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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, this book and the first story in the grand scheme of things. 

The other series is the Nick Raven stories. 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 (this book)

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

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



The New Sheriff

1

Travis' eyes scrambled for focus and he instinctively brought a hand up across his face. He heard the sound of something, but couldn’t decipher what it was. Was it the sound of machines? Something in the back of his head was telling him it was the vibration of equipment. He tried turning to look around, but there seemed to be an impenetrable darkness surrounding him.

There were people, maybe, around him. They were doing stuff. What stuff? He was on vacation, wasn’t he? He thought he was and then...something happened. He couldn’t remember what. Then he was back home. And...he couldn’t remember anything about his vacation. Only that he hoped he had a good time because he felt like shit. Like he ate something really nasty and then someone beat the crap out of him with a baseball bat. That didn’t seem like a good vacation.

Wait, he had already returned to work from his so called vacation. So this couldn’t still be...

“Travis?” A voice called out from the darkness. He knew that voice, but from where?

Travis’ eyes flickered and struggled to open. He looked up at Rhonda standing next to his chair. She stared at him with a look that conveyed many things, some of them perhaps unspeakable, but at the moment it held primarily irritation.

“Were you asleep?” She asked accusingly. Her figure felt as if it was a towering cloud hovering over him anxiously waiting to dump a rain of misery and woe.

Travis quickly shook his head. His eyes fully adjusting to the bright fluorescent lights in the ceiling above his cubicle, like every other cubicle in the large office they all worked in. His eyes objected to having to suck in the stark white light. It screamed into his head.

“No.” He said with a wave of his hand. He straightened his slumping body up into a sitting position. “Course not.” 

Something moved and out of the corner of his eye. He spotted his keyboard hanging, for all it's life, over the side of his desk. Hmm, he wondered, that doesn't seem right.

Rhonda continued to glare down at him. She was on the tall side and her strawberry blonde shoulder length hair made her face, cast in shadow from the lights above, appear dark and menacing.

“Yes, you were.” She said with disgust. Rhonda didn't like him much. She felt that she should be the group lead for the data analysts, not Travis and she was always ready and willing to point out any failure on his part.

Travis reeled in his keyboard. He glanced at the code on the screen. It looked only vaguely familiar. Crap, he thought, I don't remember what I was working on. He looked back at Rhonda.

“What do you need?” He asked.

Rhonda jerked a thumb back over her shoulder. “That crappy mouse you gave me doesn't work any better than the one I had.” She whined.

Travis stared back at Rhonda. He knew her thoughts on who should be the group lead, but this was exactly why she wasn't. She was good at identifying problems, a useful trait at times, but, seemingly, incapable of moving beyond that. She just couldn't formulate a plan to resolve whatever the issue was—no matter how obvious or simple.

“Well...” Travis said slowly, it was a technique they had taught him in a training seminar his boss had sent him to because, she said, his interpersonal skills needed some work. He couldn't exactly disagree with that. As a general rule, people bored the shit out of him. They prattled on about their trivial lives and, he admitted, while his life may not be the most exciting, that was no reason he had to listen to mindless stories about their lives.

Anyway, the idea was you slowed down your responses to people to avoid saying what you were actually thinking and allow yourself the time to fabricate a more civil and politically correct reply. Most of the time it actually did work. But only most of the time. After all, internally he was still himself.

“Did you call IT?” Travis asked. It was an effort to filter out any sarcastic tone.

Rhonda didn't answer immediately. “Uh, no. I thought your mouse would fix it.”

Travis let a moment pass. “But it didn't.”

“So...do you have another mouse?” Rhonda asked. “Another one that isn't junk?”

Travis shook his head. “No. Just...call IT.”

Rhonda huffed and walked out of his cubicle and across the walkway that led through the maze of cubicles into a larger cubicle, the “Data Pen” they called it, where she shared space with Eddie, the other data analyst, and the two other empty desks.

Travis looked back at the screen. He was still drawing a blank on what he was supposed to be getting done. Didn't matter, he thought, it's about time to get out of here. He needed a drink. The monotony of this job was directly proportional to his increase in drinking.

He sat for a minute and thought about the dream. He knew it was related to the two week vacation that wasn’t. A PTSD kind of thing. It had taken him a couple of weeks to recover sufficiently to return to the monotonous life he had been slogging through without feeling like crap. Well, physical crap anyway. Mentally, his life still seemed to feel like crap. But...something was different. A feeling that something, on some very subtle level, had changed. He couldn’t put into words what was different. What had changed in him, but it was there. Like a shadow haunting him in the back of his mind.

He shut the computer down and stood his full five foot six somewhat thin frame up. Without a word to anyone, in spite of a few farewells from others in the office, he walked out of the building.

Travis pulled out of the parking lot and headed east. Darkness was slowly creeping in as it usually did this time of day, this time of the late fall and he drove for while down the five lane, through this city, where he lived, and on into the next. Down this road the cities never ended. One after another and another. You could drive east for an hour and it only got darker, in all kinds of ways. Eventually you would end up in downtown Detroit. He was not going that far. Not tonight.

Travis swung his car into a spot next to a bar he thought he had been in once before. He didn't remember if he actually had been here before, but it didn't much matter. A drink was a drink and when you are drinking alone, the place didn't make much difference.

From the look of the outside of the building it seemed a miracle it was still standing. It was difficult to tell what the original color of the brick was. In the dim light of the evening the current color was a putrid yellow-gray. A flickering streetlight just down the block did nothing to improve the lighting nor did the quietly sizzling harsh red neon light above the door that just said “Bar”. None of that mattered. He didn't pick this place for it's architectural beauty.

The inside fully supported the look of the outside. The main theme being grunge covered in permanent dust. The moment Travis walked in the air felt gritty and thick maybe from the smoke that hung from the ceiling, maybe from the stench of hopelessness that the place and the people in it conveyed. Again, Travis didn't give a shit.

The bar stool creaked as he sat down as if it was the last dying cry of the ancient tree whose entire existence came down to a stained, drab and sorry looking stool. A tree grows to view the world around it. A bar stool exists to stare at the ass end of humanity and in this place that was both figuratively and literally.

The old shaggy bartender shuffled slowly down to Travis and took his order. A plastic clock on the wall said it was after eight, but, from the look of the fading colors of the clock's numbers, who knew whether the clock even still worked. Travis didn't really know what time it was and he didn't care. From somewhere over in a shaded corner the hoarse cackle of a woman well past her prime was heard.

By the time he had finished his fourth drink he wasn't really sure how long he had been sitting there or what exactly he had been thinking about the whole time he was there. He was tired, physically and mentally, of everything.

He freed the stool from it's latest insulting view and walked out into the parking lot, no sense of the fact that he was being followed. Two legged wolves that prowled dives like this place hunting for easy prey. Four of them. They had been hovering about, hungry for something.

“Hey.” The voice came from behind Travis as he stood next to his car, a used piece of junk that somehow kept going, staring at the keys in his hand.

Travis turned. Four of them in an almost semi circle around him. He couldn't see them clearly. The only light here in the parking area came from a bluish streetlight from across the street. He stared at them blankly. He was tired and the alcohol curled through his thoughts making everything move slowly. He didn't say anything. Nothing came to mind.

“Hey, too much to drink there, buddy?” The skinny, unshaven blonde guy said with a grin. The two dark haired, dark eyed guys on either side of him, obviously brothers, snickered. The fourth, standing a little left of the rest, with the greasy pony tail said nothing and just stared like a coiled viper with dead black eyes.

“Huh?” Travis said, still not taking in the scene. Were they all wearing black or was it just the dreary light?

“He can't drive in that condition.” said one of the dark brothers. More snickers.

“You're right, man.” The blonde said, stepping forward and reaching out towards Travis's hands. “You better give me those keys.” His hands were scarred and stained.

Before Travis could react the guy had snatched his keys away from him. 

“Hey!” Travis said and took a step forward, but, before he knew what happened, one of the dark brothers stepped up and gave him a shove. Travis staggered backwards falling against the car and sliding to the ground. He tried to scramble back to his feet, but the other dark brother jumped forward and jammed a foot into his shoulder, pinning him to the side of the car.

“You know, I was just thinking.” The blonde guy said. “He probably ain't gonna be needing his wallet the rest of tonight either. Maybe we should just have that too.”

The blonde guy reached down and grabbed Travis by the front of the shirt. “You don't mind giving that to us now, do you?” His breath was like something had been dead in there for a week or more.

In the adrenaline rush that was hitting him now, Travis sobered up. He could feel the fear coldly, quickly seeping through him. He didn't ever remember being this scared before. Droning through years of a boring, plodding life had left him without any means of handling a situation like this. 

His heart raced and he felt a shudder run down him. It was like a ripple had passed through him. It was the oddest feeling he had ever felt. The universe was there and then not and then back again and he saw the situation unchanged, externally, from a moment before, but there was something different. Something he couldn't see, but he still saw them.

This was serious shit. His mind raced around in circles looking for a way out. He could feel sweat running down the side of his forehead. Think, think, think. Something. Anything that might get him out of this in one piece. He knew he couldn't fight these guys off. He needed help. Where were the cops when he needed them—which, before tonight, had been never. Then it happened.

It felt like everything, every movement, every sound came into sharp focus and slowed, for just a moment or two. He was staring at the guys in front of him but imagining the cops rolling up and casually asking “Hey! What's going on here?”.

The four guys spun around as one and glanced for only a moment at the street behind them.

“The cops.” One of them said before sprinting away further down through the parking area next to the bar. The others followed.

Travis scrambled to his feet. He stared at the empty street. He had pictured the cops in his head, but there was no cop car sitting there. Why did those guys think there were cops here? It didn’t make sense.

The only thing Travis could really think of at the moment was that the blonde bastard still had his keys. Without a second thought Travis took off after the other guys. Adrenalin washed away any reasonable thoughts or common sense. He wanted his damned keys back and he was thoroughly pissed that this had happened. Maybe, he was embarrassed too. This life could be bad enough as it was without being kicked around by trash like those guys.

Within minutes he had rounded a couple of corners and the running steps he had been following had disappeared. Damn it. Lost them. He stood there fuming. Now what? How the hell was he going to get home?

“Well look here.”

Travis turned in time to get shoved up against a brick wall by the blonde guy.

“Did you miss us?” The blonde guy asked with a dirty grin. His breath would have dropped a rhinoceros in its tracks.

The dark brothers giggled. The fourth guy appeared out of the darkness, but he didn't laugh as he drew out a knife from somewhere and moved closer.

“My keys.” It was all Travis could spit out.

“You mean these?” The blonde guy pulled out the keys and dangled them in front of Travis. “I think these are mine now.” The guy smiled at Travis with his crooked and stained teeth.

Travis felt the fire fly through his veins again. He didn't give a damn how many of them there were, he just wanted to choke this guy. Then he felt it again.

Everything slowed for just a moment. He stared at the scene like a high definition picture. All the details in focus simultaneously.

With a coughing, gargling noise the blonde guy stumbled back a step. It was obvious he was struggling to draw in air. His free hand shot up to his throat, grasping at it. His eyes lost focus and veered away from Travis to some distant place.

In that moment Travis snatched his keys back from the blonde guy and, as he did so, a sharp screaming pain shot across his forearm. He glanced over and saw the fourth guy pulling his bloody knife back. 

Fury rippled through Travis. In the briefest second, a picture flashed across his mind and in the following second he watched as the arm of the fourth guy brought the knife back right into his own shoulder, burying the knife in deep. The guy staggered backwards with a groan. His legs buckled and he sat down hard onto the concrete at his feet, his greasy pony tail flopping around behind him. His breathing sounded faster now.

The blonde guy's breathing had come back to him, but with a burning glance from Travis he choked for air again. He was almost to the point of tearing at the flesh of his throat.

“What the fuck?” One of the dark brothers managed to blurt out.

Travis snapped his head towards them and, again, a picture flashed across his mind and both dark haired brothers left their feet falling backwards as if they were simultaneously kicked by a mule. They both grunted and air blew out of their lungs even before landed flat on their backs in the street. One of them bouncing his head off the pavement with a nasty crack.

With a garbled sound the blonde guy looked around and then turned and started running in a clumsy and staggering way down a nearby alley.

Travis felt like he should chase him, but calm reason was climbing back through him and he was starting to struggle to piece together what had just happened. He could still see it all in his mind, but he couldn't make the events fit with reality. Like the pieces of a puzzle that were close to their correct positions, but not enough to really figure out what the picture itself was.

Finally, after another minute he just turned and walked back down the side street he had chased these guys up. In an unclear space of time he found himself standing next to his car again. His left arm hurt and he glanced at it. Blood ran down his forearm and dripped off his fingers down to black pavement at his feet. He had forgotten about the guy cutting him. A look back the way he had come showed a line of small dark spots in the dim light that struggled to reveal anything. 

Travis didn't care. His arm throbbed, but he didn't mind the pain. It was real. He could hold on to that. It was an anchor against what had just happened. 

It was quiet, as if the night was holding it's breath, waiting for Travis to command it.

For a moment Travis looked around trying to feel anything and everything so he could be sure this was reality. He breathed deeply, but it didn't convince him of anything. He got into his car and drove away into the night. Dripping blood.


2

The girl was short and not thin and chewed gum while she watched Travis fumble the gauze, medical tape and a bottle of peroxide on to the checkout conveyor belt without the slightest hint of an expression. She glanced at the blood stained sleeve of his shirt.

“Don't drip blood on the belt. I ain't cleaning it up.” The girl spoke, but her face hardly seemed to move. Her monotone voice held nothing in it.

Travis glanced at her. She played with the left blue-purple pony tail. Her eyes said nothing. She leaned on the cash register like it was a piece of furniture. Travis got the impression that she rarely moved throughout her entire shift from that one spot.

Travis met her gaze. “Get this thing a lot around here?”

“I work the dead shift.” She said flatly. She sighed. “I get everything.”

Travis glanced up at the clock that was hung high up in the front of the 24 hour grocery store. It said 1:13 AM. He knew this store would be open. It was only a few blocks from his apartment. He had seen this girl before here. He knew her type. She was a lifer. She would be doing this job here, or somewhere equally depressing, for the rest of her life. She knew it too and she was numb to it.

Travis tried to hand the girl some cash. She looked at the money in his hand and didn’t move. Travis followed her gaze to the bills in his hand. One of them had a couple of drops of blood on it.

Another moment passed as the two of them stared at one another. Travis recognized that he wasn’t going to win this stand off. This girl was in this dismal place for the long haul and Travis was bleeding.

Travis slowly replaced the bloody bill with a blood free, somewhat cleaner one. The girl took the money with a trace of disgust. Travis headed back to his apartment. He was glad no one was around.

The last thing he wanted to do was talk to anyone, listening to their halfhearted concern about his welfare, but the only people out this time of night were drunks, thieves and the lost. Lost because their lives had somehow dropped out from under them and left them adrift. Was he one of those? He didn't know and, right now, he didn't care.

He slid into his dark apartment, he sat down on the bathroom floor and spent the next half hour doing a thoroughly half assed job of cleaning and bandaging up his arm while trying not to get distracted by thoughts of the evening.

Finally he decided it was as good as it was going to get. He left the debris from his crappy doctoring job scattered about the bathroom floor and made his way into the kitchen, the only light in the apartment now coming from the single bulb in the bathroom, and slid his hands along until he felt what he was searching for. His friend the refrigerator. He opened the door and grabbed a beer. Out in the small living room he eased himself down on to the couch.

With a deep sigh he stared at nothing in the air in front of him. What the hell happened? Things started streaming through his head in a wild rush...

I am weak and stupid and lazy and I should be dead or worse...

What made those guys think the cops showed up…?

It was stupid to chase after those guys...

Was I trying to get myself killed...?

I wasn't brave, I was pissed off—not the same thing...

I thought about choking that guy, I saw it, then he was choking...

This should have been my last day...

How was I not laying in the street bleeding to death...?

I just looked at that guy and he started choking again...

I saw that knife stabbing that guy in my head and then...he stabbed himself...

The other two, they flew, my God, they flew backwards...

What the hell...?

What...the...hell...happened?

Travis' mind suddenly went as silent as the deep ocean, dark, cold and quiet. Like a roaring silence, no thoughts, no answers just stillness. Travis felt the night and everything else drop away from him.

With a jolting deep breath as if life was suddenly shocked back into him, Travis awoke. He was still sitting upright on the couch, though now his neck ached and light streamed into the apartment. He had fallen asleep.

He blinked hard as he stared around the room. He recognized that he had fallen asleep on his couch, but he could not shake the feeling that he dreamed of something that had actually happened to him, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t remember what it was. And, as an added bonus, he did not feel like he had slept at all.

A glance at the clock told him he would be late for work. It wouldn't be the first time and his boss would grace him with a look, but the day would still proceed through it's dance of mindless boredom.

An hour later Travis walked into the office threading his way through a desolate sea of cubicles and suddenly remembering he was supposed to verify the other two computers in the Data Pen were connected to the network. There was someone new starting that day.

When he turned the corner and saw his boss, Glenda, standing just outside the Data Pen he knew that wasn't good. He could tell from her body language she wasn't happy and the look he received when she spotted him confirmed the source of her irritation.

“Let me guess,” Travis said, “the computers have a problem.”

“I thought you were going to make sure they were working?” Glenda asked. She stood with her hands on her well rounded hips. She was of medium height, but it always felt like she was actually taller.

“I thought so too.” Travis slipped past Glenda and into the Data Pen. Rhonda sat in her chair, swiveled around to watch with a certain level of pleasure at Glenda's frustration. Eddie was also swiveled around in his chair, but he was just watching blankly and twitching ever so slightly, which was his normal state. Jittery.

The other person Travis didn't know. She was all short. Short black hair, short stature, short black skirt and something about the hard expression on her face told Travis that, probably based on information gladly supplied by Rhonda, any conversation with her would be short and straight to the point. Friendly banter was not on the horizon.

Travis sat down at the desk while Glenda introduced Aubrey to Travis and they subsequently exchanged short greetings without really looking at each other. Travis glanced at the screen, reading the “Login failed” message that flashed brazenly out at everyone.

“The network's not set up on this?” Glenda asked. She was a very skilled department manager, always able to navigate the higher politics of interdepartmental power struggles and keeping in the forefront of upper management's minds the importance of data and data analysis. She was, however, not technically savvy.

Travis shook his head. “No, the network connection is fine. IT has started changing the pattern for user names. It looks like this now.” Travis typed in what this particular workstation's user name and password would be. In a moment the main menu screen appeared and Travis stood up. Travis peeled the sticker along the top of the monitor with the old network password for this workstation from its “highly secure” location. He tossed the sticker into the garbage.

“Thank you.” Aubrey said with a lack of discernible emotion. “Should I have memorized the login?”

Travis leaned over and wrote the login down. He handed it to Aubrey. “If you’re captured you’ll need to eat this.”

Aubrey stared at Travis as she slowly accepted the piece of paper.

Glenda shook her head. “Just ignore him.”

“Right. Thank you.” Aubrey repeated with the same empty voice and sat down in the chair turning her back to Travis. Apparently as per some already discussed plan, Rhonda rolled her chair over next to Aubrey and began explaining the main menu.

Travis slipped past Glenda's still steady gaze. He sat down in his own cubicle. He was exhausted. Whatever sleep he had gotten was woefully inadequate and he knew it showed. He was often exhausted at work. He didn't typically sleep well at night and when he did sleep it rarely rewarded him with any kind of a restful feeling. That was doubly true after dreaming last night that he hadn’t been so lucky with...whatever happened. Nearly actually getting yourself killed the night before doesn't lend itself to a good night's sleep either.

The day trudged slowly along, but Travis wasn't accomplishing much. His arm throbbed some and he could not keep his mind from wandering back to the same issue. What happened last night? Did he somehow make those things happen? No, that's not reality. Things don't happen like that. But...he could not come up with anything even close to an explanation for it.

Hours crawled past and this was just eating away at him. He had to know. Was this something he had somehow made happen? He tried several times to think about something happening. Something in the office, but nothing. So maybe he had more to drink than he thought. Maybe...but he knew he was, for the most part, sober when the shit really started to hit the fan. So, if it did happen, what was different today from last night? Stress. Danger. Fear. Anger. Could be any of them. Could be all of them. This was crazy, he thought.

So how was he going to test this? Go look for someone to try to kill him? What the hell kind of plan was that?

Mercifully the clock finally found it's way to a point at which Travis
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