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      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!
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      “No, Mr. Rickette, I don’t have time for this.”

      “What do you mean by that?” she heard from the other end of the line.

      Aimee McMillan pulled open the door to Happy Hops Brewing, holding her phone with her shoulder. “The story is what it is. Well researched, factual information. What it does to your campaign, I could care less.”

      “I wish you would reconsider. That incident happened years ago, and it has no bearing on my current stance on women’s rights.”

      “So you are saying you’ve changed your mind in the last thirty-six months?”

      “I have,” he said. “I’ve heard the concerns of my constituents and responded accordingly.”

      “I’ll let them be the judge of that.”

      “Can you add that quote to your article at least?” the voice on the other end of the line begged.

      “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      She ended the call just in time to see the ad appear on television. “Jarret Rickette for Congress.”

      “Jesus,” she said. “This guy is everywhere.”

      She looked around and found her co-workers at a corner table. Iris Newall, Robby Astbury, and Ryan McAllen.

      Absent from the table was her boss, Olivia Atkins. She wasn’t surprised. Ever since she’d given her notice and told her that Jarret Rickette would be her final story, she’d been avoiding her. That was fine with Aimee. She could do without the drama.

      In fact, this gathering was to celebrate her moving on, something that made her co-workers, especially Iris, jealous, but she couldn’t focus on that. She was moving from the Rising Star, essentially a digital tabloid, to NPR, starting as a local reporter first, but it was definitely a step up.

      She went to the bar to get a drink. A big fan of India Pale Ales, she ordered the Topeka Triple Thunder. Her male bartender disappeared, and a familiar blond took his place.

      “That will be eight fifty and an apology,” the woman said. Her green eyes were dull, lacking their usual brightness, her lips turned down in a frown. She wore her typical tight blue jeans, and a loose green top Aimee knew she had seen her wear more than once.

      “Tracey, not tonight, please? I promise you and I will go out to dinner and talk.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.” She hated the way their breakup had gone and hoped she could remain friends with her former girlfriend, but clearly that was not to be.

      “This week, I promise.” Aimee thought through her schedule quickly. “How about Wednesday? That is still your day off, right?”

      “Where do you want to meet?”

      “Here?”

      “You want to take me out to dinner where I work, and talk about our breakup here, on my day off?”

      “Sorry, horrible idea. I’ll text you a place if you haven’t blocked me already.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see that text.”

      “Just start me a tab,” Aimee said, putting her credit card on the damp, polished to perfection oak bar.

      “Fine. But I’m putting a drink on it for me,” Tracey said with a smirk. “I think you owe me.”

      “Go ahead,” Aimee sighed. “You’re right, as always.”

      And that right there had been the problem with their relationship. Aimee had to be right, she knew it, and she valued that over their—whatever they had. And Tracey? Well, she just got sick of being number two—or even further down the list, below the job, the truth, and her relentless pursuit of a career.

      Tracey thought she needed to loosen up. Aimee thought she should take life more seriously than just being a bartender nights and weekends in a popular Topeka brewery.

      She sighed, grabbed her beer and headed to the table where her friends waited. It was time: time for her to move forward with her job and with relationships too.

      Tracey would be jealous, but it would probably be better for her too. Some of her co-workers didn’t like it, but Aimee found she didn’t care. She could count her close friends on one hand, and she didn’t feel the need to make more.

      She put on a smile.

      “Hi, guys!”

      “Hey, girl!” Ryan said. “You ready to move up to the big time?”

      She snorted. “I don’t know about that. It may be a cut in pay to start, but I think it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You’ll do great,” Robby said. He hugged her awkwardly and she hugged him back.

      “I think so too,” Iris said. She didn’t stand though and looked down at her hands. Even though she was the heir apparent to Aimee’s featured spot, she knew the young gal wanted to move elsewhere too. She just didn’t have the experience, and standing out as a journalist in the world of bloggers and online content creators was harder than it ever had been.

      Aimee studied each in turn. Iris, a dumpy brunette still overcoming acne and a little bit of teen pudginess, didn’t like to work too hard for a story. She’d rather it be handed to her.

      Ryan on the other had was at least as ambitious and hard working as Aimee and would likely be the next to move on to something bigger and better. He had the hustle, and what it would take to go national if anyone discovered him.

      Discoverability. The problem of the 2020s and beyond, she was certain. The issue wasn’t quality. There were plenty of great reporters, fabulous music, and gripping novels being created. The difference between what was considered good and great was one viral Tweet or epic meme away.

      And that was where young Robby would likely struggle. Plain looking, he was an average worker with an average level of ambition. He lacked the laziness that held Iris back, but she was the one who complained all the time. The squeaky wheel got the grease in this case, and she would get a promotion she didn’t deserve.

      “Well, I will miss all of you. I would promise to visit often, but I doubt I will be doing that,” she said. “You’re on your own after next Tuesday.”

      “You think you’ll have the Rickette story complete by then?”

      “As complete as the Rising Star is going to see it. There may be some juicy details that come out a little later, maybe to boost my new position.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Ryan said.

      “Of course not,” she said. “That story will be neatly to bed before I leave you guys.”

      But of course, she was holding back, and she was pretty sure her boss, Oliva Atkins, knew it. But that didn’t change the outcome. Olivia had already given her a reference, and besides, Aimee’s work spoke for itself. Even in the environment of an internet tabloid, she’d broken some amazing stories.

      Robby laughed, and she laughed with him. They ordered a giant plate of nachos and another filled with BBQ wings and talked about stories from the past and the decisive and rich political climate ripe for the digging.

      “There are plenty of great stories out there,” she told the group seriously. “Enough for all of you, and then some.”

      “To story,” Iris said, and raised her glass. Her smile never reached her eyes, and Aimee realized she was the one she worried most about.

      She wondered if the young girl would make it, or if like so many others, she would quit the business and move on to something else.

      “Hey, Iris,” she said. “That means you too. Your break will come, trust me.”

      “Sure,” the girl said. “But that is easy for you to say.”

      Screw it, Aimee thought. She would either find her way, or she wouldn’t. She’d done everything she could to be kind.

      Just as she finished her thought, Ryan stood. “Olivia, over here!”

      She turned and saw her boss wave and head for the bar. Good, she had made it after all. As much as they butted heads from time to time, she still respected her boss, and it was nice of her to make an appearance at her sendoff.

      “Am I late?” she said as she walked up holding two beers, both familiar looking IPAs Happy Hops was known for. She set one in front of Aimee.

      “Thanks,” Aimee said. “And of course you’re late. If you were on time, we would all think something was wrong.”

      “Very funny. That’s what we’ll miss most about you. Your sense of humor.”

      Aimee raised her fresh beer. “Well then, to humor.”

      “To humor!” everyone answered in unison, and they all drank.

      “Wow,” Aimee said. “That is even more bitter than normal.”

      “A triple-hopped variety,” Olivia said. “Drink up!”

      “That’s why I like IPAs,” Aimee quipped. “They’re nearly as bitter as my soul.”

      “There it is!” Robby said. “At least you’ll be funny forever.”

      Olivia sat down and joined the conversation. Aimee sipped some more of her beer as the others talked and laughed, but her face twisted with how sour it tasted. Even for her, this was a bit extreme. She joined in their conversations, sharing memorable stories and moments in the office and on video chats when the pandemic forced them to work remotely.

      A few moments later, she reached for her glass, intending to take it to the bar and get a different one, but her hand twitched as she did, and she knocked it to the floor. The glass bounced and rolled, not even breaking, but spreading foamy beer everywhere.

      “God, I am so sorry,” she said, but her hand cramped just at that moment, and her arm folded against her body. “Damn, that hurts.”

      She tried to stretch her arm out, but she couldn’t shake the cramp.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

      As Aimee headed for the bathroom, her leg convulsed and seized too.

      “Shit,” she said, stumbling. “That’s just—”

      She turned her head. Tracey stared at her from behind the bar, and she saw her mouth the question, “You okay?”

      Aimee shook her head and gestured at the restroom. She just made it to the door before her other arm cramped as well.

      “Agghh,” she heard herself groan. Maybe she should call someone if she couldn’t control this. It became difficult to breathe, but she staggered into the restroom.

      Then her feet failed her, and she fell, striking her head on the metal sink. She heard the thunk and felt herself spin and land on her back. Every muscle in her body cramped, and she felt her limbs extend like she was a board.

      Oxygen became harder to come by. She stretched out a hand, and a woman exiting a stall stopped and stared.

      “Are you okay?” Aimee heard faintly.

      “No,” she tried to shout. “Call 9-1-1!”

      But it came out as a soft gasp, and then she felt her brain shutting down. She couldn’t get any air at all, and everything hurt. Black spots danced in front of her eyes, stabbing them playfully, sending sharp daggers into her brain over and over again.

      Her head rocked back once, twice, and struck the tile. The world turned red, pain overtaking every single nerve in her body. The little black spots in her vision merged, each growing larger and larger. She stopped feeling, stopped being, and then just stopped.
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      NICK

      Nick O’Flannigan tried to stand but getting out of the car turned out to be a real chore. His head hurt, no matter how much he had recovered from his concussion, this time caused by a minor gunshot wound in Oklahoma City. Sandra, his girlfriend, traveling with him was a godsend. If she hadn’t come to help him, he might not have been able to continue his assignment.

      If he was honest with himself, and he had to be at this point, that might not be an entirely bad thing. He was only sixteen weeks into a fifty-week assignment, and he’d already had a few concussions, witnessed more than one murder, and seen worse things than he’d seen in the previous three decades of his life.

      Still, a contract was a contract, and despite his trouble, there were still some fun aspects of being a freelance photographer traveling the country. And he’d begun to like the challenge of solving mysteries despite the fact that the local police and media wherever he went could be— less than friendly and cooperative.

      He couldn’t blame them. An out-of-town freelance photographer, someone with no investigating experience other than an eye for detail in photos, wasn’t the most welcome member of any investigation.

      Still, if he saw something or became involved in a case, he couldn’t let it go until he saw it through. Just over a month ago, in Denver, that had nearly gotten him fired.

      Fired. Terminated. It wasn’t something he wanted to think about, not now. Not ever. And he wouldn’t quit. That word just wasn’t in Nick’s vocabulary.

      “Easy there, big guy,” Sandra said and grabbed his hand. “Let me help you.”

      It seemed odd that a woman who stood just over five and half feet tall would be able to help him stand, but Sandra was stronger than she looked. Dark hair, green eyes, and a slim build, she had been his rock more than once on this trip.

      He’d met her in Salem, discovered she was also a photographer, and when his camera had been stolen in Sacramento, he’d taken her up on her offer and called her for some help.

      Since then, they’d had what he wasn’t sure he would call a whirlwind romance. She’d kept in contact by phone, listened to him and encouraged him to stay focused on his assignment, joined him in Denver with his friends from Seattle who’d come to visit, and even helped him not only get out of a bad situation there, but solve a case.

      Then she’d shown up in Oklahoma City after he’d been shot and sent to the hospital, no questions asked. But he had questions.

      Where was this relationship going? What did she see in a traveling photographer, one drawn into mystery after mystery, who would essentially be returning to Seattle after this assignment effectively unemployed?

      He didn’t know, but it also didn’t matter all that much. At the moment, what mattered was that she was here, and he needed her.

      “Thanks,” he said, managing to get both his balance and his breath. “I appreciate it.”

      “Nick, it’s what I’m here for.”

      “I know. I just want you to know how amazing you are.”

      “I love you. I think we covered that last week.”

      “Indeed we did.”

      He looked at the Marriot that would be their home for the next seven days. Unlike other hotels he’d stayed in on the trip, it was a tall but thin brick structure. The Cyrus declared itself to be a Tribute Portfolio Hotel and offered plush accommodations and fine dining on site.

      Nick planned to take advantage of that. While he loved to eat local, and looked forward to some true Kansas cuisine, he also knew he needed to lay low this week. Rest. Focus on his assignment.

      “Let’s get to the room, and then we can map out a plan.”

      “Sounds good,” Nick said. Despite sleeping part of the nearly four-hour drive from where they’d stayed in Tulsa the night before, he felt tired already.

      “We can also look over the photos from this morning at the Philbrook Museum. I think you got some great ones.”

      “Sure.” Nick wasn’t sure though. He’d felt off, like he wasn’t quite as present, and his shots weren’t as good. In fact, he was worried.

      The doc had said that the aftereffects of the concussions he’d had could be delayed and that some impacts might be permanent. He felt foggy, off-balance, and dull.

      Once they’d been assigned their room, they rode the elevator up in silence. Sandra used her phone to unlock the door, and they entered potentially the most luxurious room he’d encountered thus far.

      There was a nice desk and chair, a bathroom with a large tub and shower, and a gorgeous bed that looked oh so soft.

      It called to him. Nick set his laptop and camera bags on the desk and turned toward it.

      “I’ll be right out,” Sandra said, and headed for the bathroom.

      Nick fell into the bed. I’ll just close my eyes for a second, he thought.

      He dropped heavily into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      SANDRA

      Sandra Watson came out of the bathroom to find Nick’s six-foot-six, red haired form sprawled on the bed on top of the covers. She shook her head. The fresh bandage on his head contrasted with the colorful quilt on the bed, a stark white reminder of his injuries from the week before.

      A bullet had grazed his skull. He had stitches and his third concussion since starting his assignment.

      Nick was a young man, and he shouldn’t be having some of the issues he faced. She sincerely hoped they were just side effects from the concussions, but she wasn’t sure.

      He’d been acting odd ever since being shot. Something had gone out of him—the passion for his assignment, maybe. Emily, the editor at Travel USA magazine, had tasked her with one thing: to bring him back and focus him on this assignment. To keep him away from mysteries and odd cases that seemed to follow him like a duckling following its mother across the street.

      There were two things Nick didn’t know about: a clock and an ultimatum. He would either get some great photos, similar to those he’d gotten in the cities prior to Oklahoma, really prior to Santa Fe, or the magazine might have to “go another direction.” She didn’t even want to know exactly what that meant.

      But it would not be good for Nick, or for her. She didn’t want to take over his assignment. She had a career of her own and it was important to her. Photography was a side hustle.

      Still, this gig was interesting enough to pique her interest. Fifty states—well, now thirty-five including this one, in the next thirty-five weeks? Her family business could survive that long without her actually being there. She could run most things remotely and part time with the assistance of her business partners.

      Maybe it would be good to take a break and get a wider perspective. Nick’s mom had planted an idea in her head when she’d called while they were in Oklahoma City: maybe they could team up for the trip.

      Emily wouldn’t go for it. Already the cost for producing this book was astronomical by modern publishing standards, and only the ancillary materials like calendars, art, and other related items would help them break even.

      The magazine would never pay two photographers to do the job one could do.

      But in other ways, she didn’t need the money…

      She’d have to think about it.

      With Nick sleeping, she slid her laptop from the case and opened it. She took Nick’s camera from his bag and connected it. She’d already loaded her own photos via Bluetooth as they drove, and there were quite a few dozen for her to look through and edit.

      The first thing she noted about Nick’s photos was that several were out of focus. She deleted those and concentrated on the ones that seemed salvageable. Some were also crooked, as if the camera had either not been steady, or Nick hadn’t framed his subjects properly.

      Shit.

      She straightened what she could through editing but had to discard still more photos. Even the rest felt—amateurish.

      They didn’t look like an experienced pro like Nick took them. Instead, they looked like nearly any tourist’s vacation photos, and in a place like Philbrook that just felt wrong. She’d taken Nick to the museum to freshen his mind and relax him after the previous week.

      His photography had gotten worse. Photos he’d taken on Thursday were better than these he’d taken on Saturday. Now he lay, passed out on the bed of their hotel room.

      When she’d made her way through most of the photos, Sandra heard Nick groan.

      “Hey, sweetie,” she said, moving to sit beside him on the bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Great now,” he said. “I was just tired.”

      “How do you feel about going to get something to eat?”

      “I’d love to,” he said.

      Sandra knew it might be better to order in, but she also knew the only way to test whether he was doing better or not was to venture out.

      “There’s a brewery not too far. It’s called Happy Hops. Let’s try that.”

      “I’m game.”

      While Nick took a moment to clean up, Sandra sent Emily a text.

      “Things are good so far, but I will send updates tomorrow.”

      It wasn’t exactly a lie. Nothing had gone wrong in Topeka. Not yet at least.

      Once they got in the car, Sandra followed the directions on her phone to get them to the brewery.

      When they arrived, she saw something odd in the parking lot.

      Orange cones ringed all the parking spaces up front, and a police cruiser sat out between them.

      Yellow police tape hung between the cones, bearing the ominous message, “Police Line: Do Not Cross.”

      “I wonder what happened here,” Sandra said. She pulled up next to the police cruiser and ran her window down. The officer did the same.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “There’s been a murder,” he said. “The brewery is closed until further notice.”

      “Oh no.  That’s terrible. Can we ask what happened?”

      “I can’t talk about it ma’am.”

      “I understand. Do you know of another good place to get a burger nearby?”

      “Yeah. Go out the parking lot the way you came in, take a right, and about a quarter mile down on the left is a good burger joint. You all right, sir?”

      Nick leaned over Sandra, and she saw him smile. “Yeah. Just a minor injury last week. I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, all the best, folks. I hope you enjoy your stay. Kansas is a bit different than Washington for sure.”

      “Thanks, officer,” Sandra said, rolling up her window. She headed for the street.

      “A murder,” Nick said, looking around. “I wonder—”

      “Stop wondering,” she said. “Focus. It’s nothing that concerns us or should.”

      “You’re right,” he said.

      But as she signaled and made the turn toward the burger joint, Sandra saw him pull out his phone and open a browser.

      If she had to place a bet, she’d bet he was searching the local news.

      The week was shaping up to be a long one.
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