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            JOIN THE CAPITAL CITY CRIME SOLVERS, AND GET FREE PRIZES!

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick is now on the assignment of his life.

      Fast forward from Fast Break, and you’ll find Nick O’Flannigan traveling the country from state capital to state capital, photographing capitol buildings and finding murder in each city.

      
        
        “At a time when we can’t travel, Nick’s story is a great escape.” B. Worley, Amazon Reader

      

      

      If you loved this book, I would love it if you would leave a review. It’s one of the things we as authors love most.

      If you want to keep up with Nick and his adventures, subscribe to our newsletter here. We’ll only send you bargain books and let you know when new stories are coming.  You’ll never miss a release.

      We also have audiobooks! Lots of them. Check those out here, and enjoy. Our narrator, Joseph Stevenson and the team at Larson Sound Studios do a great job on them.

      If you want to join our exclusive review team, follow this link. (There is a test, but it’s an easy one, I promise!)

      In the meantime, be well. Nick and I will see you as we travel the country together!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: HAPPY BIRTHDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The fact that the window was open was unusual, but it was a cool and calm night. Nathaniel Tatanka, known affectionately as “Tank” by his friends, sat at the dining room table with a large cake in front of him.

      Two wax numbers, a six and a three, were in the center, and the few friends who had come over were singing, most slightly off-key:

      “Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you!’ the notes slid joyfully into the night air.

      Tank shivered a little bit, but not from the cold. Something felt wrong tonight, something in his spirit. It should be a celebration, but he felt a sense of dread instead.

      He looked around the living room at the walls, the fireplace, the furniture. Something was missing. His sons were not here, not that he expected either of them to be, but it wasn’t a someone, but a something.

      Tank struggled to identify it in the crowded room.

      What isn’t here? he wondered.

      It’s a tough question for anyone of a certain age to answer, he thought.

      There might be a space on the mantle, a picture taken down to be dusted, and he’d have forgotten that he even took it down, let alone where he put it. This was his life now, one of routine. If he put his keys down in the wrong place, he might spend hours looking for them, or even have to call his best friend, Forrest, over to help him.

      “Blow out the candles!” unified voices told him, waking him from his reverie.

      “Don’t forget to make a wish,” one said loudly.

      He closed his eyes and did just that.

      Then the cutting of the cake began. Tank took the first piece offered to him even though he had requested a small one. Diabetes, once a specter talked about by older friends, had become a part of his own conversations with his physician including the words, “pre-diabetic” and “risk of heart attack.” Once a big eater of breads, carbs, and a lover of dark beers, Tank had become a carb-conscious eater and a drinker of pilsners, and not many of those.

      He wandered the room, shaking hands with new arrivals who dropped in, and looking at the growing pile of gifts, something he wondered if a man of his age needed or deserved. He knew his friends. Most of the gifts would contain coffee, alcohol, or even some of his favorite foods.

      Forrest appeared by his side. “The boys didn’t show, eh?” The mountain of a man wore his dark hair in a long braid down his back with beads woven in. He was well-muscled for a man in his sixties, but if you were tall enough to look him straight in his deep brown eyes, you could see the kindness there.

      Even if you weren’t tall enough, there was something about Forrest that always seemed to be on your level. He’d been Tank’s best friend for as long as he could remember.

      “Didn’t expect them to,” Tank answered. “Haven’t seen Nate Junior in ages.”

      “I’m sorry man,” Forrest said. “I wish those boys could see past your split with their mom. How long has it been since David…”

      “Two years,” Tank said. “How long has it been for you since Jack ran off?”

      “About the same time your David disappeared.”

      “You haven’t heard anything?”

      “Not a word. That one was my fault. I was too hard on him, expected too much of the boy.”

      “And I own my mistakes with David’s mom. We all make mistakes with our kids. But I was hoping for at least a birthday wish from those I have left.”

      “Speaking of wishes, what did you wish for?”

      “As if I’d tell you. You’ve been asking that every year since before you were tall enough to reach the top shelf in the fridge.”

      “Will this help?” Forrest pulled a brown paper bag from behind his back and handed it over.

      Tank slid the bottle out of the inglorious gift bag and whistled.

      “A twenty-one-year-old scotch? You went all out.”

      “How could I not? Happy birthday, my friend.”

      “Thank you. Stick around after the party and we’ll crack this thing open,” Tank said.

      “Of course.” Forrest shook his hand and then Tank retreated to the kitchen where he put the new bottle on the table.

      As the night went on, people wandered out into the night and to their own homes. Pierre, South Dakota is a small town, but one with a surprisingly high property crime rate, so people still retire early and lock their doors.

      The cake was decimated. Most of the other snacks were gone, and there were empty cups and bottles scattered throughout the living and dining room areas. The gift from Forrest now sat on the dining room table, open.

      Tank and Forrest retired to the back porch, each with a tumbler in their hands, the bottom of each decorated with a golden shot of scotch.

      “That was some party,” Tank said.

      “Yeah, people around here love you, man.”

      “No, really, come on.”

      “Look, you’ve done a lot for this community. When you retired from the police force, you stayed. A lotta folks would have left.”

      “You stayed, too, Forrest.”

      “Yeah, but I’m just a lousy barber,” he grinned. “Not the badge wearing law man.”

      “Some would say that means you changed more lives than I ever did.”

      “Well, they’d be wrong,” Forrest said. My legacy will be an empty chair and some random hair clippings that drifted under a cabinet when I was sweeping up.”

      “Not true,” Tank said, taking another sip of his scotch. “No one would believe you missed any hair sweeping up. That shop of yours is immaculate.”

      Forrest took a small sip of his drink, lowered it, and then took a larger one. “That may be true, but it ain’t much of a legacy. At least, you got your kids, even if they don’t come around as often as you like.”

      “True,” Tank said. He thought again of his children and their absence tonight.

      “And speaking of my legacy of cutting hair, I know tomorrow is Saturday, but I have to work the morning, at least. The price of taking Mondays off.”

      “Aw, hell. No one would know if you opened half an hour late on a Saturday.”

      “Not true,” Forrest said. “I would.”

      He downed the last of the amber liquid and stood. “I love you, buddy. I’ll stop by tomorrow afternoon when I close up. Unless you have other plans.”

      Tank snorted laughter. “I’ll check my schedule.”

      He walked his friend to the door, and then turned around to look at the mess in the living room once Forrest was gone.

      “I’ll clean up in the morning,” he said to the empty room. “Not like anyone will be stopping by early.”

      He downed the last of his drink and set the empty tumbler on one of the low side tables, careful to slide a coaster under the glass just in case. Then he headed upstairs to bed.

      He wasn’t sure if it was an hour or three hours later, but Tank woke to a thump from the floor below.

      Quietly, he rolled out of bed, sliding his feet into the slippers there. He looked at the clock. 1:15.

      Tank slid the drawer open on the bedside table, looking for the pistol he usually kept there, but the drawer was empty.

      He’d taken it out to the shop to clean it.

      Damn it, he thought.

      He moved down the stairs quietly. He’d lived in this same house for over thirty years, and knew every step and every sound it made, even if his hearing wasn’t what it used to be.

      Someone was there.

      He considered calling out, considered calling the police even, but he’d left his cell phone upstairs. He hadn’t had a land line in over five years.

      One step at a time, he made his way downward. Every now and then, he would hear a sound, but there were no lights.

      Good, he thought. I’ll have an advantage.

      Tank reached the bottom level and stopped to listen.

      There. To the right. An ex-cop, he wasn’t nervous about facing someone down. All the crime around here was committed by punks anyway. They’d spook and run as soon as he confronted them.

      He saw a shadow move quickly across the doorway.

      “Hey!” he yelled. “Get out of here!”

      There was no answer.

      “Hey!” he said loudly. “The cops are on their way. Get out while you can!”

      It was a small lie but should be an effective one. Still, no answer came.

      Tank looked over by the fireplace and then realized what was missing. The fireplace poker. It had been there earlier. He looked around for a weapon of any kind.

      He saw the tumbler sitting on the table and grabbed it, felt its weight in his hand. It would have to do.

      He reached the corner where he’d seen the shadow, and waited, slowing his breathing the best he could.

      A second later, a head appeared around the corner.

      Tank swung the tumbler at the burglar’s head, and then stopped just before it struck.

      “You?” he said. “What are you doing here?”

      The shadow swung an object, striking him in the ribs and sending him crashing into the wall.

      He sucked in a breath, a painful exercise, and pushed himself to stand, and defend himself. But his attacker struck again, this time at his knee.

      Tank folded with a curse, but turned onto his back, bringing his arms up.

      “Why?” he asked. “What are you doing?”

      The shadow didn’t respond, but the object it was wielding crashed into his head and it was the last thing Tank ever saw.
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      Nick looked carefully at the map in front of him. Sure, he had an app for that (who didn’t?) but he liked to scout his route ahead of time, and he saw that with a simple change and adding a little more than an hour, his drive from Bismarck, North Dakota to Pierre, South Dakota could be a bit more scenic.

      Now, eight weeks into his year-long assignment to photograph all of the state capitals for Travel USA magazine, some aspects of travel were starting to get a little bit old, but the one thing that seemed to last was that he loved the drive from city to city. It was an opportunity to be on the road, see some new territory, and, most of all, take some more great photos.

      Nick checked out of his hotel and folded his six-foot six frame into the driver’s seat. He’d selected his car for both legroom and headroom, since, when he was at home in Seattle, he had little reason to drive it other than long distances or, at times, when he was almost sure he would be stuck in traffic.

      He’d been glad to leave each city already on this trip, and he’d never missed home quite so much as he did right now. At least, he’d avoided the news when his anonymous tip had led to the arrest of a suspect in the intentional branding and murder of a local cowboy.

      Mystery and murder seemed to be following him on this trip. If he was a superstitious guy, Nick would have wondered if he was causing the phenomena, but he didn’t think like that.
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