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I FEEL COMPELLED TO explain the bigger picture here. There are two ongoing series. One is the story of Travis Ames, a young man who, for reasons he doesn't initially understand, has gained some capabilities beyond the normal human. His first story starts the novel The New Sheriff, the first story in the grand scheme of things. 

The other series is the Nick Raven stories of which this is the second book in that series. The first book in the Nick Raven series is the novel The Heart of a Monster. Both the Travis Ames and Nick Raven stories are related to one another. To get the clearest picture of what's happening there is a sequence in which the stories can be read to make it easier to follow the whole story. 

However, having said that, the first Travis Ames novel and the first Nick Raven novel can be read independently. The connection between those two story lines is minimal in those novels.

The recommended order to read the stories would be as follows:

The New Sheriff - The first Travis Ames novel

The Heart of a Monster - The first Nick Raven novel

Pitchforks and Torches - The second Nick Raven novel (this book)

High Noon On A Dark Street - The second Travis Ames novel

In addition, the novel A Conspiracy In Blood is marginally related. That book, A Conspiracy In Blood, features Detective Dan Cunningham who appears in the two Travis Ames novels, The New Sheriff and High Noon on a Dark Street, and the second Nick Raven novel, Pitchforks and Torches. Other than trivial references in the Travis Ames and Nick Raven novels there is no direct connection between A Conspiracy In Blood and the other novels.

K McConnell
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Part 1 – Townsfolk At the Gate
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1

He stood with his eyes closed and his arms out slightly. He concentrated. He could hear the clunk of the machine as it fired out another baseball towards the side of the cabin. His eyes opened a little as he watched the ball rapidly close with the wall of the cabin. Just short of banging into the log sides of the cabin the ball slowed down and then dropped to the ground.

Nick smiled. He was slowly getting this to work. He was trying to refine his personal energy shield that he used to protect himself with. The shield was powerful enough to stop nearly anything that was directed at him, but he wanted to be able to extend it so he could shield her as well.

He felt a great weight on his shoulders. He had been a soldier in the Army. He had fought in places like Iraq and Afghanistan and other, lesser known locations, and had felt like he was making this world a better place. Then he volunteered to partake in a new program to enhance a soldier’s capabilities. He was told he could do even more to make this world safer if it was successful.

Successful. How does one define successful? He had powers now. Unmatched by any other human on the planet. But the world didn’t become safer. The military used him for high risk covert actions that wildly violated the sovereignty of countries deemed enemies to the United States. That didn’t seem to be making the world a safer place.

So, he quit. He quit a job that people can’t quit from. Now the American government was putting every effort in to find him and kill him. He was chased from his last assignment in North Korea back across the Pacific until he found a hiding place on a small island off the coast of Alaska.

And then, there was Svana. When the Americans had sent Nick into Russia to cause havoc they, the Russians, had countered by sending women. First was Beka. A woman good at seducing men whose intent was to learn as much about Nick as she could and, maybe, if possible, kill him in his sleep. They sent her to the United States. Where she managed to involve herself in Nick’s personal life.

After Beka was Kathy. But Kathy was different. She was all spy. Her sole mission was to gather data about Nick and send it back to Russia. Kathy had infiltrated the organization that handled Nick and his missions. Kathy, though, hadn’t planned on falling in love with Nick.

Both Beka and Kathy were eventually found out. Beka was imprisoned and Kathy escaped back to Russia. 

And then, Svana. The Russians sent Svana to the sites Nick was destroying in Russia. A beautiful assassin sent to distract Nick enough to give her the chance to kill him. That didn’t work out for the Russians either. Nick and Svana, over time, found they were kindred spirits. Two weapons being used by their respective governments. Eventually, when it became apparent that both Nick and Svana were slated to be killed by both governments, they found a new cause in each other.

And now...they hid here in Alaska. Trying to find a life separate from the rest of the world. Trying only to make a small world of just their own. But both of them knew, it was all a temporary illusion. Sooner or later, a dark day would dawn and the ugly mob would show up at their doorstep eager to burn their little fairy tale castle to the ground.

The pitching machine fired off another ball and it raced up towards the cabin and then, like the previous one slowed down until it fell to the ground. Nick knew there was still work to be done. What he was doing was essentially creating an extended wall of energy, but he would need to be more precise with the shape of the field to do what he needed it to do.

She cleared her throat.

Nick turned around to see Svana standing a short distance behind him—-covered in blood. On one side of her head there was some dried blood matting down her short blonde hair. Over her shoulder she was carrying an already gutted dead deer.

Svana sighed. “These deer are getting too easy to kill.”

Nick smiled at her. Just then the machine fired off another baseball and a second later the sound of broken glass rang out.

“Fuck.” Nick said. He turned and saw that the machine had managed to fire a ball right through the only window on that side of the cabin. He sighed. The machine was about twenty yards away and Nick waved a hand towards it. The machine flipped over on its side.

“What are you doing?” Svana asked.

“I told you.” Nick said. “I am trying to work on extending my shield.”

Svana glanced at the pitching machine as it fired another baseball into the ground several feet in front of it.

“So...I will be safe if we go to one of those games of basing balls?” Svana asked with a smile.

“It’s called a baseball game and...no. Why don’t you stop dripping blood all over the front yard before we have a pack of wolves circling the cabin.” Nick said.

Svana seemed to consider that for a moment. “I think I would like to try a pack of wolves. After the bear, I think they would be a good challenge.”

The machine thumped another ball into the grass. 

“Yeah.” Nick said. “Well, I told you that was a black bear, not a grizzly. Anyway, yeah, it didn’t seem like the bear had much of a chance. Now go. I have no intention of kissing you when you are covered in blood.”

A mischievous smile crossed Svana’s mouth.

Nick held up a hand and shook his head. “No. I know what you are thinking and...no.”

Svana, still smiling, shook her head. “You are the most powerful man on the planet and you are afraid of a little adventure.”

Nick smiled at Svana. He shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say about that.” Nick turned and walked towards the pitching machine which was still trying fire a baseball into the ground in front of it.

Nick picked up the pitching machine and turned it off. He carried it to the side of the cabin and leaned it against the wall. As he walked around to the front of the cabin he stopped and turned to look down the gravel drive that led down the hill. It was their only connection to the rest of the world. A gravel driveway, a lonely Alaskan country road that meandered into a small obscure town on an island.

As he had many times now, Nick stopped to wonder what they, the rest of the world, was doing out there. They had cut off all communication and connection to everything out there. It was the only way they could see that might afford them anything close to security. If the Russians or the Americans knew they were here, well, they would rain hell down on them.

Were they out there desperately searching for the two of them? Nick assumed they were. Hanging over their heads every day was the thought that one day they would be found out and have to fight for their lives. That thought seemed to be weighing more heavily on Nick’s mind each day that passed.

Nick circled around to the other side of the cabin. He told Svana he needed a couple of things from town and would be back shortly. Svana eyed him suspiciously, but did not question him.

Nick moved a short distance down the driveway and then leaped. He cleared the trees surrounding the cabin and landed about a half mile down the road. He had done it enough times that he knew the safest, most hidden places to land on the way into town. The last quarter mile, though, he was always forced to walk.

The town was small. A couple of gas stations stocked with some convenience items, a three room motel that looked like no one had stayed there in years. There were a few more small businesses in the town dedicated primarily to fixing things or supplying some merchandise needed for the locals to fix their own stuff.

Nick walked into a small building a short distance into the town. The sign above the front door offered to fix electronic equipment. People could also buy limited computer or TV accessories.

The man behind the counter was leaning over what was once a desktop computer. Now, however, it was in numerous pieces spread across the length of the counter. A man in jeans and a sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up and short gray hair stared closely at something on the motherboard of the computer. He looked up.

“Nick.” The man said with a smile.

“Hank.” Nick said walking up to the counter.

Hank set down a small screwdriver he had been threatening something inside the computer with.

“How are you doing?” Hank asked. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

Nick shrugged. “You know us.”

Hank nodded. No one really asked anybody here many questions. It was a clear and unwritten rule that people only told you what they wanted you to know and you had to respect that.

Hank nodded. “Of course.”

“I’ve been thinking...maybe there would be a way...I don’t know...that I could get out on the Internet.” Nick said.

Hank shrugged. “Sure. There’s ways. Here really you’re talking about using one of the satellite services.”

Nick drummed his fingers for a moment on the counter.

Hank gave a slight nod. “Now, if someone wanted to be anonymous, like, very anonymous, it would take a little more work, but...it’s possible as well.”

Nick glanced at Hank. He liked Hank. He was the closest things Nick had to a friend here. Hank was a former Marine and, while Nick didn’t know much of Hank’s story, he knew that Hank was here because he didn’t want anything more to do with the world out there.

“That...that’s probably more of what I am looking for.” Nick said.

Hank glanced at a couple of shelves in the small store front. “I think I could set something up for you.”

“So...I could surf the Internet with no one being able to trace my searches back to me?” Nick asked.

Hank nodded. “Yeah. Are you just not wanting your searches to be visible? I mean I could easily set you up with a VPN. Or...are you concerned about...more serious entities finding you?” The expression on Hank’s face was meant to convey to Nick that he wasn’t trying to pry into Nick’s personal business.

Nick hesitated. He knew he was taking a risk here, but he had, after thinking about this for a while, decided that he was going to need to make this leap of faith at some point. He felt like they needed to see what was going on out there and he knew he couldn’t set up the secure connection he was going to need by himself.

“The second option.” Nick said.

Hank gave a nod. “OK. I’ll need a little time to go through what I have here and maybe check out a couple of possible places where I could connect through and then I can come out and get you set up.”

Nick nodded slightly at Hank. “That would be great. Thanks.”

“Sure.” Hank said.

Nick started back towards the door and stopped. He turned partly back around.

“Uh, maybe, this could just stay...” Nick started.

“This is just our business.” Hank said. “It’s not anyone else’s concern.”

Nick nodded again. “Thanks, Hank.”

“No problem.” Hank said with a smile.

2

Nick stared down at it. He wasn’t sure if he should say something or not. Svana stared at Nick and waited. She was expecting him to comment and, like a tiger in the jungle, she was getting ready to pounce.

“This is...extremely cooked.” Nick said.

“What does that mean?” Svana asked. “Is that good or a smart ass thing to say?”

Nick gave Svana a quick smile. “It’s fine. It is safely cooked deer meat.”

Svana huffed. “That sounds like a smart ass thing. I have told you before. I am not a homemaker woman.”

Nick laughed. “I know. I never asked you to be. You did an excellent job of killing it.”

Svana nodded. “It is the easiest part.”

“Not for domesticated people.” Nick said. “But I do appreciate your skills.”

Svana gave a short nod. She slowly cut into the venison. “These animals are always tough. They must run a lot.”

Nick gave a casual nod. “I’m sure they do.” He felt it was prudent to not mention the relationship between the length of time a piece of meat was cooked versus the tenderness or lack thereof. He decided to leave the matter alone.

Svana looked up from her meal. “Your trip to town, it was good?”

Nick nodded. “Yeah. I saw Hank.”

“You had something to say to him?” Svana asked. She tried to make her question seem casual, but it was obvious there was more to it.

Nick thought about telling her some story about needing advice about fixing some piece of equipment around the cabin, but knew that he needed to talk to her about what was starting to weigh on him.

Nick looked straight at Svana. “I asked him about getting connected to the Internet.”

Svana’s hands stopped cutting through the meat. She didn’t look up from her plate. “The Internet? Why?”

“Because...we need to know.” Nick left it at that. He knew Svana would understand.

Svana’s face grew sad. She knew this was the beginning of the end of their time here.

“You’re afraid they will find us?” Svana asked. She looked at Nick now.

“Maybe.” Nick said.

“I thought we would stay until they came and then you would destroy them and we would find a new place. For just us.” Svana said.

Nick was quiet for a moment. He had dreaded this conversation. He dreaded it because he had purposely neglected to tell her something. Something important. He had not wanted her to be constantly worrying about it while they were here.

“I know.” Nick said. “But...I need to tell you about something.”

Svana stared at Nick. She set her utensils down.

“Back when I was at CIM. Back before us. I was starting to get a sense that CIM or the government or both were...working on something.” Nick said.

“Something?” Svana asked quietly.

“A fail safe device.” Nick said.

“Fail safe? What does that mean?” Svana asked.

“A device that could stop me.” Nick said.

“Stop you?” Svana said.

“Something that could take away my powers or...kill me.” Nick said.

“They have something to kill you?” Svana’s voice rose. Her eyes narrowed.

Nick held up a hand. “I don’t know that they do. I just suspected that they were working on something.”

Svana stared down at the table. It was apparent that her mind was racing. She looked up at Nick. “We had not heard of this.”

“If such a project was underway, it would have been very secret.” Nick said. Nick knew she was referring to the Russian government.

Svana stared down at the table again. She had switched gears now and she was in full killer mode. Nick had revealed a genuine threat and she was now working out how to deal with it.

“Understand, I don’t know anything about it or if it ever was developed. I just think we should take a look out there to see if they are still hunting us.” Nick said, trying to keep Svana from getting too wound up.

Svana shook her head and looked at Nick. “Of course they are looking for us. They will never stop.”

Nick nodded. “I understand, but I am thinking they wouldn’t attempt anything if they had no means of stopping me.”

Svana thought about that for a minute. “Yes. That makes sense. So, you want to know how hard they are trying to find us so you know if they have made this weapon.”

Nick nodded again. “Exactly.”

“OK.” Svana said. “But if you search for them, they will likely find you.”

“Yeah.” Nick said. “That’s why I need Hank’s help. I think he knows a lot about how to navigate all this tech stuff. I don’t.”

Again, Svana gave that a moment of thought. She nodded. “OK. I think that makes sense too. And I think Hank may be trusted.”

“I agree.” Nick said. “He is supposed to come up here at some point and set us up so we can surf the Internet without anybody knowing who we are or where we’re at.”

“Then,” Svana said, “if we find that they are looking for us and maybe they have made this weapon, we must go after it and destroy it.”

Nick hesitated. “Uh, I hadn’t really thought what our next step would be.”

Svana shook her head. “No. If your enemy has something that is a danger to you, then you must go and destroy it. Always proactive. Never wait until they are ready to come after you.”

Nick smiled. “Russian style proactiveness. Americans are more about sitting on the couch until all hell breaks loose and then decide to do something about it.”

Svana gave a quick nod. “Yes. In World War 2 we had Kursk and you had your Pearl Harbor.”

“Uh, not really a student of history.” Nick said.

“In World War 2 the Germans in Russia were getting ready to attack us. They wanted to make the war theirs again. They gathered many tanks to turn the war back in their favor. We learned of their plan, but we did not prepare to be attacked. We gathered many of our own tanks and attacked them first. It was the largest tank battle in history and we beat them. You Americans resisted attacking the Japanese even when you knew they were planning on attacking you. You did nothing until they bombed your Pearl Harbor.” Svana shook her head. “Never wait for your enemies to strike you first.”

Nick nodded. “Ah, so we should be Russians—-not Americans.”

Svana shrugged. “Well, in this case, yes. But, let us not take that to an extreme.”

Nick smiled. “OK. Like cooking deer meat.”

“What?” Svana asked.

Nick shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

Svana eyed Nick. A thought came to her. “How will we find this thing if we don’t know anything about it?”

Nick sat back. “I did think about that. Danielson. He would likely know about the device. I would need to find him.”

“Who is this Danielson?” Svana asked.

“I told you about him.” Nick said. “He was the guy that pretty much ran the scientific part of our program.”

“Ah, yes, the scientist.” Svana said.

“It’s another reason I need to get on the Internet. To see if there is any way I could find out what happened to Danielson.” Nick said.

“And you know how to find this man?” Svana asked.

Nick sighed and shook his head. “No. But, I’ve got to start somewhere.” Nick looked at Svana and smiled. “I’ve got to be the best Russian I can be.”

Svana laughed. “I don’t think you will ever be a good Russian, but I do not think we want to be Russian or American.”

Nick nodded. “True enough.”

3

Major James stood on the front deck of the Zumwalt destroyer as it sat a mile off the Alaskan coast in the twilight. Finally, he thought, we can kill this son of a bitch. He had never liked Nick Raven. From the very beginning, when the Army took over managing Nick and his covert missions from the civilian program that had so many security breaches in their organization it was absurd. 

It seemed to James that the civilians were so terrible at managing Raven that they might as well have been working for the Russians. In fact, one of their employees was. Still, it was Raven that James truly despised. He thought Nick Raven was a selfish egotistical asshole and never hid his feelings about Nick.

James also felt that Colonel Ripley, the officer currently in charge of the program to enhance soldiers, had been far too lenient with Raven. The only way to deal with a soldier was to constantly drill into them that they were here for a purpose and that purpose was only thing they should be focused on. Any other treatment opened the door to the possibility of, well, this...treason.

James lifted the binoculars to his eyes again. He scanned the island shoreline. He was looking for the best place to send the Navy Seals to. They needed to secure an area that allowed the engineers to land the device. It was big and bulky and landing it on the rough shoreline was going to be only half the problem. Finding a way to move the device close enough to their target would be just as big an issue.

Footsteps came up next to James. Major James lowered his binoculars and turned.

“Commander Nilson.” James said.

“Major.” Nilson said. “The Seal team informs me they are ready to launch as soon as dark settles in.”

James nodded. “Good.” James pointed to an area a little further north. “I am thinking just up there might work.” He handed the binoculars to Nilson.

Nilson scanned the distant shore. “I see it. Yeah. That should work. I’ll let the Seals know. Is...that thing in the hold really necessary? I was just down there looking at it. That’s going to be difficult, at best, to move through this terrain.”

“It’s necessary.” James said.

“The Seals are a pretty effective force.” Nilson said.

“It’s necessary. The Seals are no match for this target.” James said.

Nilson shrug. “OK. It’s your show. As I said, I’ll let the Seal team know to start prepping.”

James took the binoculars back. “Excellent. Let’s get this party started.”

Nilson walked away and James continued to stare at the island. James knew they had to get this done. The greatest threat now to the world was this deranged thing that they had created. As long as this thing existed no one was safe.

Beyond the nobility of the cause, James felt a certain undeniable satisfaction at having been permitted to head up this mission. He knew he would enjoy watching Nick Raven die in what sounded like a painful and slow process.

James sighed. “Time to die, bastard.”

4

The truck slowly crawled up the driveway. Nick and Svana stepped out on the front porch of the cabin and watched Hank climb out of the truck. Hank smiled at them and then turned to pull a box off the seat of the truck. He walked slowly up to the cabin. He had never been here before and wasn’t quite sure what to expect. He limped as he walked.

“Thanks for coming over.” Nick said. He took the box from Hank.

“No problem. I have another box in the truck.” Hank started to turn and go back for it.

“I will get it.” Svana said stepping past Hank.

Hank watched her for a second. It was obvious that he was impressed with her. “Oh, wait. It’s kind of heavy.”

“It’s OK.” Nick said. “She’s stronger than she looks.”

Hank glanced back at Svana heading towards the truck. Her slim and sleek physique looked very athletic, but not muscular. “Well, she kind of looks...”

“Yeah.” Nick said. “She does. Come on in.”

Hank followed Nick into the cabin and set the box down on the kitchen counter.

“Where do want this stuff?” Hank asked.

Nick waved a hand towards a low table out in the small living room. “Is that OK?”

Hank nodded. “Sure. That’ll work.”

Svana came in carrying the second box. She put it on the counter next to the first box.

“What now?” Nick said.

“Now I get to work.” Hank said. “Once I have it set up I will explain how it all works.”

“OK.” Nick said and he and Svana watched Hank put the system together over the course of the next hour. Occasionally Svana asked questions. It was obvious she had certain level of familiarity with what Hank had brought. Hank seemed even more impressed with Svana than before.

They had made small talk while Hank connected up cables and verified the operating system recognized all of the hardware. When Svana made the casual comment to Nick that it was nice to actually have a visitor, Hank stopped and looked over at them.

“I have been many places in this world. The US Marine Corps saw to that. And I have met many people—-both good and bad. I kind of think of myself
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