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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 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

High Noon On A Dark Street - The second Travis Ames novel (this book)

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.


High Noon on a Dark Street
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He lay upside down in the crushed car and stared out the sliver of what was left of the back window at the guy. Someone up front was shooting at the guy and somehow missing with every shot. The guy had been just standing there watching their car when everything went crazy. The limo leaped straight up and then flipped over and came crashing back down. There was no explosion---it just quietly happened.

City Councilman Leonard Federman knew he was bleeding from somewhere above his hairline, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the guy watching them. He had been told this young man was somehow responsible for the complete destruction of the warehouse just below them by the river. A massive building utterly flattened. It was hard to believe, but Federman, staring out at the young guy, knew that, in some way, it was true.

“Jesus, what the fuck?” Darius Goodwin, son of Donald Goodwin, the head of the Goodwin family, tried to move, but it was difficult to move in the wrecked confines of the back of the limo.

Federman shifted to his right a little and tried opening the door. He pulled the handle and pushed, but it wouldn’t move.

“Federman, you still alive?” Darius asked. His neatly combed hair, dyed a little to hide a trace of gray that had started to creep in, was a wild jumble now. He turned his head a little looking over at Federman.

“I’m alive.” Federman said. He shoved again at the door, but it still remained jammed shut.

“I told you. I told you, didn’t I? That’s the little shit that’s been doing shit to us.” Darius said.

Federman glanced out the slot which was all that was left of the window. He could no longer see the young guy.

“You were saying this guy can...do things? Are you saying he did this? To the car?” Federman asked. His gut was telling him that was true, but his mind was still struggling with how that could actually be real.

“Yeah. Don’t know how he’s doing it yet. Some tricks or something, but the fucker is wrecking our business.” Darius said. “Dad says we’re going to put everyone on killing this guy and whoever is behind him.”

Federman turned his gaze towards the roof of the car, which was now beneath him, and thought about it. Despite the pain from the upper right side of his head and the fact that he felt like he had just avoided being killed or seriously injured, he was, for the first time in a while, pleased. He had been trying for over a year to figure out how to bring down the Goodwin criminal enterprise, but had made little headway. This...guy, whoever or whatever he was...he seemed like just the tool Federman needed.

Federman hated the Goodwins. For their greed. For their arrogance. For their classless brutality. Beyond his personal dislike for the Goodwins, Federman saw them as an obstacle in his own ambitions for the city of Detroit. It started with his gaining a seat on the City Council and from there he had designs on extending his influence into every profitable enterprise, legitimate or otherwise, in this city. For far too long the Goodwins ran most of the illegitimate businesses in the city and blocked anyone else from gaining a foothold.

The sound of sirens grew now until they seemed to surround the car. Voices shouted into the limo and Darius was shouting orders back to someone outside. Federman shifted trying to get some of his weight off a pile of shattered glass that was scattered throughout the backseats of the car.

It took a few minutes before the doors on both sides of the limo were pried open. Light shone in and both Darius and Federman were assisted out of the wrecked car by firemen. 

Federman stood up while an EMT dabbed at the blood at his scalp. Federman stood looking around, but saw no sign of the young guy responsible for what had happened here. He glanced at his brown striped suit and saw that it was torn in a couple of places. Federman shrugged off the damage to his suit. A small price to pay for gaining a new hope for the future.

The trick now, Federman thought, was to find out who this individual was and formulate a plan to secure his services. Federman didn’t care if securing his services was voluntary or if it would be necessary to compel him to cooperate. Either one could achieve Federman’s needs. Actually, the more Federman thought about it, he would rather compel people to do his bidding. He much preferred to give orders instead of trying to constantly convince them to do what he needed them to.

“You understand, right? This guy’s a threat to the city. You need to get your people on this. Rid this city of this menace.” Darius said as he hung up his cell phone and stepped up next to Federman.

“My people? What are you talking about?” Federman asked staring at Darius.

“The fucking police. They should be hunting this guy down.” Darius said.

“I’m a city councilman. Not the chief of police.” Federman said.

“I don’t give a fuck. Just get it done. Get some people on it. Jesus, you have some kind of influence, don’t you?” Darius said angrily.

Federman didn’t answer. He turned away so Darius couldn’t see the utter disgust on his face. He hated this kid. He would have been just as happy if Darius had been killed when the limo flipped over. Still, Darius did serve a certain function. He was a first rate fuck up and just as much a detriment to his family’s business empire as anything.

Federman turned back to Darius. He wore a tight strained smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good.” Darius said. “Make yourself useful.”

Federman turned and walked away. He made a note that if he could get this guy to work for him that he would see to it that some kind of wonderfully hideous accident happened to Darius Goodwin. In addition, Federman decided, he wanted to be there when it happened---just to watch. It would make for good entertainment.
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He wasn’t quite sure how this was going to go down. Travis took a deep breath and let it out slowly before opening the door and walking in.

Baggaducci lay in the bed. He looked only marginally better than when Travis had left him at the door of his apartment with Aubrey. Baggaducci, an aging old school detective was Travis’ partner, sort of. Since Travis figured out he had these special powers he had enlisted the aid of Baggaducci. Travis had decided he would use his powers for good, but wasn’t sure exactly how to go about doing that. He thought that Baggaducci could help him track down criminals. Over time that resulted in Travis having come to focus on the largest crime family in Detroit. The Goodwins.

So, for some time now Travis and Baggaducci had been hitting Goodwin businesses and facilities. Wrecking the sites and, occasionally, scooping a bit of cash when it happened to be available. But trouble had caught up with them. The Goodwins figured out Baggaducci had something to do with their streak of “bad luck” and they, after abducting him, had tried to beat information about Travis out of him. Baggaducci had escaped, but now was in a hospital.

And then there was Aubrey. A coworker of Travis’ at his “day job” of being an IT guy at a big company in Ann Arbor. Travis had, for a while, managed to keep his nightly crime fighting a poorly concealed secret from everyone, but the more Travis drew closer to Aubrey, the more difficult that became. The morning Aubrey found Travis sitting on the floor of his apartment sporting a bullet hole in his side, the secret was no longer a secret. After the initial shock, the revelation only brought the two of them even closer.

Aubrey was standing next to the bed in her typical short black skirt, black shirt, black nylon stockings and, of course, black work boots. She had her back to the door. She turned at the sound of the door and her short black hair flipped a little to the side.

Travis braced himself for a stream of obscenities or some shouting or angry threats of some kind for taking off and leaving her there with a broken Baggaducci. He knew she would be worrying that he was off doing something stupid. Something that was going to get him killed. And, well, he kind of was.

In two quick strides Aubrey crossed the distance between them and as Travis braced for her to slap him she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close. Slowly Travis put his arms around her. Prematurely, he thought that Aubrey was so happy to seem him not hurt or dead that all was forgiven.

“You son of a bitch. What the hell were you thinking?” Aubrey said into his ear.

“That...I don’t know...it’s kind of a war now. Between me and them.” Travis said.

“It’s not a war. It’s just you, well, and us,” Aubrey pulled back a little and glanced back at Baggaducci, “trying not to get killed by a criminal empire. Which, now that I say it out loud, is just crazy.”

“It is a war.”

Travis and Aubrey looked over at Baggaducci. The large man with the weather worn features of a man that could easily pass as an old boxer stared back at them.

“What?” Aubrey asked.

Baggaducci looked at Travis. “Did they get a good look at you?”

Travis hesitated. He hadn’t really paid attention to whether they saw him clearly or not. “I don’t think so.”

“Why? I mean, what if they did see him clearly? They don’t know who he is, right?” Aubrey asked. The stress in her voice was palpable.

Baggaducci shook his head a little. “No. They don’t know who he is, but if they saw him clear enough to get a picture of him then they can start trying to hunt him down. They do know he exists and is, in some way, at the center of their troubles. Which brings us to another point. What exactly did you go and do?”

Aubrey turned to look at Travis. “Yeah. What did you do?”

“I paid a visit to that large warehouse of theirs. The clearinghouse one.” Travis said.

Baggaducci sighed. He was obviously exhausted and was struggling against the fog of the drugs they had given him. He focused his thoughts. “That’s at the heart of their business. It’s the largest facility they have in the city.”

“Had.” Travis said.

Baggaducci’s eyes widened slightly. “Had…?”

“It’s now the largest pile of rubble in the city of Detroit.” Travis said.

Baggaducci sighed again. He was struggling to stay awake. “They are going to put all of their resources into trying to track you down.”

“And kill you.” Aubrey said.

“And kill you.” Baggaducci agreed. 

“So should we go into hiding?” Aubrey asked looking at Baggaducci.

“They don’t know who I am or where I live or any of that.” Travis said.

Baggaducci weakly held up a hand. “Stop. Come by tomorrow and we will figure out a plan on where we go from here.”

Travis was about to say something when Aubrey put a hand on his shoulder. “Tomorrow.” Aubrey said.

Travis looked over at Baggaducci. He was already dropping off to sleep.

Quietly, Aubrey and Travis left the room.

“You’ve got to lay low for a while. It will take Ralph some time to heal from his injuries anyway.” Aubrey said.

Travis frowned. He shook his head. “I disagree. I’ve just crippled their business. I think if I hit them hard a few more times I think they’ll be finished.”

Aubrey huffed. “Or you get killed.”

“I’m getting better at doing this every time I go out there.” Travis said.

“And it only takes one moment, one little surprise and you’re dead.” Aubrey said. Her voice sounded angry, but Travis knew it was fear. Fear for him. Moreover, he knew she was right.

Travis glanced over at Aubrey and sighed as they walked out of the hospital. He didn’t say anything and Aubrey knew that, for the moment, he was going to at least wait before going after the Goodwins again.

The following morning, at work, Aubrey and Travis sat in the Data Pen where several people did data entry for the company. They sat whispering.

“We can get some dinner on the way over to see him.” Travis said quietly.

Aubrey gave a small shrug. “Yeah. I guess, but we need to both be on the same page. That we’re going to lay low for a little while.”

Travis gave a slight nod. Laying low was not how he would have chosen to phrase it. “I agree that we need to move forward cautiously and with a plan.”

Aubrey wasn’t sure that they were on the same page, but she wouldn’t argue about for now.

“What are you guys whispering about? It’s like some secret lovers conspiracy going on.” Rhonda said rotating her chair around to look at them. She was another occupant of the Data Pen. She had never much liked Travis and now, by association, Aubrey too.

Aubrey just glanced at Travis. Travis sighed and nodded slightly. His eyes closed a little and he focused his thoughts. Rhonda opened her mouth to say something more, but then closed it. She looked down at her feet and started slowly spinning her chair around in a circle.

Aubrey smiled at Travis and tried to suppress a giggle. Travis smiled and shook his head. He truly enjoyed his ability to manipulate people. Particularly Rhonda because she was such a pain in the ass. Aubrey, though, was the only exception. The only person he couldn’t control in any way. He had tried several times and finally decided that his feelings for her somehow prevented him from being able to push her thoughts in any direction.

Martha, a supervisor in the Analytics department, walked into the Data Pen. She oversaw the work Aubrey, Rhonda and Eddie the other occupant of the Data Pen did. Both Martha and Travis, the IT guy for the department, reported to Glenda.

Martha stared at Rhonda slowly spinning in a circle and watched for a moment.

“Rhonda, what are you doing?” Martha asked.

“She’s been sniffing the computer fan air again.” Aubrey said, fighting back laughter.

Martha glanced at Aubrey and then back at Rhonda. Travis released Rhonda.

“Huh? What?” Rhonda said. “What just happened?”

“What happened? You were just sitting there spinning around like an idiot. I thought you were getting the last quarter’s numbers into the system?” Martha said.

Rhonda looked back at her computer screen. “Yeah. Yeah, I was doing that, I think.” Rhonda looked briefly at Travis and Aubrey with a confused expression.

“Well, stop spinning and get to it.” Martha said.

“Yeah...yeah.” Rhonda said turning back to her keyboard.

Martha just looked at Travis. He stood up. He knew that Martha wasn’t fond of Travis spending so much time talking to Aubrey.

Travis looked at Aubrey. “Right. We’ll talk later.”

Aubrey nodded and as soon as Travis stepped aside Martha set a pile of papers down next to Aubrey’s keyboard. Martha began explaining what she wanted Aubrey to work on.

Travis sat down in his own cubicle. He knew he was supposed to be working on a new way to pull data out off the server to expedite the speed at which Glenda’s reports could be produced. He had no interest in that at all and it just reinforced another problem hanging over his head. A day job. He was perpetually tired at work. Barely able to keep his eyes open some days. It was not sustainable. He spent nights out wrecking the various businesses of the Goodwins on his own campaign to bring down the largest criminal entity in Detroit and then tried to still go through the motions of a normal life.

It wasn’t really a decision that had to be made. Now that he figured out he had these powers there was no going back. No pretending that he would ever have a normal life again. His feet were firmly now on this path and wherever it might lead he was going down it. And to pursue this path he knew he needed Aubrey. He didn’t know it when he first started, but now he couldn’t envision going forward without her.

He needed Baggaducci too. He needed someone like Baggaducci, an old school private detective, to help him navigate the dark places he needed to be in order to take down the Goodwins. Baggaducci knew those dark places and what to expect there. What he felt he didn’t need was this job. He and Baggaducci decided when they first started this that they would help themselves to any money they might come across as they dismantled the various businesses of the Goodwins. So far, it had turned out to be fairly profitable.

A short time later Aubrey stuck her head into Travis’ cubicle. She waved at him to follow her. Travis got up and walked into the hallway next to her.

“I’m on break.” Aubrey said.

“Right.” Travis said.

They walked a few steps along the hall waiting for another person to pass them and move further away.

“I don’t think we can keep this up.” Aubrey said. “Just keep pretending that everything is normal.”

Travis nodded. “I know. I was thinking about that too. At this rate I would spend most of my day just controlling everyone and everything going on in the Analytics department.”

“So, how are we going to fix this?” Aubrey asked.

Travis sighed. “I don’t know yet. If I knew we could depend on stealing money from the Goodwins and living well...”

Aubrey shook her head. “That is hardly a plan for the future.”

“I know.” Travis said. “But, at the moment, I don’t have a clear plan for the future. This is all new territory for me.”

“Not just for you.” Aubrey said.

Travis glanced over at Aubrey and smiled. “Right.”

“So, what you’re saying is that for the moment we have to keep maintaining our show here and try not to get killed?” Aubrey asked.

Travis shrugged. “Yeah. I guess. I do like the ‘try not to get killed’ part.”

Aubrey gave him a look. “Yeah. Let’s focus on that one.”


3

Detective Dan Cunningham stood in the misty early morning light and stared at the wreckage of what was once one of the largest warehouse complexes in the city. His mind churned through what he was looking at. He had seen some strange things in his days, but this one was especially crazy. The sheer scope of what took place here defied explanation.

He took a deep breath. He was tall with silver gray hair and a weathered look to his features. His gray blue eyes swept across the scene. Whatever hit this place, he thought, was something inexplicable. The walls had been knocked inward, but there was no indication of explosives or weapons of any kind. How do walls just blow inward like that?

There was a wide array of equipment and parts of the facility that looked, well, like they had been thrown all around. Forklifts, thousands of pounds of dead weight, laying strewn about without the slightest sign that they were sent flying by any means that made sense. There were several large metal containers that looked as though a giant had simply crushed them.

No, Cunningham thought, this did not make any sense at all. Something else was at work here. Something, well, out of the ordinary. Cunningham knew some strange things had been going on, particularly concerning the businesses of the Goodwins, but those had been confined mostly to small enterprises. Something had been steadily gnawing away at the edge of the Goodwin empire, but this was a direct and significant attack. This was upping the stakes of whatever was going on.

All kinds of scenarios were flipping through Cunningham’s mind to give some semblance of a story line that could explain this and, while nothing logical was coming up, he had an idea on who might be able to help him with this. He had talked to a friend of his not long ago, one Ralph Baggaducci, about the odd things going on in the city and he knew at the time of their conversation that Baggaducci was holding something back from him, but he didn’t press Baggaducci then. He decided he needed to push him now.

Cunningham turned to walk away.

“Cunningham.” Someone called out.

Cunningham turned back to see a man approaching him. He recognized the man, but had never actually spoken to him before.

“You’re Detective Cunningham, correct?” The man asked as he walked up.

Cunningham nodded. “I am, you are...councilman Federman, I believe.”

“Yes.” Federman smiled and held out his hand.

Cunningham shook Federman’s hand.

“What do you make of this?” Federman asked.

Cunningham hesitated. There was something about Federman being here that seemed odd. He shrugged for Federman’s benefit. “Hard to say. It appears it will take some time to sift through of this. You are down here personally to look into the matter?”

Federman eyed Cunningham for just a moment. “I was down here at the time. There has been some discussion about zoning changes along this stretch. I came down here to see for myself.”
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