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Preface

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 with 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 first book in that series. The second book in the Nick Raven series is the novel Pitchforks and Torches. 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 (this book)

Pitchforks and Torches - The second Nick Raven novel

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.


* * *

The Heart of a Monster


Part 1 – Nick

1

In the dark of a quiet night the boat rocked gently a short distance from the sandy shore and the two men sat on the sides of the rubber raft waiting for the inevitable explosions.

“This your first time?” The larger, dark haired man asked. He wasn’t wearing his helmet, which was protocol.

The smaller man shook his head, though in the darkness it was likely that the larger man couldn’t see it. “On a mission? No. Been on several.”

“I mean with this guy.” The larger man said.

“Oh, yeah. He’s...some kind of special operative, isn’t he?”

The larger man nodded. “He is something alright. Something fucking weird.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I heard some stories.” The smaller guy was silent for moment. “Hey, I wanted to ask this back in the sub, but, well, I thought the Colonel would get pissed if I asked anything.”

The larger man shrugged. “OK, so ask.”

“Why are we here? I mean, why isn’t the CIA babysitting this guy?” The smaller guy asked.

“Cause he’s not CIA.” The larger man answered.

“Not CIA? Huh, I thought he was.” The smaller guy said.

“Nope. Don’t know who he belongs to. Someone higher up decided we should do it.” The larger man said.

“Fucking bureaucrats. Seals get all the crap jobs.” The smaller guy said.

The two were silent for a couple of minutes.

“So,” the smaller guy started, “the stories…”

“They’re all true.” The larger Navy Seal said.

“They can’t all be true.” The smaller Seal said. “Some of them are just crazy shit.”

“All true.” The larger Seal said.

“Bullshit.” The smaller Seal spit out. He hesitated and waited for the first guy to say something, but nothing came.

“Like, I mean, the guy can’t fucking fly through the air and shit.” The smaller Seal said.

“It ain’t flying. Its more like giant leaps. I saw him do about a quarter, maybe a half mile.” The larger Seal said.

“Jesus. That’s some crazy shit.” The smaller Seal said.

“Yeah.” The larger Seal said.

“And, like he can be invisible?” The smaller Seal asked, now with a level of excitement in his voice.

The larger Seal shrugged. “I heard something like that, but I don’t know. Never saw it. I didn’t hear anyone say invisible. Just something about making it so you couldn’t focus on him. Like you just looked past him. Something like that.”

They were quiet again. Minutes passed.

“And he can move shit. Like, just thinking about it.” The smaller Seal said. It was more of a question than a statement.

The larger Seal nodded. “Yeah. I saw him do that.”

“Like how big? How big of things can he move?” The smaller Seal asked.

“Don’t really know. I saw him flip a Humvee once.” The larger Seal said.

“And somebody said bullets just bounce off him. Like Superman or something.” The smaller Seal said.

“Not...bounce off. I don’t know. I watched him walk through a fucking hail of rounds tearing up everything all around him, but not him. I don’t know. It’s...like they just couldn’t hit him.” The larger Seal said.

“Wow.” The smaller Seal said. “That is some crazy shit.”

They fell silent again. It the dark distance an orange light appeared. A moment later the sound of an explosion reached them.

“Looks like our guy has started his run. Should be a couple more detonations as the other two stockpiles go up. Then he’ll be coming back.” The larger Seal said.

The smaller Seal smiled. “The Houthis ain’t going to like that.”

“I doubt it. But they won’t know what hit them.” The larger Seal flipped his paddle around and dipped it into the water. The smaller Seal followed suit. Slowly they eased the boat towards the shore until the bottom of the boat scraped the sand.

Two more detonations lit up the distant sky. Again it took just a moment for the sound of the blasts to reach them. Minutes passed then there was a quiet thumping into the beach sand about 10 yards from them. They watched Nick Raven walk to the boat and step in.

“Everything go OK?” The larger Seal asked as he shoved them away from the shore with his paddle. He knew it wasn’t his place to ask questions, but he had been on several missions with Nick and they had occasionally had brief conversations. He didn’t think this question was too far out of order.

Nick smiled at the Seal. His jet black hair looked a little ruffled from the wind generated from covering most of the distance in the air. His features were sharp and his face had a seemingly perpetual slight unshaven black shadow.

“No sweat.” Nick said. “Just another day at the office.”


2

Turner rotated his chair away from the tinted window panes of the conference room that looked out at the city of Arlington. He looked at the other three people at the table. They sat in a four story building with lettering along the brick front that said “Catastrophic Insurance Management”, but they weren’t really in the business of insurance.

“So, what do you think? Is he ready or not?” Turner asked. He had neatly combed sandy colored hair and a brown suit. He was in his early fifties.

Mitchell rubbed a thin hand across a face that sported a bit of white stubble that matched in color what little hair still adorned his head. His black suit, a color he always wore, hung loosely on his mid 70s body.

“I don’t know. These tasks have been largely simple ones. Do we really know how he will function in a truly high pressure situation?” Mitchell asked.

“Always the pessimist.” Chambley said. Her age was somewhere between Turner and Mitchell. She had black wavy hair with clear streaks of gray throughout it. “He has performed perfectly in everything we have assigned to him.”

Mitchell grunted, but said nothing more.

Turner looked at the fourth member in the room. “Any issues, red flags, things we should consider, coming out of your group?”

Danielson shook his head slowly. He wore a light gray suit and white hair combed to one side. “Nothing. Physically and mentally. He seems to be handling everything within accepted parameters.”

“Accepted parameters. What the hell does that mean exactly?” Mitchell asked in a gravelly voice. “That makes it sound like you see some things, but don’t want to tell us.”

“It means he’s doing what he’s told.” Chambley said.

“Well, we need to be damn sure this one doesn’t end up like the first one.” Mitchell said bluntly.

“The first one is still functioning.” Turner said.

“Not under our control.” Mitchell countered.

“That’s only because you demanded we give up on him as a failure. That the powers didn’t to take hold. He was cut loose before they finally manifested themselves.” Chambley said slapping the table.

“On his recommendation.” Mitchell pointed at Danielson.

Danielson waved a hand. “I only said that they should have appeared by then. I didn’t say they never would. And he is now functioning. He’s fighting crime in Detroit.”

“Crime.” Mitchell said disgustedly. “It’s not what he was created for. And mark my words---”

“Oh, here we go again.” Chambley said.

“You say that, but when someone figures out there’s a kid with these powers running around in Detroit the shit will hit the fan for all of us. The media won’t stop until they have wormed their dirty little fingers all the way up to us.” Mitchell said.

Turner raised a hand. “We all agreed we’ll address that situation before that happens. That kid doesn’t have any memory of what happened to him. Right now, we just need to decide what our next step will be with Raven.”

Chambley sat back in her chair. “I thought we had already decided. It’s Russia.”

Turner nodded. “We had. I just want everyone here to agree it’s time.”

“Russia is a far greater risk than Houthis or Somalian pirates or the Taliban. If Something goes wrong there…” Mitchell said.

“I know. I know. But this is what we created him for. An unstoppable weapon that could go anywhere, easy to transport and could improvise, if necessary, under fire.” Turner said.

“Personally, I think he’s too cocky.” Mitchell said staring down at the dark wood of the table in front of him.

“Better to be cocky than timid.” Chambley said.

“So, are we a go for Russia then?” Turner asked.

“Go.” Chambley said with nod.

Turner looked at Danielson.

Danielson nodded slowly. “We are a go in Operations.”

The three of them looked at Mitchell. For a long minute he didn’t say anything. He didn’t even move. Finally, without looking up, Mitchell gave a small wave of his hand.

Turner nodded now. “OK. Good.” He looked at Danielson. “Draw up the plan for the first target.”

Danielson nodded in return.

“Good. I think we are done here.” Turner said.

Danielson stood up walked to the door of the conference room. Chambley followed him and the two of them left the room. Mitchell had not moved and Turner waited, knowing Mitchell had something more to say. It took a minute for Mitchell to speak.

“He’s as flawed as the rest of us.” Mitchell said.

“Flawed? What do mean?” Turner asked.

“Despite what we’ve given him, he’s still a flesh and bone human being. He still has the same weaknesses we all have.” Mitchell said.

Turner gave a short shrug. “Yeah. I suppose so, but we have not seen anything that would indicate he has any issues or reservations about what he is being asked to do.”

“Yes, well, he hasn’t seen everything out there as yet.” Mitchell said.

“Like what? We have covered every contingency in planning these missions.” Turner replied.

“That’s just it. We can’t plan for every contingency. You can’t plan for something you have no idea exists.” Mitchell said.

Turner sighed. “Well, we’ve trained him to deal with everything we can think of and we will need to trust that he can handle himself if he encounters something unforeseen.”

Mitchell looked at Turner. “This is a world filled with unforeseen things. We just don’t realize it because we were never looking for them.”

3

Terry took careful aim and, tuning out the sounds of the bar, flipped the ax. It hit just outside the bullseye and he wasn’t unhappy with it. Then, as he and the others watched the handle very slowly sagged a little. Then a little more and finally with a sad thud the ax fell off the wooden wall on to the floor.

“Fuckin’ rubber arms.” Digger said laughing.

“He’s too scrawny for this game anyway. This is a game for big boys.” Big Dave said as he stepped up to the line to throw his ax.

“Fuck you guys.” Terry said. He shook his head and tried to look serious as stepped back and picked up his bottle of beer, but a small grin snuck on to his face as he drank.

Big Dave, as his name implied, was a big man. In all directions. He flicked the ax at the wall and it stuck with a resounding boom. It wasn’t particularly close to the bullseye, but Big Dave’s axes never fell off the wall.

Digger stepped up to throw an ax. Terry glanced around the bar. He knew it would take at least a full minute for Digger to go through his whole routine before he would let the ax fly.

The door of the bar swung open and Nick walked in.

“Shit.” Terry said.

Big Dave turned to look at Terry and then followed his gaze. He made a face and turned back in time to watch Digger stick his ax into the wall outside of all of the circles.

Nick walked up to the bar. “Hey, Bernie. A shot of JB and a PBR.”

Bernie, the bartender and owner, nodded and moved down the bar.

Digger had turned around. He glanced at Terry and then he caught sight of Nick standing at the bar.

“Oh, the pretty boy is here.” Digger said.

“Yeah.” Terry said with a lack of enthusiasm.

Big Dave didn’t look back at Nick. “Fuck him.”

Nick downed the shot and, spotting Terry and the other guys throwing axes, snagged his beer off the bar and walked towards them.

“Gentlemen.” Nick said as stood behind Terry who stood at the line ready to throw an ax.

“Nick.” Digger said flatly. He rubbed a hand across his reddish stubble covered face.

Big Dave gave Nick a quick short nod.

Terry threw the ax. This time it stuck in the outer most circle.

“Not bad.” Nick said.

Terry turned and did a quick shrug in Nick’s direction.

“Got a new game for you.” Nick said with a smile.

“Let me guess. A game you’re going to win every time.” Digger said sarcastically.

Big Dave cleared his throat. He gave Digger a look.

Digger glanced at Big Dave. He knew what Big Dave was saying. They had seen firsthand in the past a couple of guys who got drunk enough to pick a fight with Nick. They would go out back and only Nick would return. Somebody always had to go into the back alley and pick the other guy up and take him to the ER.

Nick shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s try it.” Nick took a long drink from his beer.

Terry shrugged. “Whatever.”

“So, what’s your game?” Big Dave asked.

“Line them up.” Nick said.

“Line what up?” Terry asked.

“The axes. In a row. Vertical or horizontal. Either way.” Nick said with a smile.

Terry glanced at Digger.

Digger shook his head.

Nick stepped forward. He picked up an ax. “Like this.”

Nick focused his mind on the wall. He flipped an ax and it stuck in the middle circle to the left of the bullseye. He grabbed another one and stuck that one around the same height and just right of the bullseye. He stuck the third ax right in the bullseye between the first two axes.

Terry, Digger and Big Dave, along with several other people, just stared at the wall.

“Fuck no.” Digger said.

“Yeah…” Terry said, “I don’t think that’s happening.”

Big Dave just grunted and stepped over to a table nearby to retrieve his beer.

“Come on, guys. You don’t know until you try.” Nick could see they weren’t going to even try it. He thought about giving them a chance and not use his power to guide the axes where he wanted them to go.

The door to the bar swung open and two women walked in. The taller woman had shoulder length black hair. The shorter girl had short blonde hair. They walked to the bar and sat down.

Nick saw them walk in. “Alright. Forget it.” Nick walked slowly across the room to stand next to where the women were sitting. He smiled broadly at them and started a conversation.

“Well, that gets rid of him.” Digger said. “And good riddance.”

“Thankfully there’s something he likes better than trying to humiliate us.” Terry said.

“Yeah.” Big Dave said staring at Nick and the women at the bar. He could tell Nick was already making headway on convincing one or both of those women to go home with him as the three of them downed a shot.

“Alright, now watch this one.” Digger had already retrieved the axes and was lining up a throw.

Big Dave and Terry exchanged a skeptical glance. They both reached for their respective beers. They had time for a good swallow.


4

Nick stood in the small cluster of trees in the dark night watching the communication facility nestled in the valley below. He had been standing there for a while. He was just formulating a plan. The quickest way in. The quickest way to neutralize the handful of guards that patrolled around the single building inside what was clearly an electrified fence.

The night sky was clear and the half moon spread a white light over the scene. There was a chill in the air. Not unusual this far into autumn southeast of Volgograd.

Nick’s adrenaline kept him from feeling the cold. He could, if he wanted to, but it didn’t hold in his body heat. It was an energy field, not a tangible thing. He didn’t feel like he needed it even if it could do that. It was really just there to keep him from being shot. 

He thought of it as a shield, but it was really just a barrier of energy that he could project around as much or as little of his body as he wanted to. The way he was told it worked was something they called a ‘reverse polarity’ field. He wasn’t completely sure what that meant, but he knew that when anything tried to push against or through it the field exerted an equal and opposite force to compensate. Essentially nothing could get past the field. At least, nothing they had tested it on as yet.

Nick smiled. He thought about the first few times he used the shield. It took some practice to consciously not completely seal off his body from the outside world for an extended length of time. He almost suffocated himself a couple of times. Surprising how quickly you can master a skill when you nearly kill yourself learning how it works.

The fact that he could seal himself off though allowed him to function in places where the atmosphere was compromised. As long as he allocated enough space within the shield to accommodate some clean air.

Nick stared at the space between him and the facility below. He estimated it was two leaps away. He thought the leaps were stupid. He felt like he should be able to just fly, but as much as he tried it seemed like that was not possible. So he had to settle for leaping around the countryside.

He watched for a couple more minutes and then decided the time had come to get on with it. He stepped clear of the trees, braced himself and flung himself up and outward.

In truth, he knew it really wasn’t leaping at all. He didn’t need to push off with his legs. What actually propelled him was one of the other powers he possessed. He could create pressure waves. They were handy at knocking in doors, slamming bad guys into walls and things and generally smashing lots of stuff.

It was a modified use of this ability that he used to send himself into a ballistic arc forward. He rarely used it to move backwards and only then for very short distances. The logistics of sailing backwards was much more risky. He also used the same power to cushion his impact back down on to the ground.

He gently landed on a gradual slope about half way to the facility. Knowing that it was possible that someone could spot him in the open field he was in, he quickly sighted where his target landing site was within the fenced perimeter and leaped again.

Nick landed within ten feet of a guard as he was walking along the fence line. The guard heard the sound of Nick’s landing, a scuffling in the dirt, and spun around. Nick was expecting that and immediately held up a hand. It was more of a reflexive gesture than anything. It was really Nick’s mind that sent the guard crashing into a propane tank with convincing thud.

The guard crumpled to the ground. He made no sound and didn’t move. Behind Nick came another sound. He spun around. He knew there was another guard, but he had thought that guy was further away.

Quickly Nick scanned the area in the direction of the building. He couldn’t see anyone. It wasn’t until the man shot at him that Nick realized the second guard was at the corner of the building in the shadow. The bullet curved around Nick’s shield and off to somewhere behind him.

Nick was reluctant to leap into the shadow of the building. Leaping into a place he couldn’t see raised the possibility of colliding with something dangerous. Nick’s shield would prevent something from piercing him, but he would still experience the full force of an impact. If he knocked himself unconscious he would be as vulnerable as anybody else. His shield was something he consciously initiated. It was not an autonomic function.

With the shield Nick knew he could literally walk right up to the guard and punch him senseless even while the man was shooting at him point blank. The issue was how many shots would it take before more guards started emerging from the building and a general alarm was sounded.

Nick focused. He projected a kind of thought at the shadow. It was just a particular kind of thought. There was no visible result from what he was doing, but he knew the effect it would have on the guy. At the same time Nick moved to his left several feet.

Nick started moving forward directly at the spot he had seen the muzzle flash of the man’s gun. He knew at this point the guard was struggling to figure out where Nick was. The thought he projected essentially was blocking the guard’s ability to see Nick. For all intents and purposes Nick had just disappeared.

The way it was explained to Nick was that humans didn’t see with their eyes. They saw with their brain. Their eyes simply gathered in light and sent it all to the brain. It was the brain that deciphered what it was seeing. The simple proof of this concept was something that most people experienced. Looking for something that was in plain sight directly in front of you that the person next to you points at and wonders what the hell is wrong with you. 

Nick made a short leap to the edge of the shadow and from there was able to discern the second guard. With the flick of a hand Nick bounced the man off the wall. The man slumped to the ground.

The second guard managed to collapse right in front of the steel door into the building. Nick waved his hand again and the unconscious man slid about eight feet to the left. Nick stepped up to the door with the intent of using force to cause the door to implode. He started to lift a hand and stopped.

Next to the handle of the door was key card scanner. Nick looked at the scanner and then over at the guard. He stepped over to the prone guard and turned him over. Sure enough. A key card was clipped to the front of the guard. Nick plucked it off of him.

That would have been stupid, Nick thought. Nick scanned the key card. The small LCD screen on the scanner flickered green and then promptly requested a nine digit code.

“Fuck.” Nick said. “OK. Back to stupid.”

Nick flicked the key card away. He held his right hand several inches from the center of the door and focused. The center of the door began to sink in. The steel groaned under the pressure. Nick knew it was making a terrible noise, but at this point he figured it didn’t matter much. He was going to wreck the place and even if the occupants called for help it wouldn’t get here in time.

Finally the door buckled and flew back a couple of feet. There was cry from someone too. Nick realized that someone had been on the inside watching the door bend inward. When the door slammed backwards it crushed whoever was behind it.

Nick stepped past the door and the legs of the person under the door. Someone fired a shot at him from down the short hallway. Nick looked up and sent the man crashing back into a wall. 

Nick walked down the hallway to another door. This one was a more conventional interior door. It too was locked, but it took Nick only a second to shatter that door. Wood splinters flew inward. Just inside the door was a set of metal stairs leading down into a large room filled with computers and communication equipment.

Nick scanned the room which held about a dozen people---not counting the armed guy on the stairs who was now heavily impaled with wood splinters and falling backwards down the stairs.

Two more people were taking shots at Nick, but he was ignoring them now. The bullets weren’t going to be penetrating his shield so their efforts were meaningless. He went down the stairs, stepping over the groaning man laying on the tiled floor at the bottom.

“Halt!” Someone yelled in Russian. There was a chorus of other panicked voices.

Nick smiled. Sorry, Nick thought, I’m not stopping. He studied the room for a moment. He decided there was nothing complicated about this and began crushing row after row of computer consoles. People leaped back and out of the way of the flying debris, most of them unsuccessfully. 

It didn’t take long before there was clearly nothing functional left in the room. There were a couple of small fires burning and most of the people were cringing along the walls. They were obviously terrified at what they thought was coming next, but Nick had no interest in them. He wasn’t here to kill people. His task was to destroy the facility and put it out of business for a while.

On the far side of the room Nick saw another door. He crossed the room to it. The sign on the door said one word in Russian. He was pretty sure that word meant generator. Nick was about to smash this door and then, as an afterthought, tried the door knob. It was unlocked.

As he pulled the door open someone had the audacity, Nick thought, to try to jump him from behind. The shield kept the guy from getting a grip on Nick. With a smile Nick turned to look at the guy who stared back with a look that was a mix of bewilderment and fear. Nick flicked the man back about ten feet into a pile of debris.

Nick stepped through the door and found himself on a steel platform above another room below. To the left was another set of stairs. Nick looked around. It was nothing more than a utility room that mainly housed two generators, both currently running. It was presumably the primary source of power for the facility.

He decided that he didn’t need to go down into the room. From where he stood he could do what he needed to. He focused on one of the generators slowly, steadily crushing the side of it in. It didn’t take long for the impellers inside the generator to collide with the narrowing sides. There was a horrific screeching sound of large pieces of fast moving steel ripping into each other. The first generator sparked and a small explosion blew one end of it apart. The generator ceased moving and sat smoking.

Nick turned his attention to the second generator. It was a repeat of the first one. The second destroyed generator started a fire in the room as it died. Within a minute a substantial amount of smoke was starting to fill the room, presumably the grease inside the generator had caught fire.

Nick stepped back into the control room. He ignored the chaos going on. There were several people now scrambling up the metal stairs to get out of the building. The smoke from the generator room below was now spewing into the control room.

One more thing to deal with, Nick thought. He moved across the room sliding people out of his as he went. They were just crying and flailing obstacles. At the metal stairs Nick flipped people over the railing and back down into the room to clear his path up to ground level.

Emerging from the building Nick walked to the corner and back out into the moonlight. He turned slightly to his left. There were three large satellite dishes along the other side of the building. One by one Nick crushed the dishes until they were nothing more than heaps of twisted steel.

Nick looked around as more people kept piling out of the building, some helping their injured coworkers. He walked towards the fence in the direction he had originally come from. Near the fence he leaped and sailed out into the grassy field well away from the facility.

He knew it would take him at least an hour to get back to the Caspian Sea and meet back up with the Seal team. From there they would make their way back down to the Turkmenistan coast where other transportation awaited them.

Nick smiled as he pushed himself to make as large of leaps as he could. It was something of game he played. Pushing to see if he could expand the limitations of this mode of transport.

He knew back in Washington they were anxious on how this first trip into Russia would go, but it went exactly as Nick knew it would. Piece of cake. Russia was no different than any other targets he had already done. In truth, he knew nothing could really stop him. 


Part 2 – Beka

1

General Koralev sat back in his chair and looked across the desk at the man. He didn’t trust this man. He had never met him before. He seemed too young to hold the position he did.

“So you are telling me that you have no information of value about this issue?” Koralev asked.

Vladislav shifted in his chair. He had black hair, a black suit and what appeared to be black eyes. He stared at the general. He was not intimidated by the old man in front of him. Internal Security was never concerned about the military.

“That is correct, General. We know what you know. We have interviewed the same people you have questioned.” Vladislav said. His hands remained clasped on his lap.

Koralev sighed. “We have had three incidents of sabotage by...what is being suggested is one man. The facilities had been destroyed and we no idea who this...individual is or where he comes from. This is absurd.”

“Four.” Vladislav said.

“Four?” Koralev asked.

“Yes. There was an office in Istanbul. One of our locations. Our operatives were killed and the office was ransacked.” Vladislav said.

“How do you know it was the same individual from the sites that have been sabotaged?” Koralev asked.

“There was a large safe with documents in it. The safe was clearly crushed. It is the same kind of damage we have seen at the other sites.” Vladislav explained.

“Huh.” Koralev said.

“As far as who this individual is and where he comes from that should be obvious.” Vladislav said.

“The Americans? Maybe. But that does us little good if we know nothing about him. We could hardly confront the Americans about their violation of our sovereignty with this new...weapon and all we can say is that he has some kind of---what? Magical powers? They would laugh in our faces.” Koralev shook his head.

“Still.” Vladislav said. “It is the most logical conclusion. In addition, and the reason for my visit, is to inform you---at the request of the Minister---that we may have a lead on something…possibly related to this.”

“And that would be?” Koralev asked.

“We have word from some of our military sources that there is some disgruntled people within their Navy at having to escort some new asset of theirs to various places.” Vladislav said.

“What is this asset?” Koralev leaned slightly forward.

Vladislav shook his head. “We do not know. The only name we got was Raven.”

“So you are searching for someone or something named Raven? Is that a code name for someone? Is that a name of a project?” Koralev’s voice was condescending.

“We have come up with no references to the term Raven.” Vladislav said.

“How is any of that helpful?” Koralev asked with a disgusted look.

“We are not sure about that as well, but after some considerable digging we have identified a small group within their intelligence community that is operating in Arlington, Virginia that we have never heard of before.” Vladislav said.

“And these are the people that control this new asset? This Raven person that may or may not be our saboteur?” Koralev asked.

Vladislav sighed. “Again, we do not know. We know the location of this new group and we are sending someone to Arlington to find out who this new group is and if they are connected in some way to this new weapon.”

They sat silently for a minute.

“So, you know very little and in the meantime we are bleeding.” Koralev said.

Vladislav shook his head slightly. “General, it is not my job to make you feel better about the situation. My task is solely to keep you informed of what we know.”

Koralev sat back again in his chair. “Well, you have done that.”

Vladislav got up and walked to the door.

“So, what am I supposed to do while you’re operative is enjoying the summer in Virginia?” Koralev asked sarcastically.

Vladislav turned to look at the general. “Continue to do your job. Find a way to kill this individual.” Vladislav walked out of the office.
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Bryson lifted his glass and finished the whiskey. He set it back down and looked over at Nick.

“I’m telling you, she’s the best thing that ever happened to me.” Bryson said, pushing back some sandy brown hair that found its way in front of his right eye.

Nick was not looking at Bryson. He had been scanning the bar.

“Well, it sounds like you have found someone then.” Nick said. His voice sounded slightly distracted.

“Yeah. Beka’s amazing.” Bryson waved to the bartender to refill his glass.

Nick gestured to his glass as well when the bartender came over. He had seen only one prospect and for whatever reason he was struggling to conjure up some wit and charm to use on the woman. He was increasingly feeling sure he wasn’t even going to bother going over and talking to her.

“Sounds great.” Nick said staring at his glass.

“Oh, I know, you’re not the ‘one woman’ kind of guy, but you don’t understand how nice it is to find someone that you really connect with.” Bryson said.

Nick didn’t say anything. Something about Bryson’s “one woman” comment irritated him. He didn’t know what because Bryson wasn’t wrong. He hadn’t really gone out with any woman in a couple of years more than two, maybe three times at most. He was gone for periods of time and could never explain to a “girlfriend” where he had been. It would mean constantly lying or ducking curious questions. That would just get annoying after a while.

Still, there was something in Bryson’s words that felt a bit raw. Something that bothered Nick.

“Alright. Alright. I won’t say anything more about it.” Bryson said watching Nick’s face.

Nick waved a hand. “No. I get it. You’re really into this woman. I think that it’s great that you found someone. Honestly. I’m just not really in a position that a relationship would be practical.”

Bryson nodded. “Right. Didn’t think about that. Unless it was someone on the inside, I guess it would get a little complicated.”

Nick nodded slightly. “Yeah.” He snuck a look back at the woman in the corner booth. He just couldn’t seem to make up his mind when the door to the bar opened and the woman’s face lit up when she saw the man coming in. The guy went straight to her table and they kissed.

Well, Nick thought, problem solved.

“Hey, I always wondered something, you know, about...your condition.” Bryson said.

Nick eyed Bryson. They were under strict orders to never discuss their work outside of the building.

Bryson waved a hand at Nick’s gaze. “I know, I know, but this isn’t serious shit.”

Nick gave a short nod. “OK.”

“So, I mean, you like, drink a lot. Does your ‘condition’ allow you to, like, I don’t know, drink a lot without getting shit faced?” Bryson asked.

Nick shook his head with a short laugh. “No. I can drink a lot without falling down because I’ve been practicing for years.”

Bryson laughed a little. “Building up an immunity, are you?”

“I guess.” Nick said. “I started drinking when my tours in Afghanistan were over. When I got back. Before I started this gig.”

“Right.” Bryson said.

They were quiet for a minute. 

Nick sighed. “So, you like this woman a lot?” He wasn’t sure why he asked the question. He really wasn’t much of a sociable creature, but for some unknown reason he felt like he wanted to hear about it. 

Bryson smiled. “Yeah. A lot. She’s...I don’t know. She’s really confidant. I like that in a woman.”

Nick nodded a little. He could agree with that. He liked strong women much more than timid docile women. There was probably some sort of extra excitement to the encounter. Nick knew it probably said something about his psyche, but he didn’t really care.

“It’s a little awkward, though.” Bryson said.

Nick glanced over at Bryson. “How so?”

“Well, she was dating Wesley before she and I started going out.” Bryson said.

“Wesley?” Nick asked. He took a drink.

“Wesley Ramsay. In Building Operations. I think he’s a supervisor there.” Bryson explained.

Nick shook his head. “Don’t know him.”

Bryson nodded. “Yeah. I guess you wouldn’t
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