tree as she jumped higher.
She reached Dakota and placed a hand over his mouth to keep him quiet when he woke up. He woke up instantly and freaked out as he saw a dark figure crouched over him with a hand over his mouth. Nikita whispered, “Dakota quit squirming it’s Nikita. Daryl is below us.”
Dakota stopped squirming and Nikita removed her hand from his mouth. He whispered, “What do we do? If we try and make for the house that bastard will kill us. We have no way to alert the others.”
Nikita whispered in reply, “I alerted Ollie through his dream; by now he and the others are alert and ready for the signal. Um… did you see Horus earlier by any chance?” Dakota shook his head as worry began to work its way into his mind. “Great...If we survive this I’m going to hunt down that moron down and skin him alive.” She slipped past him, grabbed Vonmar and began to climb higher with the lizard on her shoulder. Dakota made his way to the side opposite of where Daryl was standing.
Once Nikita reached the highest point of the sturdy branches she made her way down the branch to the open sky. Daryl was still down on the ground trying to remove her dagger from his forearm when she looked down towards him. She was almost right above him. She smiled. She looked to the house and saw the three shadowy figures of Oliver, Angel, and Mikey who were just inside the house ready for the signal. She grabbed Vonmar off of her shoulder and smiled at him as he looked down at Daryl’s head then nodded to Nikita. She released him and watched him fall as she stood up on the branch. Vonmar landed hard on Daryl’s head before he jumped off and skittered away.
“Don’t mess with the reptile, bastard,” Vonmar thought as he looked over his shoulder at Daryl and skittered away. Daryl looked up to see what had hit him and was greeted by the sight of Nikita arrowing down at him, daggers drawn and in front of her.
Her daggers struck first, embedding themselves in his shoulders. Then she landed with her feet hitting him square in the chest. Hard. He fell back from the impact. As he fell past his point of balance Nikita pushed off with her feet. She flipped up over the dagger she was still holding embedded in his shoulders. She landed with daggers still embedded, then she pulled them out over her shoulders.
“Dakota jump! Now!” Was all she said as she slipped into a kneeling position from pulling the daggers out of Daryl’s shoulder. Then she bolted to her feet and towards the house, the signal already given. Dakota lept from the tree and bolted after her grabbing the dagger that was still in Daryl’s forearm as he ran past. A yell of pain sounded from behind them both and Nikita knew it would be a while before her father could use that arm in battle again if she was lucky.
They reached the house where Angel, Mikey, and Oliver were waiting on the porch. Nikita yelled as she skidded to a stop a few yards from the porch before sprinting for the forest, “To the forest!”
Dakota turned and ran after her as Oliver, Angel, and Mikey ran to the forest. Oliver caught up to Nikita with little trouble as Angel followed a few strides behind wearing a turquoise nightgown, trailed by Mikey, wearing only a pair of brown pj pants, and Dakota, who were running side by side. Oliver looked at Nikita and smiled once they reached the trees. Nikita said, “We need to split up. Angel, you go left. Dakota and Mikey will follow us upstream for a little while, then go left. Oliver and I will continue further upstream before we cut toward the river and head back downstream. Find the river and follow it down stream; we will meet up again. Keep an eye out for Horus.” With that Angel ran to the left (the west) and Dakota, Mikey, and Ollie continued to follow Nikita.
​After a short time of running Nikita signaled for Dakota and Mikey to split off from the group and head to the left (the west). They did and were instantly enveloped by the forest darkness. “Hopefully Horus wasn’t found by my father before all hell broke loose.” Nikita said as she looked over at Oliver. He nodded as he was gasping for breath.
Chapter 9--Escape
Nikita looked up past the treetops to the stars to figure out their position. She looked back at Oliver and said, “We stop here for now, catch our breath.” Oliver nodded and slowed to a stop next to her. Nikita snapped her fingers and was instantly in her day clothes, a midnight black half-shirt with one sleeve and short black shorts. “Much better than my nightgown for traveling through the thick forest,” Nikita said as she pulled back her long hair. She unsheathed one of her daggers and sliced it through her hair. She tossed the loose hair behind a bush, before she resheathed her dagger. Her hair now didn’t go past her earlobes.
Ollie watched out of the corner of his eyes as he slung his katanas over his shoulder and strapped them across his back. “Why did you cut your hair? It is dark enough that it will blend in with the darkness.” Nikita turned to him with a smile.
“It would have got in the way by getting caught on branches. Besides I didn’t pack a brush.” Oliver nodded his understanding. “I see the reptilian healing has done its job. Good timing too.”
“Yeah. How far behind do you think your father is?” Ollie looked behind him in the direction they had come as if expecting Daryl to leap out of the shadows. “He’s probably back at where Angel broke off from the group trying to figure out if he should follow her tracks or ours, to find me.” Oliver looked at her surprised.
“You had us split up as a way to distract him so we could all get farther away. That’s brilliant!” Nikita smiled and began to walk in the direction they were heading. Oliver walked beside her.
 Chapter 10--Sad Discovery
Meanwhile, Angel continued running after she left the group until she was nearly out of breath. She had covered several miles in her frantic run. She slowed to a walk and looked behind her for a sign that she was being followed when she tripped. She fell forward and hit her head. She groaned as she pushed herself to her knees. Angel looked behind her to see what she had tripped on. She suddenly regretted it. It was a bo-staff that was sticking slightly out of the ground. She brushed away some of the leaves covering it and saw a hand. She jumped back horrified, but returned to it and continued brushing debris off of the covered body. Once she reached the face she instantly recognized it. It was Dakota. His face was still contorted with fear. She grabbed the bo-staff and strapped it to her back before she re-covered Dakota’s body. Then she continued running.
While Angel was running, she was trying to figure out how Dakota could have ended up in front of her--apparently for at least a little while given his pseudo-burial. Little did she know that earlier Dakota and Mikey had stopped a few steps into the forest after splitting from Nikita and Oliver. Dakota told Mikey to continue on without him as he was going back to find Angel. Mikey tried to get Dakota to stay with him, but failed and ultimately was forced to continue running westward alone. Dakota sprinted back towards where Angel had left the group unaware that he was several miles west from her current location. He ran and ran until he came to a deer path. He looked around for any sign that Angel had gone past on this deer path when he heard a twig snap. “Angel?”
Then without an answer Daryl lunged from behind a nearby tree. Dakota started to flee, but Daryl caught him with his long blade slashing Dakota across the legs. Dakota fell onto his side. He turned his bo-staff in hand to look up at his attacker. Daryl was already plunging his long blade downwards at his heart. Dakota began to scream but was cut short as the blade pierced his heart. Daryl covered him with leaves and branches then continued, heading the way that Dakota had come from.
Mikey continued running, tears in his eyes until he rammed into Horus. They both fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs.
“Hey! Watch where you're going you idiot!” Horus yelled as he pushed Mikey’s arm out of his face. Mikey rubbed his sore head as he tried to get his bearings.
​“Horus?” Mikey looked down at his brother with surprise.
​“Mikey? What in blazes are you doing running way out here at this hour?” Horus said curiously.
Mikey explained, “Nikita’s dad, Daryl, showed up and there was this bloody fight and everyone ran to the forest. We split up into pairs, though Angel went solo. Dakota went to find her and left me to continue running to the river.” As Mikey spoke worry crept into Horus’s eyes.
“He will have found Angel by now. We will see him at the river, come on little bro.” With that Horus and Mikey began running for the river.
 Chapter 11--Restless Night
​Nikita and Oliver stopped to rest on a fallen log, while the moon was high. “Which way to the river?” Oliver asked as looked at the sky. Nikita pointed to the west casually as she pulled out one of her daggers that she had used on her father and began to clean it. Dakota had managed to hand her the dagger that he had pulled out of Daryl’s arm just before he and Mikey had to veer westward. “Are we going to head west now or continue south?” Oliver inquired as he sat watching her movements.
She moved by memory as she cleaned her dagger while she scanned the forest around them for any threat. She moved with careful efficiency, never hesitating.
Nikita finished cleaning the blade and sheathed it as she grabbed one of the other daggers she had used on Daryl before she answered. “Depends on the wind. I’ve been following a whisper on the breeze.”
Oliver glared at her with disbelief as she said it so casually. “We’ve been following the wind? But you never even hesitated as we ran through the trees.” Nikita nodded as she finished cleaning the second dagger and sheathed it only to grab the last dagger she had used earlier that night.
“I am quick to observe and soon we shall see if you have received all the powers of Reptilian Protector or just the healing. For now rest.” Nikita twirled her dagger in her hand for a few seconds, as she looked at it for blood remnants, then she finished cleaning it and embedded it into the log infront of her. She claimed first watch. Oliver leaned back against a tree trunk as he sat on the log and soon fell asleep. Nikita pulled her dagger out of the log and leaped to a nearby, thick tree trunk. She hit it and embedded her dagger into the trunch.
Nikita unsheathed another dagger and plunged it into the tree trunk a bit higher than the other. She repeated this action--plunging in one dagger, and pulling other out--several times until she had made her way up the tree to a good vantage point. She sheathed her daggers after she had pulled herself onto a thick branch hidden from view, where she would watch the forest and guard over Oliver’s sleeping form. She sat on the thick branch with her knees close to her chest and her back leaning against the trunk throughout the night.
She watched the entire night occasionally dozing off while one of her cousins kept watch. While she was on watch the only sounds she heard was the rustle of branches in the wind, the sounds of the nocturnal creatures. She saw the stars and moon overhead, and occasionally a forest mouse scamper by the tree she hid in. Near dawn, she saw a barn owl fly past with a mouse clamped in its beak. Some time afterward she was watching the direction the house was in when a red flare rocketed skywards several feet before fizzing out. She looked down to the forest floor, to Oliver’s sleeping form. “Better catch some breakfast before we have to move on,” Nikita said as she began lowering herself from the branch.
Once she reached the forest floor she shifted into a three foot long coral snake. The transformation took only a minute and once it was done she looked behind her at her back to check the coloring. Red was touching only yellow and black was also touching yellow but not red. She nodded her satisfaction before she started out of the clearing flicking her forked tongue in and out periodically. It didn’t take long for her to find a scent trail to follow.
The scent trail lead right to a small river where she shifted into a five foot long alligator, slid into the water and went fishing. She swam with the current until it led into a side pond. She dove under the surface and swam to the mossy bottom and found several large bass. She targeted two of the medium sized bass and went on the hunt. She floated down towards them pretending to be a log, until she was right next to them. Swoosh! She swung her large jaws towards them and hit them. They were stunned and she swam towards them and grabbed them with her mouth careful not to swallow as she carried them in her closed jaws back to the clearing.
 Chapter 12--Rendezvous
Back at the clearing Oliver was still asleep when Nikita returned spitting out the bass so she could shift back to her true form. A moment later she had collected several sticks and was just beginning a small fire using her dragon fire breath. She cast a spell to conceal the smoke and scent except to her and Oliver. With that done she started skinning the fish with one of her serrated daggers. Once she was done skinning the fish she skewered them on a long, thin stick which she levitated over the fire and had it rotate, like a rotisserie. Before long the fish were nearly done cooking and filling the air with a delicious fragrance.
At this point Oliver woke up with a yawn and a stretch, before he looked over in the direction of the tasty scent. He saw that Nikita had caught breakfast and was cooking it over a fire. “Finally, you're awake. I was beginning to think you had been envenomated during the night.” Nikita glared at him as she snapped her fingers. In response the stick with the embedded fish floated over to him and one of the fish slid of the stick towards him just as a paper plate appeared out of thin air in his lap,where the fish landed with plastic eating utensils next to it.
“Looks good! Where did you learn to cook?” Oliver asked before he dug in.
“I learned on the run. Plus it’s not hard to make campfire fish, no seasoning.” Nikita said as she received her fish from the floating skewer stick. Oliver and Nikita quickly ate their fish. Once they were done the silverware and plated disappeared into smoke. Nikita flexed her fingers on her left hand into a fist and the little fire disappeared, replaced by random leaves and sticks. She motioned for Oliver to follow her, as she began walking towards the small river she had found earlier.
They made it to the river a short time later. Oliver looked at Nikita curiously then at the river. “We will swim with the current for a bit. And don’t worry I’m the scariest thing in the river, just don’t get to close to the tail while it is moving, it is a weapon in its own right,” Nikita said before she shifted into a ten-foot long alligator. Oliver jumped away in fear as he saw her long teeth. Nikita slid into the water with a smile and waited in the river for Oliver to get in the river. Oliver eventually saw that there was no way out of getting in the river and swimming with an alligator, even if it was just Nikita. He made sure the straps to his katanas were secure, then walked into the water to swim beside her for a bit.
Oliver reach her a moment later and noticed her smiling mischievously. “Why are you so happy?” Oliver shot her a challenging glare as he floated beside her.
“I’m happy because you finally manned up. Now hop on.” Once, he could respond Nikita swam fast, her tail propelling her through the water with a side to side motion similar to a shark. Oliver held on to her scutes as best he could. They swam like this for a long while, with Oliver occasionally changing his position as a scute seemed to always be poking him.
By noon Nikita and Oliver had traveled a good distance from where they had camped and were ready to dry off and have lunch. Nikita carried Oliver, who was currently resting on her back, to the riverside they had entered from. She reached the river bank and shifted her body side to side, causing Oliver to fall off and to the ground face first. “Hey! What the heck was that for?” Oliver said after pulling his face out of the dirt.
“Entertainment. Duh, now be quiet I need to listen to the forest.” Nikita said as she glared at him with a curt smile. She heard branches creaking, rustling. Twigs snapping and leaves crunching underfoot. Oliver brandished one of his katanas in front of him, ready for a fight. Nikita let out a low, rumbling, growl directed at the unseen threat.  The sounds grew closer and closer, then suddenly a loud crash as something jumped out of the branches.
The approaching threat shouted a terrifying battle cry,”Hraaaah!” Dirt flew into the air from where it landed and cascaded upon Oliver and Nikita. Oliver and Nikita shook their heads to remove the dirt, and then gazed upon their opponent.
Well, it was more like crazy friends than opponents, since Nikita and Oliver were gazing at Horus and Mikey, who were brandishing their weapons ready to attack Oliver and Nikita.
“Horus? Mikey? Where’s Dakota?”Oliver stared at them with confusion as he unsheathed his katana. Mikey shrieked like a little girl as he scrambled to hide behind Horus.
“What you screaming for Mikey,” Oliver asked.
“Watch out for the huge crocodile Ollie! It’ll eat you and spit you out like a chew toy!” Mikey cried out in warning as he peaked out from behind Horus.
Nikita shifted into her human form and glared at Mikey. “I was an alligator not a crocodile. And you’d be more likely to be torn to pieces than chewed up by either gator or croc.” Nikita flashed her blood red eyes at Horus and Mikey.
“Sorry Nikita for thinking you were a man eating crocodile.” Mikey smiled as he came out from behind Horus. “
Alligator… Hey, where’s Dakota. I sent him with you, Mikey?” Nikita inquired as she looked around for an unseen figure.
“He went back for Angel. I haven’t seen him since,”answered Mikey as he messed with something by his feet.
“That explains the message last night,” Nikita said, more to herself than anyone as she crossed her arms over her chest. Oliver looked at her curiously as this was the first he had heard of any message during the night. “Daryl sent a message via red flare that he had made a kill. I figured it was an innocent that had been caught off guard, though it was pretty close to the path I had told Angel to head down. I feared he had caught her and killed her, but from what you just told me he might have caught Dakota. We won’t know until we meet up with the survivor.” Nikita looked at them each with a hint of sorrow on her face.
“Dakota and Angel are impossible to split apart. No way he caught either of them with their guard down.” Horus smiled confidently.  Nikita gazed at the sky as the other’s agreed with Horus. Oliver placed a hand on Nikita’s shoulder to call her back from sky gazing.
“Do you know where we are?” he asked Nikita, once she looked at him. Nikita walked to the river bed and looked around for anything to indicate where they were. “I think we are about 26 miles southwest of the house, but I need some altitude to be sure,” Nikita said as she looked over her shoulder at the boys.
Before they could argue with her she cast a spell, “Wingrosa,” and took to the air. The scales covering her upper back and shoulders lifted off of her skin and shaped into needle like wings. Her wings beat with the speed of a hummingbird as she flew straight up and over the highest tree where she hovered. She looked around hovering in a slow,vertical circle to figure out how far from the house she was. In the distance she saw a small rooftop. That must be the house! She looked deep into the forest to see if she could find Angel and Dakota, but didn’t find them. I’ll need to find a scout to find them. She flew back to the boys and landed.
Once Nikita landed, her wings returned back to her unprotected shoulders and upper back. She looked at the boys and told them, “I was right, we are about 26 miles from the house. I couldn’t see Dakota or Angel though.” Oliver looked at her with wonder, while the others smiled their appreciation. Nikita began walking along the river following the current forcing the others to follow or be left behind. At one point Nikita called out to the forest in Serpentra for a scout. She was answered by a swift moving, three foot long garter snake. She instructed it in Serpentra to go into the forest and search for Angel and Dakota, to use the network if need be. Instructions received, the garter snake slithered back into the forest.
Chapter 13--A Brief Interlude
​Oliver walked alongside Nikita in silence, keeping an eye on the forest. Horus took to guarding the rear as Mikey guarded their flanks. Oliver guarded the front and Nikita kept them moving forward, though lost in thought. After what seemed like forever, Nikita looked to the western horizon and saw that the sun was setting. She stopped as she scanned the surroundings for a good place to camp for the night. She located a small growth not far from the forest and river, but easy to hide in. “We’ll camp in the growth for the night. Go get comfortable, I’ll get supper.” Nikita said as she headed towards the forest. The boys headed to the small growth and set about making places to sleep.
​Nikita located a berry grove not far from the forest’s edge. She tested one to see if it was poisonous. Once she was sure they were safe to eat she went about picking the berries and placing them in her hip-side pouch. While she was picking berries the garter snake returned and told her they had located Dakota (dead), but not Angel. She decided to keep the news about Dakota to herself for a while so that the boys would stay focused.
After she finished picking several handfuls of berries she headed back to the boys. She reached camp and found that the boys had made two simple sleep mats out of leaves for two of them and were just finishing work on two hammocks, probably for the two that will be on the watch. Oliver was weaving a couple of flowers into the lower hammock.
​Nikita cleared her throat as she realized the flowered hammock was for her. The boys stopped what they were doing and looked over their shoulders at her, with guilty expressions despite the fact that their cheeks turned red. “Nice job boys. Now, how about you stop with the flowers Ollie and drag your brothers over here for supper.” Nikita shot them all a wicked grin as she sat on a mossy rock. She emptied the berries out onto a spread of leaves. The boys each grabbed a handful and sat nearby.
Nikita grabbed her handful just as Oliver slid onto a mossy rock next to her. “When will we see if I gained any other abilities aside from the healing?” Oliver inquired as he tossed a berry into his mouth.
​“When I deem it is the right time. The powers are still settling within you. To activate them now is risky. Besides, right now we are on the run.” Nikita tossed a few berries in her mouth as she kept her gaze forward.
“Are you worried about facing your father?” Oliver tossed another berry into his mouth. Nikita looked at him, her eyes reptilian yellow, she seemed alert yet her eyes were hollow.
“Do I worry about fighting him? He has us on the run. We have no clue as to the fate of Angel and Dakota. So yes, I do worry about fighting him.” Nikita looked down at her feet, feeling helpless.
“We will get through this together. We will meet up with Angel and Dakota and we will prepare to face him. You have survived too much to die by his blade and I won’t lose you.”
Oliver placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder.
She looked up at him and smiled. He smiled back. “You are such a drama queen, Ollie,” Nikita teased. With a devious smile, she flicked her wrist and sent a berry sailing through the air right at his face.
“Hey! I’ll get you for that!” Oliver cried out as he flung a berry at Nikita. She caught the berry in her mouth and swallowed.
“Show off,” Ollie challenged as he rolled his eyes.
“You're just jealous.” Nikita teased as she flicked another berry at him. Horus and Mikey watched as they ate their berries in silence. Oliver occasionally managed to catch a berry, though Nikita always caught the ones thrown at her. A few minutes later Nikita emerged victoriously and Oliver was covered in smooshed berries, mainly focused on his face.
“Go wash up in the river. I’m not sleeping next to your berry covered mug,” Nikita said as she pushed Oliver towards the river with a wicked smile.
Chapter 14--Master Jasmine’s Next Lesson
​Oliver walked into the river and washed his face and clothes of all the berry juice. Once he was done he walked back to the campsite and climbed into his hammock. He had intended for his hammock to be the top one, though Nikita had already claimed it, and Nikita’s was big enough for him to sleep in with his wet clothes drying in a nearby branch. Nikita was already keeping watch in her hammock as he stripped off his wet clothes and hung them on a branch to dry. She snapped her wrist and instantly held a large shirt. She lowered the shirt down to Oliver and said, “Just so the stars don’t have to look at your naked ass.” Oliver nodded his thanks and quickly slid on the shirt. He was asleep within a few minutes.
​Nikita kept watch until midnight, then one of her cousins kept watch in her stead for the remainder of the night. She dreamed of Master Jasmine who taught her how to summon her aura. She had to reach deep within herself and face one of her worst fears; her fear of Oliver dying because of the war between her and Daryl.
She managed to overcome the fear and summon her aura. It was a Japanese, black dragon the size of a large greyhound. She looked from her aura to Master Jasmine with a joyous smile as her eyes shifted from reptilian yellow to emerald green. “Well done my young protégé. Now you must wake. Don’t forget to practice in the waking world.”
Jasmine smiled as she faded away.
Nikita slowly opened her eyes and saw that the sun was just beginning to rise. “Thank you, Master Jasmine. I will survive for you,” Nikita whispered under her breath. She slowly rolled to the edge, careful not to move the hammock. Nikita looked down to the ground and saw no obstacles. She rolled over the edge of the hammock and fell past Oliver’s sleeping form. Nikita stuck out her hands in front of her. She landed in a handstand. She swung her legs behind her and did a cartwheel, so she was standing on her feet. “Piece of cake,” Nikita said under her breath as she brushed the sand off herself.
She walked to the river where a large rock jutted out of the water and stripped off her clothes. Nikita slipped into the chilly water and began washing her hair. She rubbed some crushed juniper leaves into her hair, enjoying the spicy, pungent astringent smell reminiscent of gin and tonic. Nikita dove under the water, instantly growing an expanded set of lungs like a sea viper, so she could wash out the juniper once she was done and played in the water doing barrel rolls and flips. After a couple of minutes without surfacing, she looked up to the surface and saw a wavy outline of one of the boys. Ollie? She swam towards the outline and hesitated just below the surface. Opening her mouth slightly she let some air escape in the hopes of catching his attention, then slowly lifted her head out of the water. Oliver watched as she slowly showed her face, water cascading off her head as she emerged with a wicked smile.
“How was your swim Nikita?” Oliver asked as he held her clothes for her. She walked out of the water dripping wet and naked, causing Oliver to cover his eyes, and walked behind the large rock. He handed Nikita her clothes and leaned against the rock,averting his eyes, while she dressed.
“The swim was wonderful, much like the juniper leaves.” Nikita slipped on her underthings and slowly slid a finger down Oliver’s spine, palm facing her.
“Your hand’s cold. And you're happy about something, aren’t you?” Oliver turned his head just enough that he could see her out of the corner of his eyes.
“I had another lesson from Master Jasmine.” Nikita said as she slipped into her shorts.
“It’s been a while since your last lesson from her. I wonder why they had stopped until now?” Oliver looked at Nikita with a half grin.
“Well she last visited me while I was temporarily dead and I’ve been busy since then. You’re curious as to what I learned last night though, aren’t you?” Nikita shot him a wicked grin as she slipped on her black half shirt.
“Yup. But please don’t show me by beating me up again. My back still hurts from last time. Why don’t we go hunting for some food.” Oliver said with a tortured smiled as he turned to face her.
“You're no fun, but hunting is a good idea.” Nikita placed her hands on the rock top in front of him. She pushed off with her feet and swung them over her head. Pushing off with her hands at the last second, Nikita sailed over Oliver with mere inches to spare. Landing on her feet, Nikita shot a mischievous grin over her shoulder at Oliver, before she walked away.
Oliver ran his right hand through his short, sandy yellow hair as he watched her walk away. “She’s one hell of a girl,” he said to himself before he ran after her to help track down breakfast.
 Chapter 15--The Aura
Nikita had welcomed Oliver’s company as they walked into the forest with the idea that they’d hunt for some food, but once they had walked a few steps into the forest, she disappeared without a trace, leaving Oliver alone in the forest trying to find her.
“Nikita? This isn’t funny. Stop hiding. Please?” Oliver looked all around him for any sign of her but saw none.
“You wanted to hunt, well this is me hunting. You’re way too revealed. I could hit you with a dagger and you still wouldn’t know where I am, but you might know where it lurks.” Oliver looked around trying to pinpoint where her voice had come from but saw nothing except green.
“What’s it? What lurks here?” Oliver threw up his hands showing that he was giving up trying to find her.
“It is a dragon. A nearly invisible, black dragon.” Nikita laughed as Oliver turned around trying to locate her.
“I know of at least four people that would describe your dragon form that way. Give me more details. Is this dragon big?”
“As big as a greyhound.” Nikita said from behind the tree she was leaning behind, still unseen.
“Is it uh… nice?” Oliver ran his hands through his hair.
“Ask it yourself.” Before he could even react something rushed at him. It was a nearly invisible, Japanese, black dragon. It’s mouth was wide open, ready to bite him in half. It was flying a couple of feet off the ground. Oliver instinctively twisted to the side and covered his face and vitals with his arms. Suddenly it stopped only an arm's length from his face, mouth closed. Nikita stepped out from behind the tree and walked up beside the dragon with a smile.
“You can relax now,” Nikita said. Oliver opened his eyes and looked around. He slowly turned back to Nikita, lowering his arms. Oliver jumped back as he came face to face with the dragon. “Oh relax you big chicken.”
​Oliver looked from her to the dragon then back to her, very confused. It wasn’t attacking Nikita. In fact, the dragon was just hovering there next to her and it seemed to be smiling at him. He saw that it was a mirror reflection of the mischievous smile that Nikita was giving him.
“What is- Why isn’t it attacking?” Oliver inquired as he glared at the dragon, not daring to take his eyes off of it. Nikita flexed her shoulders and the dragon flew around her neck and rested on her shoulder.
“It won’t attack unless I give the signal. And this is my aura. What do you think?” Nikita smiled as she scratched the dragon under the chin, causing it to make an odd purring sound that was halfway between a lion’s growl and a cat’s purr.
​“I think it is really scary and that I would have prefered being attacked back on the river bank or not at all.” Oliver glared as he rolled his eyes at Nikita before heading back to camp. Nikita snapped her fingers and the dragon disappeared. She chased after Oliver who was trudging deeper into the forest, thinking he was going back to the river. She caught up to him with ease.
“If you’re going back to camp then you're going the wrong way,” Nikita said as she walked beside him. Oliver stopped and glared at her then headed the opposite way, trudging as he went. Nikita followed in silence for some time.
​After a while Nikita spoke,”I’m sorry.” Oliver halted and looked at her, instead of at the dirt, with a look of utter disbelief. “What? Do I have something in my hair?” Nikita began to put one of her hands to her hair.
“No-No. It’s just I’ve never heard you say that you were sorry before. It isn’t exactly something you’re known to do… ever,” said Oliver.
“Well that’s a bit harsh, but you do have a point. I haven’t really had a need to do so in centuries. Guess I’m a little out of practice.” Nikita shrugged her shoulders as her eyes downcast.
“Yeah who need manners while they spend their life living by the edge of a dagger?” Oliver elbowed Nikita teasingly as he smiled. Suddenly Nikita stopped, eyes alert and senses strained to locate the source of something stirring in the woods. Oliver halted beside her not daring to move an inch, let alone breathe (too loudly). 
Without warning Nikita dashed into the shrubbery without a sound. Oliver waited for her return, suddenly feeling rather exposed. He ran to hide behind a tree so he could not be ambushed. Nikita emerged a few minutes later with a large rabbit in hand.
Oliver walked out from behind the tree with a relieved sigh. “I was worried that it was Daryl you had heard.” Oliver smiled as he realized she had found breakfast.
“If it had been him I wouldn’t have left you alone in the woods.” Nikita caught his chin with her pointer finger on her left hand and brought him closer to her. “You're much too good to die by his blade. Now let’s head back, you’re cooking!” Nikita withdrew her empty hand and began walking back to camp, rabbit in hand.
It didn’t take long for Oliver to skin the rabbit and begin cooking the meat. He had handed Nikita the fur to do with as she pleased, which was to prepare it to be turned into a small pouch. Nikita cleaned the blood off and left it to dry by the fire as she warmed her snakeskin hide. Oliver announced the food was done after only a few minutes since it had turned a nice golden brown. He had a feeling that Nikita had used her magic to quicken the cooking process. Mikey and Horus joined them as they ate in silence.
Once they had finished, Nikita sent Mikey and Horus to clean up in the river as they were covered in rabbit juices. While they cleaned up, Nikita and Oliver put out the fire and packed what little they had. After everything was packed Oliver and Nikita patiently waited, sharpening their blades. Nikita used her old sharpening rock; it was a smooth rock, dusty red in color, that she had found in a river many years ago. The rock bore a groove that sheltered the ragged edges that she sharpened her blades with. After a few blades, Nikita noticed that Oliver was sharpening his blades with a wooden bar.
​Nikita watched Oliver sharpen his katana for a few moments as she continued to sharpen her daggers. She used her enhanced sight to study his blade as it sharpened. A nick appeared on the blade.
“You just nicked your katana, Ollie,” Nikita said as she looked back to her blade with a neutral face.  Oliver lifted the blade to his eye level and found the nick. He looked to her in surprise.
“It happens a lot, guess the wood block is too much for these old blades.” Nikita looked to him as she sheathed another sharpened blade. She extended her left hand towards him for the katana. He handed it to her hesitantly with curiosity in his eyes.
​Nikita drew the blade close holding it by the hilt as she gently brushed her free hand over the flat of the blade. She did a few test swings before she looked at Oliver. “The wood has too many rough spots for this blade.” She then began a quick sharpening with her rock before returning his blade. “You will not find any nicks now. Here is a sharpening rock you can use.” With that, Nikita tossed her sharpening rock to Oliver. In the blink of an eye, she was holding a nearly identical rock, but it was black instead of dusty red. Oliver looked at her in surprise as he looked at the two sharpening rocks. “I always have a spare on me. They come in handy as a weapon as well as a tool.”  With that, she unsheathed another dagger and began sharpening it. Oliver mimicked her movements as he sharpened his katanas.
Chapter 16--Reunion with Angel
Meanwhile deep in the forest Angel was just beginning anew on her desperate run through the forest. She had run for several days and slept under a tree at night. Armed only with Dakota’s bo-staff, she made a frantic leap over a fallen log. Only minutes earlier she had just been waking up when she heard a twig snap. She had grabbed Dakota’s bo-staff, the one thing she had taken after finding him dead, and began a blind sprint away from the noise. Branches clawed at her nightgown and her skin. Leaves smacked across her body as she raced through.
​Angel was in a stretch of forest that was thick and let little sunlight through the canopy. Far ahead she saw a white light and knew it headed to open ground. She dared a glance behind her yet she saw nothing and heard nothing other than the sounds of her frantic dash. Angel tripped over a tree root as she looked back and fell forward. She hit the ground hard. Dakota’s bo-staff flew through the air and landed a few feet in front of her. Angel pushed herself up onto her knees and hands as she panted and listened behind her. Nothing. Not even a birdsong pierced the silence. I have to keep moving or I’ll die. Angel struggled to her feet as she began to run. She slipped and nearly fell but steadied her right foot with the bo-staff.
​Picking the bo-staff up she began to run towards the open ground, towards the only light she saw. Angel ran and ran until her lungs burned; she ran and ran until every muscle was begging to stop--but she kept running. Suddenly, she felt something hit her in her right shoulder. Angel cried out in pain as she turned to look over her right side, to her shoulder, as she continued running. An arrow was embedded in her shoulder, and the wound was already covered in blood. She tried to reach it with her other hand but failed. She looked ahead and summoned what remained of her strength and put on more speed.
​After what seemed like an hour Angel broke through the last of the trees and into a sunlit, riverside beach. She didn’t see them as she emerged from the forest blinded by the sun. She slammed into the girl that was ahead of the three boys. Angel and the girl flew off their feet and towards the river. They landed with a thud, Angel landing on top of the girl causing her to groan in pain. Angel pushed herself up onto her hands and knees as she looked to see what she had hit. She found Nikita glaring at her with blood red eyes. Nikita hissed, “Do you mind moving your knee, it’s digging into my gut?”
Angel looked down to her knees and saw that she had her knee pressing on Nikita’s gut. She quickly got up and stepped away. Nikita placed her palms next to her head and brought her knees close to her chest. She thrust her feet out and up as she pushed off with her hands. Nikita landed on her feet with her hands raised in a “ta-da” above her head, before her arms went to her sides. Nikita’s eyes went back to their usual emerald green coloration. She looked Angel up and down, taking note of the bloody arrow in her shoulder and the bo-staff.
“Boys go keep watch while I tend to Angel’s wounds. Oliver, grab one of the spare shirts in Horus’s pack and the bandages.” With that, she motioned for Angel to follow her to the river.
Nikita had Angel take off her shirt and wash off in the river. Now, Angel was sitting on a rock while Nikita crushed up some herbs that she had pulled from her pouch. The mixture smelled foul and looked like green crap. She finished and placed it aside as she braced her right hand next to where the arrow shaft was embedded in Angel’s flesh. She then placed a thick piece of leather in Angel’s mouth before she swiftly yanked out the arrow.
Angel bit down hard as the pain overcame her. Then she felt the sting of something touch her wound, causing her to cry out. “This will help with any hidden poison and possible infection. Now shut up,” said Nikita.  That was the only response Angel got as she spat out the leather.
Nikita finished rubbing the herb mixture onto Angel’s shoulder as Oliver arrived with the shirt and bandages. Nikita smiled her thanks as she wiped off her hands on Angel’s ruined shirt. She swiftly began bandaging Angel’s shoulder and finished after a few minutes. Angel looked back at her in time to be hit in the face with a white cotton shirt. “Put it on or be left behind,” Nikita growled over her shoulder.
Angel felt her blood boil as she watched Nikita slink away towards Oliver. She huffed her dislike as she slid into the shirt that was a bit big on her small frame. She then leased her temper as her grimace turned into a pleasant smile and began to move from the rock to the rest of the group. No way am I letting that viper sink her fangs into Ollie. Before Angel could attempt to separate Nikita and Oliver, Horus walked up to her.
Horus smiled his wicked grin at Angel as she watched Nikita and Oliver begin to wander off. “So, you ran into Dakota?” Angel was snapped to attention at his voice. She looked him in his dark brown eyes as if the answer lay there. Angel hung her head as she realized she’d have to tell him of Dakota.
“I’m so sorry Horus. When I found him on the path he was already…” She turned away as tears threatening to streak her cheeks, not daring to say the word. Dead! Horus curled his hands into fists and squeezed until he felt something warm slide down his fingers. He walked away as he slowly eased the pressure on his palms as the bleeding slowed.
Angel stalked towards Nikita and Oliver as she readied herself for a fight both mentally and physically. The viper is to blame for Dakota’s death. Once Angel was only a few feet away Nikita noticed her approach, but gave no indication. Nikita merely slid her left hand towards the dagger she had sheathed at the front of her left leg. Angel grabbed her shoulder and spun her around ready to throw the first punch. Nikita dodged and slipped between Angel’s arms, and placed the dagger to her throat in only seconds.
Nikita said calmly as she flashed her snake fangs, “I’m sorry for Dakota’s death, but fighting amongst ourselves is not going to bring him back. We have to keep moving if we are to survive.”
“Why should we follow you? You're the reason we’re even being hunted to begin with. You're the reason Dakota lies in an unmarked grave.” Angel retorted as she stood boldly despite the blade at her throat and the reptilian yellow eyes that watched her every movement. Nikita didn’t reply as she silently entered Angel’s mind and searched for her hidden plan. She found it and silently returned to her own mind.
“You want to take me to him. And what? Trade me for a safe life with the boys?” Angel’s eyes widened with surprise, revealing it to be true. “You do that and he will kill you and the boys without so much as a second thought,” Nikita said bluntly.
Angel exclaimed, “You're wrong! Daryl will fulfill the bargain and we will never have to worry about you ever killing anyone ever again.” She met Nikita’s gaze with her own ferocity. Nikita’s eyes narrowed as the flashed red. Stand down or feel my blade. Nikita seemed to warn her, but Angel wouldn’t back down.
“You’ve got guts girlie. Show me what you can do in a battle to decide this group's fate. If I win we escape to the south.”
“And if I win you surrender to me and we deliver you to Daryl.” Nikita nodded her consent with the terms and backed away. Oliver tossed Angel his katanas as he backed out of the fighting area.
“Count of ten decides the winner. Ollie will count,” Nikita hissed over her shoulder at Angel. Angel answered with a nod to show she understood and was ready.
 Chapter 17--The Decision
Nikita stood with her back to Angel and weapons sheathed. Angel waited for Nikita to move for only a moment before she rushed at Nikita, katanas ready to do damage. Nikita didn’t react until Angel was almost on top of her. She jumped up and over Angel with her hands stretching over her head. She landed on her hands where Angel had been only a stride earlier and lowered her legs until she was standing upright. Angel slid to a halt just before she hit the tree Oliver was leaning against. Turning wildly she faced Nikita again, who was standing calmly as she looked at the nails on her left hand.
Angel rushed Nikita again, this time ready for Nikita to jump. Nikita waited until Angel was a few strides away before she quickly unsheathed a dagger from her belt and used it to angle the sunlight into Angel’s eyes. Angel was blinded instantly and slowed to a run. This was all Nikita needed as she grabbed Angel’s left arm and flipped Angel onto her back. The katanas flew into the air and landed just out of reach. Nikita lengthened the dagger with a spell as she angled it towards Angel’s neck.
Angel’s vision cleared and she was greeted by the sight of Nikita still gripping her left arm with one hand, and angling a long blade at her neck with the other.
“Do you yield Angel?” Nikita crooned as she grinned down at Angel. Angel slid her hand to the hidden hunting knife she kept under her short’s left pant leg. She withdrew it from the sheath and jabbed it into Nikita’s leg. The knife sliced into Nikita’s left leg just above the knee. Nikita backed away with surprise. The long blade sliced across Angel’s neck leaving a thin opening, with only a little blood escaping. Angel scrambled to her feet while Nikita was distracted.
Nikita staggered back a few steps as she dropped her long blade, which returned to its original dagger length. She reached for the knife with her left hand and yanked it out of her leg, covered in blood. Nikita looked towards Angel with blood red eyes that showed untamed aggression. Angel glanced at something between them. Her dagger! Nikita started for her dagger as Angel rushed towards the dagger and skidded on her side. Angel reached the dagger first and angled it upwards and at Nikita. Nikita skidded to a stop on her heals, too late. The dagger found its mark and embedded itself in Nikita’s gut.
Angel released the dagger and scrambled away as Nikita dropped the bloody hunting knife into the sand.  Her hands went to the dagger as her eyes shifted to emerald green. Nikita fell to her knees as Oliver rushed to her side. Angel stood at a distance and watched at what she had done. Oliver held Nikita close as she struggled to breath. Oliver stroked her hair as tears welled up in his eyes.
“Don’t you dare leave me, Nikita,” Oliver sobbed as Nikita gently caressed his face with a gentle hand.
Moments passed and Nikita drew her last breath as her body went limp and her hand fell from Oliver’s cheek to her side and the ground beyond.
“I love you Nikita.” Oliver sobbed as he held her closer and cried. Horus and Mikey who had been watching the whole fight and aftermath finally approached Oliver and lay a comforting hand on his shoulders.
When Oliver was done crying he lay Nikita’s body on the ground before him and looked up towards Angel. “Are you happy now? Her blood is on your hands and it marks you, but not as a hero… It marks you as a murderer.” Oliver snapped.
Angel lowered her gaze to her feet as she felt the words hit her. “I didn’t mean for the fight to end this way, but the deal still holds. I’m sorry Ollie.” Oliver brushed a stray strand of hair out of Nikita’s face.
“Don’t call me that, you murderer.”  Oliver’s gaze hardened as he glared at Angel from the corner of his eyes. “We will prepare the body for transport then we head out down the river.”
 Chapter 18--Angel’s Nightmare
An hour later Angel and the boys began to trek down the river with Nikita’s body wrapped in white clothing. Nikita’s body lay on a makeshift wooden travois that Horus and Oliver pulled along behind them while Mikey watched the rear. They trekked along the river like this until the sun began to set and they came across an abandoned barn.
“We’ll camp here until he arrives. Put the body there,” said Angel. Oliver and Horus dragged Nikita’s body into the center of the building. Angel and Mikey began to set up a campfire near the front of the building.
​The barn was large enough to fit four trucks inside and still have enough room for a few horses. The rafters overhead were made of wood as some of them were splintering. The outside was a worn down red color in the places paint remained. There were holes in the walls though small and randomly placed. Angel managed to get the fire going after several tries and tiring her arms.
​Oliver and Horus strolled over to the warmth of the fire, Oliver daring to glance back at the body of the one he loved, Nikita. Horus prepared a meal of dried fish and seeds. Once the food was done the small band ate in silence that was so complete that not even the crickets dared to make a sound. An hour later Angel kept watch as the boys slept with their backs to her and the fire.
​Not much happened during Angel’s watch as she stayed awake throughout most of the night not willing to dream of the day. Occasionally a small lizard or snake would wander in front of her and hiss at her. Each time, she flinched, as she took it as punishment for what she did to Nikita. Eventually, sleep claimed her and she endured worse torment in her dreams.
​Angel’s dreams were the stuff of nightmares. They were of Nikita, Oliver, and Daryl. In her dream, she was back at the beach with her standing beside Daryl as he faced Nikita and Ollie. Nikita and Oliver were armed and poised to strike as Daryl patted her head. Daryl cooed in a pleasant tone, “Once again Nikita we are face to face with allies ready to fight beside us. I feel sorry for the boy since he is about to die alongside you, and so handsome too.”
Nikita hissed, revealing her two inch long fangs, as her eyes changed to blood red. “This war ends now father, with you leaving this world for the next.” 
Daryl chuckled as he handed Angel a dagger, one of Nikita’s family heirlooms. “We’ll see. Killer.” With that Daryl and Angel charged at Nikita and Oliver. Angel battled Oliver as Nikita faced off with her father.
​Angel fought hard enough to distract Oliver without hurting him, but was caught off guard when he tripped her. She hit the ground with her back and lay there as Oliver rushed to join Nikita. Angel propped herself up onto her side as she watched Daryl fight both Nikita and Oliver. Daryl managing to wound them both, yet also getting wounds in return. Angel looked down at the dagger Daryl had handed her and realized what she had to do. She got up and stalked over to the battle to come up behind Nikita. Once she was within arm's length of Nikita she grabbed Nikita and spun her around. Nikita let her guard down in surprise and that’s when Angel thrust the dagger up into Nikita’s gut. Daryl finished the fight with Ollie by slicing his throat as he turned to the weakened Nikita and stabbed her, with the other dagger, through the heart.
Angel watched as Nikita fell to the ground dead. Daryl got on his knees in front of her as he clapped her on the shoulders. “You did good Angel. Now she and her friend are dead. You saved the world from a murderer, be proud as I claim you as my child.”
Angel looked past him to Oliver’s fallen form as tears welled up in her eyes.  Angel said under her breath, “I killed her…. I’m a murderer.”
“No, you’re a hero, my Angel.” Daryl cooed. Angel snapped her gaze to him and saw her face looking back at her with blood red eyes. Then blackness as Angel awoke and bolted upright into a sitting position. She hastily glanced around until she realized that she was back at the abandoned barn and that it was almost dawn.
 Chapter 19--Daryl’s Deal
​Daryl arrived at the beach in the gray light of dawn where the boys and Nikita had met Angel only a day prior. He noticed the signs of a battle near the forest’s edge. Blood coated a good size of the fight area. Curiously he knelt down next to the bloody sand and took a sample. Testing it with an ancient spell to find the identity of the blood donor, Daryl was vulnerable, yet no one attacked. The spell finished and mist arose as it formed the image of the blood donor, Nikita Blade. Daryl smiled knowing he was hot on her trail.
​Daryl searched for the trail that would lead to where his play now hid. He found the trail as it was littered with drag marks. Daryl followed it determinedly as he saw blood droplets scattered on the trail. His prey was badly wounded, it was weakened now. Who wounded her? I haven’t seen her since the fight at that farm house. Could it be that she has an enemy in her little group? Annoyed by the thought that someone else had weakened his prey he shoved these thoughts to the back of his mind.
​By midday he had made good time as he rounded a bend in the river. With the sun bearing down on him he decided to rest and rehydrate. Even wounded Nikita was known to fight ferociously. Daryl located a shadowy area under a tree, where he sat to rest as he drank a swig from his canteen. It was older than Nikita, as he had received it from a blacksmith 340 years ago. He was happy back then, living with a beautiful woman in his home. Then a child came into his life--his child--and her name was Rosa Jemina. He loved his new family and hid his past--his immortality--from both of the women in his life. But everything went awry when their house went up in flames. He had managed to save his wife and himself before the flames got too big. But he never saw his daughter again.
​Unbeknown to him Rosa had made her own escape from the flames with the family heirlooms in hand; a pair of simple grip daggers. She had run away from the fire through the front door while her parents had jumped through the window in their bedroom.  Their daughter had fallen into a snake pit and was bitten on the neck, only to receive the powers of The Reptilian Protector. Now here she was 317 years later with a new name: Nikita Blade.
​Daryl continued on his hunt for his prey to fulfill a promise he had made while burying his murdered wife. He had promised himself that he would repay the one who had killed his wife in their own blood. Nikita had delivered the killing blow and she would die with the same dagger that killed his wife.
​Daryl trekked along the river side for several miles until dusk, when he noticed smoke from a fire. Pushing aside a branch he saw the smoke came from an abandoned barn. The tracks led inside. He had finally caught up to his prey. Time to make an appearance. Daryl sneaked up to the side of the barn where he found a hole at his eye level. Using the hole he peaked inside and scoped it out.
​He spied a body lying on a wooden bed covered in a sheet, placed in the center of the barn. There were three teenage boys over by a campfire, probably preparing supper. And over by the front of the barn was a girl who seemed to be keeping watch. The body under the sheets must be Nikita’s. She was killed by someone else’s hands! His blood boiled as he focused on the covered body. That was his kill to make.
​He calmed himself as he strolled up to the front of the barn, where the lookout waited. Hidden around the corner he spoke gently,” You look like you’re waiting for someone. My name is Daryl Jemina.” With that he stepped out from around the corner and in front of the girl.
“I--we--have been waiting on you. Nikita is yours so long as you leave us alone,” the girl answered, trying to sound in command.
​The boys rose swiftly to their feet as they spied Daryl. Angel lifted up her arm in the form of an “L” as she gave the boys the signal to hold off on the attack. “How about you come in so we can talk about the deal,” Angel offered as she sidestepped to allow Daryl past.
Daryl followed her to the firepit as the boys left and stood guard. Mikey guarded the doorway. Horus guarded Angel from a safe distance, and Oliver stood guard near Nikita’s body. “Effective team. Did they help kill Nikita? Or was that all your doing?” Daryl asked once he sat across from Angel.
​Angel replied coldly, “They are a wonderful team, but they didn’t participate in Nikita’s demise. I did that myself, stabbed her with her own dagger.”
Daryl smiled, pleased to hear Nikita’s dagger was used in the kill. “I guess she let her guard down. Usually it is impossible to get a hold of even one of her daggers.” Angel nodded as she thought back to the fight. “May I see the body?” Daryl inquired as he rose to his feet. Horus tensed his body as his hands went to his sias.
Angel got up and led Daryl to Nikita’s body after calming Horus, who followed a few feet behind. Daryl and Angel stood at the base of the wooden bed as Oliver removed the sheet. Once Nikita’s body was fully uncovered Daryl revealed a pleased smile.
​“Well done Angel. I accept your terms. I will return for the body tomorrow around sundown,” Daryl turned to Angel as he spoke.
​“I’m glad to have helped you Daryl.” Angel said calculatedly. With that Daryl turned and headed for the door as the boys watched him. Within minutes Daryl had vanished in an oncoming fogbank.
“We can’t hand her over to him! He’ll mount her body on his wall as a trophy!” Oliver blurted out.  Angel glared at him coldly.
“The only way the deal will be broken is if Nikita gets up and rises off that wooden slab,” Angel said pointing at Nikita’s body. Oliver hung his head in dismay. Angel grumbled as she stormed away.
​Oliver walked over to Nikita’s body and sat on the wooden bed next to her. He stroked her hair as he wished she would return to him for several, long minutes. Suddenly Nikita’s chest rose and a coughing sound came from her mouth. Her eyes opened as she coughed the stale air out of her lungs. Oliver jumped away in fear and surprise landing a few feet away and watching her move once more. Once Nikita had expelled all the stale air she looked around and her eyes landed on the dagger still lodged in her midsection.
“Well, that’s uncomfortable.” With that Nikita placed her right hand onto her gut next to the dagger as she used her left hand to grip the handle of the blade. Releasing a calm breath, Nikita yanked the dagger out in one swift motion.
​As if suddenly released from an invisible grip, Oliver rushed over to Nikita’s side. “Are you crazy you could bleed out,” Oliver said as he began to apply pressure to the opened, bleeding wound. Nikita dropped the dagger on the ground next to the bed before turning her attention to the opened gash.
“Move your hands Ollie.” Nikita instructed. Using her hands to pinch the wound closed she focused her healing magic through her arms and to the gash. Oliver stepped back and watched as within seconds the blood disappeared and the wound closed and faded into a scar that was slowly disappearing.
The healing complete, Nikita sat up and picked up her dagger from where she had dropped it. “So, anything fun happen while I was out?” Nikita said as she sheathed her dagger, now clean. Oliver took the few steps to her and hugged her.
“I thought I had lost you.” Nikita hugged him back as she teased his hair.
“I will always find my way back to you,” Nikita pulled away gripping his shoulders, ”Death be damned.”
Sorrow filled Oliver’s eyes as he looked at Nikita’s. “Your father was here. He made a deal with Angel, for your dead body.”
NIkita’s arms dropped to her lap. “What time am I to be carted away?”
Oliver observed Nikita’s cunning smile across her face. “Tomorrow at sundown.”
“Perfect. That gives us plenty of time to begin your training,” Nikita chimed as she rose to her feet. Oliver looked at her confused as he followed her to the rear of the abandoned barn.
“What training?” They stopped in a wide, open space.
“Magic training. I sensed that you have more than just the healing ability as you attempted to heal me back there.”
Oliver countered, “What? But I didn’t try to heal you with a spell, I was just trying to stop the blood.” Nikita smiled.
“Wrong. The power is within you just waiting to be used. Now use it and become a lizard.”  Oliver rolled his eyes at her as he focused on summoning any magic. He closed his eyes and mentally felt down within him for any magic.
After several moments he found it and began bringing it up and out. Oliver thought about a bearded dragon, specifically him turning into one. Focusing the magic to coat his body and transform him, Oliver nearly lost the image of the lizard. He felt his body slowly change as he became smaller.
Nikita watched as Oliver shrunk, his skin becoming scaley. His hands turned into claws as he slowly grew a tail. Oliver’s hair morphed into a crown of spikes. His ears lay flat to his head and melded to his skin until only a thin film coated his ears. Oliver’s teeth shrunk and became pointed. His tongue became sticky, round, long, and bore a small split at the tip. His clothes became spikes on his sides and spine. Within minutes Oliver had transformed into a two-foot-long bearded dragon with a greenish tint.
Nikita knelt down next to Oliver and picked him up in her hands. Raising Oliver to eye level she smiled. “You got the looks, now did you do it correctly. Can you blink?” Oliver blinked.
“Can you move your tail?” Oliver moved his tail upwards. Nikita warned, “You crap on my hands and I will drop you.” Oliver lowered his tail. “Can you move your head?” Oliver nodded. “Ok, now open up,” Nikita said as she switched her vision to night vision. Oliver opened his mouth. Nikita looked in and saw the teeth and the tongue, and the hiss mechanism in the back of the throat. “Wow, you even got the hiss mechanism in the throat.”
Nikita gently closed Oliver’s mouth. “Ok, let's see you move.” Nikita gently placed Oliver back on the ground.
Oliver turned around and started walking. “Good now try a run. You should be able to hit 25 miles per hour. Your magic will tell you your speed.” Oliver nodded and put on more speed. Nikita watched as he raced towards the doorway nearly at 25 mph. Then he turned back to her and skidded. Oliver tumbled over himself until he slid to a stop a few feet away from where he lost control. Nikita silently darted over to him and past Angel and Horus, who were sitting at the firepit. Nikita sent her magic at him forcing him to morph back to human.
Sliding next to him on her knees, Nikita meticulously looked him over for any injuries. Once she was sure he had no injuries she looked to his face. She glared at him as he smiled. “Note to self. Take turns slowly in the beardy form next time.”
Nikita rolled her eyes at him as Oliver shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s try combat training instead.” Oliver nodded in agreement as he got to his feet. Nikita began walking back to the rear of the barn.
As Nikita walked past the fire pit, Horus looked up from cleaning his sais and saw her. His eyes went wide with surprise as his sias fell from his hands. “Nikita!” Horus said as he rushed up from his seat and towards her smiling. Angel looked over her shoulder to see who Horus was running to. Nikita looked to him as she halted with a clever smile. Horus wrapped his arms around her middle in a hug that almost counted as a bearhug, as he lifted her off the ground, spinning. Both of them laughed as Oliver and Angel stood nearby. Horus placed Nikita back on her feet once he was sure that she was dizzy. Nikita attempted to take a few dizzying steps before she noticed Angel watching with a scowl.
 Chapter 20--Practicing Magic
“You're alive,” Angel said flatly. Nikita took a few steps towards her, no longer dizzy.
“Yeah, guess you missed something vital,”Nikita smiled smugly.
A hint of anger appeared in Angel’s eyes. “Next time I won’t miss.”
Nikita rolled her eyes as her grin turned wicked. “Oh, cut the crap, Angel! You and I both know it was an accident. So, knock off the tough girl routine.” Nikita walked the rest of the way until there was barely a breath between them. “Don’t pretend to be something you're not darlin’. Only I can pull off the murderer look.” Nikita backed away with a wicked smile.
Angel stood frozen in place as Nikita walked towards the rear of the barn with Oliver not far behind. Once Nikita and Oliver had turned to each other and were looking at Nikita’s spellbook, Angel seemed to unfreeze as she began to trudge back to the firepit. Horus followed at a safe distance in case Angel decided to attack Nikita again. Angel said under her breath,“She is going to bring death upon us all.”
Nikita smiled as she heard Angel’s comment, before turning her full attention to the spellbook. The book was open to a page with a blasting spell, a rather easy spell. This will be a good starter spell for Ollie. “This spell will let you bast a target one of two ways. You aim it at the ground while looking at your target, then the spell will travel through the ground to the target and will blast them sky high. You aim it at the target it will travel as a fireball through the air and blast them backward, off their feet and onto their ass. Either way, it is funny to watch, painful to receive.”
Nikita instructed as she flexed her right hand towards the center of the barn. Instantly three, life-sized, straw dummies appeared with poles keeping them upright. Oliver looked from the spellbook to the dummies, then to Nikita. He was to practice the spell here and now. Oliver turned towards the dummies and picked out the one on the far left to hit. Aiming at the chosen target with his right hand he mulled the spell phrase in his mind.
“This spell doesn’t need a guiding hand. Aiming only helps the target avoid the spell. Just look and cast,” Nikita corrected.
Oliver let his hand drop to his side, as he nodded agreement. He focused on the chosen target with his gaze. “Blazsto Demous,” Oliver said confidently. Suddenly a fireball blazed a path from right in front of him and to the chosen target. The fireball blasted the target off the ground as it sailed backward only to land several feet away on its back.
“Nice, now try through the ground.” Oliver smiled at Nikita’s praise and picked the next target, the straw dummy in the middle.  Aiming his hand at the ground he said the spell again. This time the spell traveled through the ground like an electric current. Once it reached the target it shot up out of the ground and blasted the target upwards. The dummy hit the roof hard and fell back down to earth, landing with a thud to the face.
“Well done. Let’s look at another spell while they get back in position,” Nikita suggested as the dummies started to get up and walk back to their poles. Oliver watched in amazement as the straw dummies moved. “Living dummies: they come in handy for training or practice. Sadly I can’t get them to react to my attacks yet.” Nikita explained casually. Oliver watched as Nikita flipped to a new spell page. “Ah ha! A force field spell! Very useful. Now you study the spell while I try and get the dummies to attack you instead of fall apart.” Nikita said as she turned to Oliver before walking towards the dummies.
Oliver followed her movements with his gaze for a moment before turning his attention to the spell. The spell required for him to focus his magic to spread in front of him as he lifts either hand in defense. No words were spoken, but the mind must picture the force field deflecting the attack. He committed it to memory as he drew up a handful of his magic.
 Chapter 21--A Quick Trip
​While Oliver memorized the spell, Nikita continued to try talking the dummies into attacking on command. “Look all I want you to do is attack Ollie when I say to. He needs to practice his force field spell, a spell that does no damage whatsoever to the attacker. So will you do it?” Nikita hissed. The dummies looked at each other, then to Oliver, then back to Nikita and shook their heads. No. Nikita’s eyes shifted to reptilian yellow. Before the one on the far right could even react, Nikita sliced his head off in one movement with an unseen dagger palmed in her right hand. “Wrong answer you get one more try,” Nikita threatened to the remaining two as the beheaded dummy disintegrated.
​They both nodded their heads in consent to doing the attack on command. Nikita smiled as her eyes shifted back to emerald green. Standing on her heels she turned around and began walking toward Oliver. Oliver looked at Nikita as she halted next to his left arm. He dared a glance to the dummies and saw the last of the beheaded one disintegrate, before looking back at Nikita. “What happened to the third dummy?” he inquired. Nikita looked back at the dummies and shrugged. “No clue,” Nikita smiled slyly.
​Oliver rolled his eyes as they turned to face the two (remaining) dummies. Nikita walked a few feet off to the side and turned to face Oliver and the dummies. “Defend,” Nikita instructed. The dummies charged at Oliver. Oliver’s eyes widened with surprise at the dummies, before he lifted his right hand in defense. He pictured his magic spreading out in an impenetrable shield before him. His magic obeyed and within moments there was a force field in front of him, invisible to all but him and Nikita. The dummies swung their arms wide, aiming to hit him in the face with their straw hands. Their hands came down on the shield hard and they were instantly thrown backward several feet, and landed hard on their straw butts.
​“Hmm… well that is new. Usually they don’t land on their asses.” Nikita commented as she looked at the dummies. Oliver watched as his force field disappeared. She walked up to Oliver grinning and gave him a left handed thumbs up. “Well they’re definitely going to feel that in the morning, but aside from that it was amazing. Darned hilarious watching them fly through the air.”
​“You need to work on your sense of humor, Nikita,” Oliver teased as he pretended to elbow her. Nikita feigned disbelief with a gasp, before shooting him with a wicked grin.
“Yeah, I’ll get on that when Angel has coffee with the devil,” Nikita said teasingly. Oliver rolled his eyes as Nikita smiled innocently.
​“Well, that aside, there is a place I need to visit before the final hour. Wanna tag along?” Nikita inquired as she changed the subject. Oliver smiled a kind half smile as he shrugged. Why not? “Awesome. It’s time you meet an old… uh...acquaintance of mine. Hopefully, he’s in a good mood.” Nikita said unsurely before saying the teleportation spell.  Telmoreaph star-morph accusa. A flash of blue and black scales. Then nothing. They disappeared from the barn and traveled along a glowing tunnel that seemed to have no end, yet Nikita guided him without stopping. Oliver grabbed Nikita’s left hand with his right hand so as not to either lose her or get lost.
​Suddenly, the tunnel disappeared and they were standing outside a tattoo parlor. Nikita looked around for anyone that might have seen them arrive, or were tailing them, but saw no one. They were in a back alley. Oliver estimated that they were possibly in Mexico since there was no chill to the wind despite it being late November. Nikita rapped on the door before leaning against the wall next to the door. Oliver did the same on the other side of the door. Minutes ticked by as they waited and waited for an answer. After a few minute the door swung open, nearly hitting Oliver as a face peeked out of the doorway. Nikita flashed a dagger under the person’s neck, close enough that they could feel the cold metal against their skin. Oliver stepped out from behind the door just in case it was kicked outwards.
​The person was a middle aged man wearing a faded red T-shirt and torn, faded jeans, and bright orange socks. He had short, cropped black hair with white tips. The man had paint on his hands, arms, and clothes. Yet, the most interesting feature was his neck tattoo. It seemed to rap his neck in a winged serpent--surrounded by smoke--design. He bore a scar across the right side of his face, it spanned from his thin eyebrow to his chin. Hair didn’t grow over it and it marked his lip with ugly scarring, possibly earned from angering the wrong person wielding a blade.
The man looked toward Nikita with a grimace. “Ain’t ya dead yet, missy?” the man dared. Nikita’s eyes flashed reptilian yellow before she answered with a smile.
“You should know by now that it is near impossible to get rid of me, Benny.” With that Nikita withdrew her dagger and sheathed it as Benny stepped aside to allow Nikita and Oliver to enter. Benny quickly closed the door behind them, before showing them to a mini table.
“So, after all these years why have you come, Jade?” A false name, to cover Nikita’s tracks. Oliver grinned faintly.
Nikita teased, “Straight to the point? What, not gonna offer to do a tattoo?”
Benny smiled and showed them to the parlor chairs. Oliver sat in the tattoo seat as if he was to receive one, Nikita checked out the design sketches that were pinned to the wall. Benny sat in the inker’s chair.
“So who is receiving the tattoo and what is the design?” Nikita smiled as she held up her pointer and middle fingers on her left hand.
“Ah, both of you. I’ll do the boy first. What is the design?” Benny inquired.
Nikita looked Oliver over, head to toe, with a blank gaze. “The usual. Great Snake over his heart.”
Benny signaled for Oliver to remove his shirt. Oliver slipped his shirt off over his head, placing it on the ground. “It will take an hour tops. Take a nap or go away. Your choice Jade,” Benny said as he grabbed his tattoo needle and ink. Nikita wandered into the other room and curled up on a battered, brown loveseat. She fell asleep within minutes of her head touching the cushion.
An hour later Oliver had the design of Great Snake permanently a part of his flesh. The design was a midnight black cobra with dark red, almost black, dragon wings. It was in the form of a living cross. The eyes were reptilian yellow and its fangs were a gleaming white, except for the tips that were dripping blood. Around the winged snake was a ring of unknown words that spelled out a protection spell. Oliver went to wake Nikita up while Benny cleaned his needle for the next tattoo. Yet, Oliver found her heading towards the waiting chair with an innocent smile.
“Rest. This will take a while, though I’d avoid laying on the tattoo,” Nikita suggested as she passed.
Oliver laid down on the loveseat, on his back. Nikita sat in the chair as Benny returned with a clean needle. “What design?” he asked. Nikita rolled her shoulders as she thought about the first time she had met Benny.
“Dagger cross with a name on one of the daggers. The name Dakota,” Nikita said as she pulled off her shirt revealing her black sports bra. She pointed to a spot just below her ribcage on her right side. Her mind drifted to the past, to her first encounter with Benny.
 Chapter 22--Benny
It had been 30 or so years ago, when he was just beginning college. She had been there, hidden in the shadows as he was mugged and beaten to the brink of death. Nikita had silently slid down from where she had watched. She creeped over to his limp body feeling sorry. Nikita noticed he was barely breathing as if he was sleeping. She carefully took him in her arms and carried him to her hidey hole, an abandoned warehouse, and cleaned his wounds. Nikita bandaged his wounds and used her magic to heal him. Once he was well enough to walk she helped him back to his home.
​It was at his home that she found out that he was a hopeful tattoo artist/painter. They chatted as Nikita made him a cup of healer’s tea. Nikita introduced herself as Jade, while he introduced himself as Benny. Benny asked her if his attackers had gotten away with his bag. Nikita informed them that they had. Benny was upset as he informed her that his bag had contained his needles, sketches, and a gun. She had asked him to stay home and wait until she returned later that night. He had agreed to her terms though not without unanswered questions.
​Nikita tracked down the two attackers once night came, and found them in an alley robbing a girl at gunpoint--with Benny’s gun. Enraged, Nikita shifted into her true form with blood red eyes and daggers drawn. She looked like a demon as her skin and hair became scales, her eyes like those of a viper, and two-inch fangs poised behind a wicked grimace. She jumped down and landed on her feet in the path of the gun. She looked down the barrel and saw that it was loaded.
​She used one of her daggers to slice the gunman’s arm that held the gun. She quickly caught the gun and placed it in a holster behind her back. The girl ran away screaming about a demon. The two muggers weren’t as smart since they both threw a jaw breaking punch. Nikita ducked to the side at the last second and watched at they punched the brick wall instead. Crack! They broke their hands leaving Nikita with an opportunity. She knocked one out with a right cross and pinned the other to the brick wall with a dagger through his left shoulder.
“Where’s the bag you took the gun from?” Nikita hissed as she revealed her fangs within a  few inches of his face.
The mugger cried out in pain as she pressed on the dagger. “It’s in the trash can! In the trash can!” he squealed.
​Nikita backed away and walked to the trash can. Upon opening it she found the bag. “Turn yourself and your partner in or I will hunt you down and finish you both,” NIkita said as she yanked out the dagger from his shoulder. Then she teleported away in a flash of red scales. Instantly she was outside of Benny’s home and knocking on the door. Tap! Tap Tap! Benny opened the door and allowed her in with a smile. Nikita handed him the bag and gun.
“You owe me for that and saving your life. Maybe someday I’ll come for a tattoo, Benny,” Nikita said before disappearing out the door.
 Chapter 23--Memories
​Back in the present Benny was just finishing the two daggers before starting on the name. “Let’s chat while you finish up,” Nikita cooed. Benny looked at her face as he dipped his needle in the silver ink. “What do you want to talk about?” he inquired. Nikita’s eyes flashed reptilian yellow. “Let’s talk about how you know my real name,” Nikita challenged.
​“Wait! What? How did you know?” Benny asked as he was caught of guard.
​“You think I can’t hear you when you say it under your breath. Now tell me how long you’ve known that I’m Nikita Blade.” Benny sighed as he set down the needle. “Don’t forget the name, Benny old boy.”
Picking up the needle Benny nodded consent. “I’ve known for a while, probably ever since I heard about your first kill after you met me. You left a survivor and she described you to the media, even mentioned what you called yourself, Black Mamba,” Benny said gruffly as he started tattooing the name, Dakota.
​“She carried a drawing book that had flown open during the attack. She was skilled, like you. I would have killed her, but the image of you near death stopped me,” Nikita confessed as she lowered her eyes.
Benny reinked the needle as the silence encased them. “Are you in trouble right now?”
​Nikita looked at Benny surprised. “My father has me cornered with friends to protect. I’m here to distract myself, and protect someone I love.”
Benny looked in the direction of Oliver’s sleeping form that lay on the loveseat. “I wish I could help you, but I never learned how to use the gun,” Benny confessed.
Nikita smiled mischievously. “I know... Pacifist,” Nikita teased.
Benny smiled as he nodded taking the verbal hit like a comment.”Done with your tattoo. Hope you like it.”
​“It’s perfect, I just hope I don’t lose anyone else before this war is over.” Nikita slipped her shirt back on as Benny cleaned his tools. Once the tools were somewhat clean they walked over to where Oliver lay asleep. “Rise and shine sleeping beauty,” Nikita whispered into Oliver’s ear.
Oliver’s eyes slowly blinked open. “Are we leaving?” Oliver inquired as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Nikita nodded. Benny walked them out through the alley door.
“Until we meet again my friend,” Nikita said as she hugged Benny.
​“I’ll be waiting, Nikita. Do what you need to do,” Benny said as he hugged her back. Nikita and Benny separated as she turned to Oliver and cast the teleportation spell.
Benny watched as they disappeared in a flash of blue and black, before heading back inside. “Be safe and know that you will always be in my heart, Nikita,” Benny said under his breath as he glanced at the closing door.
​Nikita and Oliver reappeared under a cherry blossom tree where a lone grave lay. The gravestone was a mottled gray, covered with patches of lichen. On the gravestone was faded writing that read:
Master Jasmine Li
Loved friend and mentor
Gone but never forgotten
​Nikita knelt before the gravestone with her head lowered. Oliver mimicked, not wanting to disrespect her Master. She extended her right hand out to the side as if to grab something. Instantly five tiger lily stems were in her hand. Nikita lay the tiger lilies in front of the gravestone.
“Master I seek your forgiveness for what I am about to do,” Nikita said somewhat submissively.
Instantly one of the lilies morphed into a mist that formed the image of Master Jasmine. “Rise my student and know you are my equal.”
​“I am not your equal Master, I still have much to learn. I cannot claim to be your equal when I am about to go to war,” Nikita said as she stayed kneeling with her eyes shut.
​“Stand and receive my remaining lessons, Master Nikita.” Nikita looked up at her Master in surprise. Jasmine smiled her innocent smile. Nikita slowly rose to her feet. She stood nearly eye level with her master. As Nikita rose to her full height she felt warmth encasing her for a minute, then disappear. “I am proud to call you my protégé, Nikita. Now introduce me to your friend,” Jasmine instructed for the final time.
​“He is called Oliver. He’s a good man and boyfriend,” Nikita said as she gave him the signal to rise.
Jasmine circled him closely as she inspected him. “He is marked as a leader. A kind heart this one, yet I sense similar energy to your’s Nikita.”
​“He bears the powers of the Reptilian Protector as it was the only way I could save him. He knows a little of how to use his new powers, but he is more skilled with his katanas,” Nikita explained as she watched Jasmine examine the katanas on Oliver’s back.
​“A male Reptilian Protector. Interesting. You will be a good mentor for him, and I’m happy you found love,” Jasmine said as she gripped Nikita’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes.
Nikita nodded her thanks, as Jasmine dissipated. “I’m glad you got to meet her, Ollie,” Nikita smiled at Oliver before casting the teleportation spell once more.
​Instantly they were back at the rear of the abandoned barn. Nikita and Oliver walked over to the firepit where Mikey, Angel, and Horus sat in waiting.
Horus turned to face them as they sat beside him. “So, what’s the plan for dealing with your dad?” Horus inquired as he stoked the fire.
 Chapter 24--Preparing to Fight
​“We give him my dead body,” Nikita said slyly,” or at least a fake one, before springing upon him.” Angel listened as Nikita turned her into a deal breaker. “I have a spell that can make a duplicate of me that’s dead. We stuff that under the sheet and give it to Daryl. Unfortunately, he’ll recognize the false body and that’s when we attack, with me jumping from the rafters above,” Nikita declared as she pointed to herself.
​“Good plan, but it needs more detail,” snarked Angel as she turned the food on the spit over the fire. Nikita rolled her eyes as she grimaced.
“Oh, the plan is more detailed, I just didn’t want to bore you with all the details just yet, princess,” Nikita smirked as she moved to grab her helping of dinner.
​“Don’t call me that,” Angel seethed through her teeth.
Nikita looked at her out of the corner of her eyes as she took a bite of her food. It was a roasted fish. “Sorry. Didn’t realize you were so sensitive, girlie,” Nikita said before taking another bite of fish.
Angel coiled her hands into fists and squeezed until her knuckles were white. Angel opened her mouth to retort but noticed Nikita’s eye gleam reptilian yellow as she smiled. Nikita was watching her out of the corner of her eyes, ready for a fight. Angel closed her mouth and grabbed her food after realizing she was the only one not eating.
​Nikita shrugged as she turned her gaze from Angel. Point me, Angel zero. “Ollie, after dinner I’ll show you how to heal yourself without words,” Nikita said loud enough for Oliver to hear. He nodded as his eyes beamed with excitement. They ate in silence until they were done, then headed towards the rear of the barn.
Once they were at the rear of the barn Nikita turned around to face Oliver, before he could even react she had slashed his shoulder with one of the daggers she had sheathed to her right upper arm. Oliver quickly applied pressure as he worked on stopping the bleeding. “What the heck was that for?!?”
​“Remove your hand and heal yourself,” Nikita said casually as she watched. Oliver removed his hand and looked at the gash as best as he could. “Don’t look, just heal,” Nikita instructed. Oliver turned and focused his gaze on Nikita as he summoned a hint of magic. The gash was long, but not so deep that it would need stitches. Oliver focused the magic towards the wound and imagined the gash sealing closed. Nikita watched as Oliver’s shoulder crawled closed and sealed itself. “Good, but you need to heal faster. Your enemy won’t wait for you to heal, their goal is to kill you. Now let's see you do it during a fight,” Nikita instructed before attacking with two daggers.
​Oliver ducked a swipe at his chest as he unsheathed one of his katanas. The second dagger found its mark as it slashed his other shoulder. Oliver blocked a third strike by using his katana to catch the dagger. Nikita pushed hard against her dagger forcing the katana to inch closer to Oliver’s face. When Nikita was within inches of his face she hissed, “Why aren’t you healing yourself?”
Oliver glanced at his still bleeding shoulder. The goal is for me to heal quickly during a fight! Oliver pushed hard against his katana as he focused a hint of his magic on his bloody shoulder. He thrust Nikita backward as he imagined the wound sealing quickly. Nikita slid backward as she slowed herself with her daggers gouging the ground. Turning her gaze from the ground to Oliver she saw his bloody shoulders being cleaned of blood and his shoulder wound seal itself instantly. “About damn time,” Nikita teased as she sheathed her daggers, instantly clean of blood.
​“What just happened?” Oliver looked at his shoulders confused.
“You healed yourself in a way that forces the blood back into your body. It took me a week to get it right without collapsing; guess I’m a good teacher,” Nikita explained as she walked up to him.
Oliver rolled his eyes as he grinned at her. “More like a good mentor,” Oliver teased. Nikita smiled as she teasingly punched his right shoulder.
“Just don’t call me Master Nikita just yet; after all, we still have to survive the final battle.”
 Chapter 25--Preparing the Field of Battle
​Together Oliver and Nikita set up hiding places and strengthened the rafters. Nikita wanted the barn to appear empty, except for the wooden bed with the fake body and the one who would not be hidden. Oliver nailed boards together as Nikita covered the holes in the walls with branches. Once they were both done Nikita helped him place the large boards strategically around the interior of the barn. Mainly they focused on the middle and rear of the barn. When they were done with the boards they shapeshifted so they could get to the rafters. Oliver shifted into a leopard gecko, while Nikita shifted into a four-foot-long tree boa. “You're gonna regret that when you have to lick your eyes,” Nikita smirked.
​“I don’t know very many reptiles that can climb,” Oliver retorted as he jumped onto Nikita’s head with a small bucket of nails with a hammer. He landed indignantly, nearly falling off and having his tail land over Nikita’s nose.
“When we survive this remind me to teach you about reptiles,” Nikita gritted through her teeth. Oliver turned around and held tight with his sticky feet as Nikita slithered towards one of the support poles. Reaching the pole Nikita angled her head upwards and began to slowly creep up the pole coiling around it as she left the ground. Gradually they made it up to the rafters where Oliver crawled off of Nikita’s head with the bucket. He made his way across the rafter checking for any signs of breakage. He found a spot and pulled out the hammer and a nail from the bucket. Nikita creeped over to the indicated spot and coiled around the rafter leaving the breakage point revealed. Oliver crawled over her coils and began hammering in nails to strengthen the rafter.
​They continued like this until the back half of the rafters were reinforced. Then they worked on the front half, yet instead of strengthening the rafters they weakened several of them to use as a detachable barrier when needed. Once done Oliver crawled onto Nikita’s head, leaving the nails on one of the reinforced rafters, and she slowly creeped down one coil at a time. At ground level Oliver crawled off Nikita’s head and they shifted back to human form.
​Nikita and Oliver gathered the others around the firepit to hear the battle plan. Nikita mapped out the battle plan as she informed each of them on their role in the nearing battle. Oliver and Horus would be hidden among the boards. Angel would be the greeter, while Mikey would be on watch, though once Daryl discovered the fake body Angel was to get out quick while Mikey slipped to the shadows. Nikita would initiate the first strike, no one would move against Daryl until she jumped from the rafters. Once everyone was clear on the plan they dispersed to touch up the battle modifications.
Nikita pulled Angel aside to speak with in private. “What do you want?” Angel growled.
Nikita quickly checked that they were alone before answering. “If this plan is going to work I need to wipe your memory of the plan.” Angel glared at her in disbelief with arms crossed. “Otherwise Daryl will see that you are hiding something and he’ll slit your throat before we can get the jump on him.”
​Angel put her right hand’s pointer finger to her lip as she inquired, “But if you erase my memory won’t I forget my role in this plan of yours?”
Nikita smiled knowingly. “No, I’ll plant a thought in your head so you stick to the plan as well as not be confused when Ollie and Horus disappear.” Angel looked Nikita over as she tried to figure out the hidden angle.
Angel questioned Nikita, “Why are you even asking me? What are you hiding?”
​Nikita hung her head as she confessed, “I don’t want anyone else to die because of me and my father. Dakota was a good man and a great warrior, his death should never have happened. I should have realized that he had feelings for you.”
Angel placed a reassuring hand on Nikita’s shoulder. “Just do the spell before I decide that I don’t forgive you,” Angel teased as she smiled. Nikita looked at Angel in surprise, before smiling with understanding. Nikita cast the memory spell and carefully implanted a thought in Angel’s mind.
 Chapter 26--Daryl Returns
​Once the spell was done, Nikita quickly--using her chameleon abilities--became virtually invisible. Nikita watched as Angel shook off the dazed feeling, a side effect of the spell, and walked over to the fire pit and sat down. Nikita made her way over to the wooden bed and cast the spell for the dead dummy, using one of her false duplicate daggers she stabbed it in the gut and watched as fake blood appeared in an identical spread as that which had covered her. Covering the lifelike dummy with the sheet, before shifting into tree boa, so as to disguise the note that took the place of the face. Nikita made her way up the support pole gradually, one coil at a time. Nikita became visible once she was hidden in the deep shadows of the rafters and shifted into a skink so as to be less likely to be spotted.
​Nikita scanned from above to make sure everyone was in position. Mikey was standing watch, Angel sat patiently at the firepit, Horus was concealed among the boards to the right, and Oliver was concealed among the boards to the left. Everyone was in position, now it was a waiting game. They watched as the sun neared the horizon. Where is he? Father should be here by now. Just as the sun began to sink below the horizon, Daryl appeared. Mikey escorted him in and to Angel.
​Angel greeted him with a smile as she offered him a seat. Daryl declined as he wanted to conclude his business with her. Angel nodded as she rose to her feet and lead him to the wooden bed with the body. “The body is yours, so long as you leave us alone,” Angel said as she watched him approach the body. Daryl grabbed the sheet and began removing it. Mikey silently dragged Angel by the hand behind a board that disguised a hole in the barn wall. They were out of the battlefield.
Daryl removed the sheet and saw the note. Anger filled him as he roared his rage. The note read: Sayonara dumb ass!
“Aww is the little man’s feelings hurt? You always were a poor sport, always tricking me, using my allies against me, killing anyone who made me smile. My fiancé, my mentor, my family, not to mention Mother. What would she think if she could see you now? She would be ashamed of you, she would be terrified of you and what you’ve become. A murderer,” Nikita hissed as she silently circled Daryl on the rafters.
Daryl looked around trying to find the voice's origin. “I’m not the one who stabbed my wife in the gut. You did that, you killed her, not me. You’re the murderer, Not me!”
​“You’re the one that brought her to that town. You allowed her near me while I was armed. I was confused and angry, I had thought you dead for ten years. Ten years of my life I had thought I should have died with you in that fire! Instead I learned that I had a monster for a father,” Nikita snarled. This is for Dakota and Mother!
With that Nikita jumped down from the rafters and shifted mid air back into her true form with daggers in hand. Where normally there was human skin there was now impenetrable snake scales, in place of hair their were elongated, flexible scales, and her eyes were like those of a viper and reptilian yellow in color.
​Nikita landed inches from Daryl in a crouched position, but she quickly rose to her feet and thrusted one of her daggers at his chest. Daryl ducked and unsheathed a knife he had hidden behind his back and under his dusty brown jacket. He slashed aiming for Nikita’s neck, who was crouched and ready to pounce, her hand hovering near the sheet still on the wooden bed. A hidden dagger! Nikita ducked bending backwards to aviod the knife as it sliced the air where her throat had been a second earlier. Yet, Daryl slashed downward with another knife while Nikita was distracted. The blade came down on her hand. Nikita cried out as the knife sliced through her palm and pinned it to the table.
Nikita looked to her pinned, right hand in panic as she used her free hand to try and pull the knife out. Daryl took another swipe at her with his other knife. She blocked it with her free, left hand earning herself a nasty cut across her palm. Nikita used her magic to create a force field between her and her father as she tried to pull out the knife with her bloody, left hand.
At the sound of her outcry Horus and Oliver slipped out from behind the boards and joined the fray. Horus with his sias, Oliver with his katanas and his untapped magic charged at Daryl from two directions. Horus reached Daryl first as he disarmed Daryl by slicing his forearm that held the knife, then hitting Daryl in the side with the hilt of his other sia.
​Daryl swung a small chain that was on his belt with his left hand, to the side and hit Horus in the head. Horus went down unconscious and bleeding. Oliver slashed downward at Daryl, who was distracted, and slashed his upper arms. Oliver slid back to avoid the counter attack of the swinging chain. Nikita finally managed to pull the knife out of her hand and used a spell to staunch the bleeding. Her eyes shifted to blood red as she became more animal than human. She snarled as she charged at Daryl, a dagger in her right hand. Once within a few strides she slipped to the floor and slid towards Daryl’s left leg.
She struck his leg and quickly lifted her right leg and kicked as hard as she could into his knee. Nikita rolled out of the way of the downward arching chain. She watched as it hit where her head had been only moments before, then she quickly rose to her feet, dagger angled between her and her father. She was within a stride from being able to slit Daryl’s throat as she stood with her dagger aimed at him.
“What now? You’re broken and outnumbered,” Nikita challenged. Oliver stood to the side ready to strike with his katanas. One angled at Daryl from the side the other prepared to block as it was held angled to the side in front of him.
“Now I do this murderer.” Before Oliver or Nikita could react Daryl rushed forward and unsheathed one of Nikita’s daggers and twisted around releasing the broken gun and threw the dagger at Oliver. Nikita watched in horror as the dagger flew towards a startled Oliver’s heart.
When the dagger was inches from hitting him his chest, where the tattoo was, glowed a dark blue with licks of crimson red. The dagger instantly changed course to avoid Oliver’s heart. Nikita’s eyes shifted from blood red to reptilian yellow as the dagger struck Oliver in the left shoulder. The tattooed spell worked! A few inches lower or to the right and Oliver would be dead.
Nikita turned her horror into rage as her eyes changed back to blood red. She turned her rage onto Daryl while Oliver dealt with the dagger. Nikita hissed acid onto Daryl causing him to stumble backwards with a scream of pain, while he tried to wipe off the acid from his face. Nikita bore down on him with a dagger in each hand.
Nikita sliced her daggers down his arms to make him reveal his face, before jumping and kicking off of his wounded arms right where the gashes were. He cried out in pain as Nikita sailed backwards and landed on her feet facing him. She summoned her aura, the Japanese black dragon, and sent it at him. It attacked him with tooth and claw, while Nikita charged back into the fray. Nikita yelled her ululating battle cry as she used a spell to lengthed her daggers into short swords. Using the short swords she scraped up a clump of dirt and launched it into Daryl’s face. Nikita’s aura vanished once she struck. Her aura had made short work of his hands and arms as they were nearly slashed into ribbons.
Blinded Daryl didn’t see Nikita readying for the final strike. Nikita lunged high into the air and angled her feet to land on Daryl’s shoulders. She landed with a crack. His collarbone broke under the force, causing Daryl to scream in agony as he fell to his knees. Nikita backflipped off his shoulders and knelt before him. She unsheathed one of her family heirloom daggers as she sheathed two now dagger length short blades. She grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled backwards slightly.
 Chapter 27--The Battle Ends
​She angled the heirloom dagger at Daryl’s heart. “Mercy isn’t for murderers,” Nikita seethed.
“You won’t kill me, not in front of your lover. Kill me now and he will see the monster you truly are,” Daryl countered wickedly.
Nikita looked at Oliver hesitantly, a question. Would you see me as a monster if I did this one horrible thing?
Oliver shook his head as he held his katana’s ready should Daryl escape Nikita’s grip. “Looks like you're wrong. Enjoy Hell, asshole,” Nikita hissed before thrusting the dagger into Daryl’s heart as she released him. Daryl gasped in shock before dropping onto his side as Nikita yanked the dagger out of his heart. Nikita stood and looked at the body that lay at her feet as the life blood oozed out of the gashing hole in his chest.
Nikita shifted into her human form as Oliver wrapped his arms around her and turned her head away from the body. “You won, you’re free to live a happy life now,” Oliver whispered to Nikita as he stroked her hair.
Nikita’s eyes shifted back to emerald green as she looked up at Oliver’s face. “With you at my side,” Nikita whispered in answer.
“I’d like that very much Master Nikita,” Oliver cooed before he kissed her on the head. Horus groaned as he moved to sit up just before Nikita could return the gesture and kiss Oliver.
Nikita teased as she glared at Horus,“Anyone ever tell you that you have bad timing, Horus?”
“Hey you wanna get all lovey-dovey then get a room,” Horus retorted as he slowly rose to his feet.
“At least I wasn’t knocked out in five seconds after disarming the opponent,” Nikita teased as she giggled. Oliver smiled as Horus crossed his arms in defiance. “She’s got you there man,” Oliver chimed as he released Nikita and watched as Horus walked up to them.
“Shut up boy scout,” Horus teased as he shoved Oliver’s face playfully. Oliver cried out playfully. Nikita watched the boys rough house while Angel and Mikey walked over to them.
Angel gazed at the body, visibly shaken. She halted a few feet away from the group with Mikey to stand next to Nikita. Angel choked,“Is he…”
“Dead? Yes,”Nikita turned her head to look at Angel,” I shall give him a proper burial before we leave.”
“Leave? Where are we going? We have no place left to go,” Angel inquired as she looked at Nikita puzzled. Nikita turned her gaze to Oliver, who had came out victorious from the rough housing.
“To a lost secret. Hidden deep in the mountains, where a new Master is needed.” Angel studied Nikita to figure out if this new side of Nikita was real or just a mask.
“But none of us are Masters,” Angel said as she followed Nikita’s gaze.
“Actually I was given the title of “Master” when I went to meet my old Master Jasmine,” Nikita glanced  at Angel to see the confusion, “She can speak from the grave using her psychic aura,” Nikita explained.
“You’re a Master!” Angel exclaimed in surprise. Horus, Mikey, and Oliver turned and looked at them surprised by the outcry.
“Next time I’m making you mute,” Nikita grumbled as she glared at Angel. Angel sidestepped away from Nikita with a subdued look on her face.
Oliver smiled as he wrapped an arm around Nikita’s shoulders,“So, what next Master Nikita?”
“Tend to the wounded,” Nikita instructed. Oliver glanced at Daryl’s body in question. “I’ll go dig a hole for the body,” Nikita said before slipping from Oliver’s grip.
​Oliver grabbed her shoulder and said, “Let me tend to your wounds first.” Nikita nodded her consent as she turned to sit by the fire. Oliver followed her and sat next to her.
Nikita watched as Oliver crushed the healing herbs into a paste before applying it to her left hand and bandaging them. He was gentle and whenever Nikita seethed as he applied the paste he would hold his hand still for a second before continuing. Oliver finished with the left hand and looked to her right hand and the gaping hole in the palm. “We will need to cauterize it,” Nikita said bluntly as she unsheathed one of her blunt daggers.
Oliver looked to the dagger and the fire in shock. “What about your healing magic,” Oliver asked as he searched Nikita’s gaze for any sign that she was joking.
“My magic is out and even if it wasn’t it doesn’t help much with major wounds,” Nikita explained as she held the dagger so the blade would heat up. Oliver nodded his understanding since his magic was still recovering from the messy sealing of his shoulder. Nikita released the dagger to Oliver as she placed a strip of leather in her mouth for the pain. Seeing that she was ready Oliver slid the blunted dagger into the hole in her palm. Nikita seethed as she bit down hard on the leather. Her eyes flashed blood red as the blade hissed from the cooling of the blood. Oliver removed the dagger when the hissing died down.
Oliver applied the paste and bandaged her hand as she spat out the leather and sheathed the blunt dagger with her already bandaged hand. “Not bad for a first time field medic,” Nikita teased once Oliver was done with the bandages. Oliver smiled as he watched her walk to the door and grab a shovel as it appeared out of thin air.
Once she was out of the barn she scanned for a place to bury the body; she settled for a loose patch of ground near the forest’s edge and began digging. She decided to dig the hole by hand instead of using her magic to honor the seven happy years she had with Daryl and her human mother until she became the Reptilian Protector. It took her an hour to finish digging a hole six feet deep and long enough for Daryl’s corpse. She wiped the sweat from her brow before embedding the blade of the shovel at the head of the hole and heading back into the barn to collapse into sleep.
Curled up next to Oliver, Nikita drifted off to sleep with ease. For once Nikita’s dreams were pleasant and peaceful. She dreamed that she was face to face with her mother and father. She instinctively drew her daggers as Daryl approached her. Daryl placed a calm hand on Nikita’s closest hand, avoiding the dagger. “Sheath your blades daughter. Our war is over,” Daryl said calmly.
Nikita sheathed her blades as she glared at Daryl suspiciously. “This is a dream, but why are you both here? I never dream of you two except in nightmares”
“True, but that was because of my presence. Now that you have defeated me this was the only way that I could talk to you. I promise this will be the last time you have to see me in your dreams,” Daryl explained softly.
“What is so important that you have to tell me with mother present?” Nikita challenged as she pointed at her mother, who was standing near Daryl.
Daryl sighed as he ran a hand through his hair. “You get your stubbornness from me, I guess... I want to thank you for granting me the peace of a quick death, it was more than I deserved,” Daryl explained contently.
“Trust me when I say that I wanted to prolong your death, but you killed two of my friends and tried to kill another,” Nikita hissed as her eyes shifted to reptilian yellow.
“Ah, right the old man, the boy with the Bo-staff, and the boy with the powers. Answer me this: How did he come to survive the bomb? Only you could have survived it,” Daryl said as he placed a hand to his chin in thought.
“I gave him the Gift of the Serpent, so he could heal. I am teaching him how to use his new powers,” Nikita answered puzzled.
​“Well I’m sure he will do just fine with you to guide him. Oh and you might want to wake up,” Daryl commented as the dream dissipated. Nikita woke up with a gasp as she bolted into a sitting position, eyes wide open.  She looked around her surrounding panicked until she remembered where she was.
“I really hate dreaming of him,” Nikita grumbled as she rose to her feet. Seeing the others were still asleep she began to put their few belongings into the bags as she hummed an old Chinese lullaby. Once the bags were packed she strolled down to the river to catch breakfast. She shifted into crocodile form as she dove under the water’s surface. Nikita broke the surface a minute later to catch her breath and fill her lungs to capacity, before sinking to the bottom of the river. There she watched for a fish to swim too close before striking. Luckily the fish thought she was a sunken log, so in a matter of minutes she was surfacing with five, good sized, fish.
Nikita carried the fish to the fire pit in her crocodilian mouth, before placing them on the ground and shifting back into human form.
Nikita used her dragon fire breath to start the fire, nice and hot, before wrapping each fish in dried banana leaves (pulled out of her pouch) and setting them around the fire to cook with a hint of lemon juice. After a few minutes Nikita flipped over the wrapped fish to allow the other side to cook. The fish were beginning to smell delicious as she listened to the others begin to wake.
Once they had all awakened Nikita moved the fish away from the fire with Oliver’s help. Angel, Mikey, and Horus packed up their sleeping blankets before joining Nikita and Oliver at the firepit.
“The fish looks delicious, Nikita,” Oliver commented before taking a bite of fish.
“It is an old recipe that I haven’t used in 204 years. It is to mark the moment a new master claims the House of Wisdom,” Nikita explained as she handed Angel and Horus their banana leaf-wrapped fish. Oliver saw that something had changed within Nikita, but he decided not to mention it as he took another bite of fish. Nikita handed Mikey his wrapped fish, before serving herself a fish.
“Wow! For a centuries old recipe, this is really good Nikita,” Horus commented as he ate.
“I agree, Nikita. Though I am curious about who you learned it from,” Angel commented with a grimace as she cut into her fish.
Nikita shifted her face to look like Angel’s face by using her chameleon abilities before answering. “I learned many things from my Master. Master Jasmine was the first person I had met that didn’t see me as a monster, unlike some people who wish to only see the monster. She taught me how to use my abilities to help people or fight them to the death,” Nikita said as she glared at Angel, giving Angel the sense that she was looking in a mirror.
Nikita then shifted back to her normal appearance as she tilted her head back and shook her head.
“Neat trick for a witch, though you're more of a bitch,” Angel sneered.
Nikita smiled mischievously at Angel.
Nikita said, “ Ventrossa hassma. Occuss senmar.” Instantly Angel’s mouth disappeared and Angel freaked out when she realized what had happened. “That is so much better. Now I don’t have to listen to her rudeness,” Nikita said with a smile before she continued to eat her fish. Angel crossed her arms as she glared at Nikita in the hope Nikita would reverse the spell.
“Keep glaring and your eyes are next,” Nikita teased challengingly. Angel immediately turned her gaze to the fire since she couldn’t finish her fish without her mouth, though it tasted like river water and something else. What is that odd flavor? It’s not lemon. Probably a snake scale from her carrying it in her arms.
 Chapter 28--Heading Home
Angel began to scrape of the remains of her fish into the fire, when Nikita interjected, “if you're done, scrape the fish off outside as a treat for those that watched over us last night. They earned it.” Angel looked at her confused since she thought Mikey had been on watch last night. “We were all asleep, so some of my kin kept watch,” Nikita explained as she sensed Angel’s confusion. Angel rose to her feet and made her way outside. Once outside Angel scraped the fish remains off her plate and watched as a few small lizards emerged from a bush and began eating the fish, before heading back into the brush.
“Vacoos nervok histan,” Nikita said as she listened to Angel scrape the fish off her plate. Angel sat down near the fire and set her plate down near her, she didn’t realize she had her mouth back.
After everyone was finished with their breakfast Mikey and Angel took the plates down to the river to clean them while Nikita prepared for a spell. Oliver watched as Nikita wove her magic into small ribbons of red mist trailing her fingers. Horus kept watch at the door, while he whistled “ Thrift shop”. Once Angel and Mikey returned they carefully packed up the plates. Horus followed them inside, no longer whistling. Nikita formed the red mist into a large, semi-solid mass that stood a few feet in front of her with several whimsical waves of her hands.
Angel, Mikey, and Horus carried the three packs over to where Nikita and Oliver stood. Nikita inquired without looking away from the large mass as she shaped it into a portal, “Everyone ready?”
Angel asked as she watched the portal gain color, “Ready for what?” The portal became solid as it became a swirling mass with a few stairs leading into it. Various colors swirled around in the portal from shades of red, blue, even black. Angel asked pleadingly, “Please tell me we aren’t going in that thing?”
“You scared?” Nikita challenged as she climbed the stairs and turned her head to look at Angel.
Angel retorted trying to hide the nervousness in her voice, “No. I’m just wondering if there is another way to get to wherever that thing takes us.”
Nikita turned around so her back was to the portal and smiled wickedly. “Live a little,” Nikita answered before she lept backwards into the portal. She did a backflip in the air before she landed inside the portal in a crouched position. She rose to her feet and took a step to the side. Oliver landed on his side and skidded to a stop in front of Nikita. “Nice entrance. Did you plan that?” Nikita teased.
“Nope,” Oliver said as Nikita helped him to his feet. Nikita smiled as she pulled him out of the way of an incoming Horus. Horus had jumped through with the hope of landing on his feet, but instead he was falling head first. He hit ground with his shoulders and managed to tumble head over heels until he stopped in a standing position. He tried to take a step, but fell on his face. Nikita and Oliver laughed as Horus shook his head to get rid of the dizzy feeling, before helping him up and out of the way.
Mikey and Angel jumped through holding hands since Angel was nervous about the portal. They came sailing through the portal entrance no longer holding hands as they were falling feet first and Angel was covering her eyes with her hands. Mikey pulled Angel in close as they neared ground while he leaned his head into his chest and his feet in close to his body. Mikey landed on his back and slid to a spinning stop at Nikita’s feet. Mikey relaxed as he stretched out his legs and looked up at Nikita with a smile. Angel remained curled up on Mikey with her hands over her eyes.
“Hey Angel, there’s a rattler about to bite you,” Nikita teased. Angel instantly bolted off of Mikey and onto her feet, her eyes uncovered and open. Angel realized that it was a prank as she watched Mikey get to his feet and she glared at Nikita for pulling the prank on her. Nikita was giggling to herself as she began to walk away from the entrance of the portal and down the swirling passageway. “Works every time,” Nikita said to herself as she stopped giggling. Oliver took his place next to Nikita as the group wandered down the passageway. Horus and Mikey walked a short distance behind Oliver and Nikita, while Angel opted to trail behind Mikey.
 Chapter 29--The Journey Ends...For Now
They walked along the passageway until Nikita stopped at a dead end. She snapped her left wrist and instantly a small window opened in the wall.
Angel groaned as she was rather annoyed, “What now? Do we head back?” Nikita was the only one who could see the window and what lay beyond.
“Have a little faith,” Nikita said softly. Angel tossed up her hands in frustration. Nikita looked at the window and saw a familiar cherry blossom tree with gashes in the bark. It was the tree where she had trained with Master Jasmine. Beyond the tree was a tall, white brick wall. Nikita smiled as she flexed her fingers and lunged.
Nikita rolled across the grass until she sprung to her feet and halted with daggers at the ready. Oliver jumped through next and landed on his feet with his katana drawn. Mikey leaped through a minutes later as he landed with a fumble. Angel stumbled through next since Horus had pushed her, and Horus walked out with a smile across his face.
“Where are we,” Angel inquired as she looked around in surprise.
“This is the place where I learned how to use my abilities,” Nikita answered, “This is Acosta's Haven and our new home. It is named after the founder and the first to train a Reptilian Protector.”
“So she taught you in like a past life?” Mikey asked amazed.
“No. Hell I’m not even related to any of the past Reptilian Protectors,” Nikita corrected with a smile. Mikey nodded his acceptance of the answer, before he wandered off.
“When can we go home?” Angel inquired grudgingly.
“Oh right! Your home is still intact. Hmm… I got this,” Nikita said as she flicked her wrist at the portal. Instantly It changed to a sea green color as Angel was sucked into it before the portal disappeared. “And back home you go,” Nikita smiled mischievously. Oliver and Nikita walked over to the tree while Mikey and Horus wandered towards the house with the three packs. Oliver noticed the three small grave plaques. The one at the far left read Master Jasmine, the one in the middle read Master Kappa, and one at the far right read Dakota.
Oliver looked at Nikita in surprise and happiness. “I thought you might like it if Kappa and Dakota where given a proper burial, so I had a few komodo dragons carry their bodies here. Benny did the plaques and gave them a non magical burial,” she explained with a grin.
“It seems right for them to be buried here. The place where your journey started and came to rest,” Oliver chimed. Oliver wrapped Nikita in his arms and lifted her off her feet, before walking towards the Japanese style house, with its paper thin walls and wooden floors.  Oliver closed the front door with his foot, before carrying her into the master’s room and closed the bedroom door.
“Good thing it’s always warm here,” Nikita commented softly as she dragged her left hand on the wall. Oliver kissed her as he laid her on the bed. “To new beginnings,” Nikita cooed as Oliver crawled into bed leaning over her. Without warning, Nikita grabbed Oliver behind the head and pulled him close and kissed him.
“To whatever comes next,” Oliver cooed in between kisses. Above them glided in figure eights Nikita’s black, Japanese dragon aura as it shifted colors from black to a deep red.
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