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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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      His phone beeped and Jeff glanced at it.

      “Party tonight?” the text message read. It was from Crazy Rhonda, his recent ex-girlfriend.

      Jeff knew all about the hot/crazy scale. Originally made popular by a comedian as a joke, it became a law many men lived by.

      Boiled down to the essentials it meant, simply, that if a girl was hot enough, you could ignore a certain level of crazy. The two things, on an X/Y scale could help you determine how dateable a woman was. For sure, it told you a lot about long-term relationship potential.

      A senior at Arizona State University in Tempe, a suburb of Phoenix, Jeff thought about the long-term often.

      Thus, the motive for dumping Rhonda. Her crazy was tolerable at first, because she was hot - at least to him, even though his taste in women was often contested by his friends. As their relationship progressed though, the crazy became more pronounced, especially when it came to jealousy. When Jeff told her it was over, she’d flipped out. In fact, this was his first text from her since the breakup, and the moment he’d changed her designation in his phone from “Crazy Hot Rhonda” to simply “Crazy Rhonda.”

      So, he weighed his options. He could answer, and even say yes to the party. He knew one of Rhonda’s friends, Becky, was equally hot, and not nearly as crazy, as far as he knew.

      For a shot at dating her, the party might be worth going to.

      “Where and when?” he texted back.

      “My parents’ place. They’re out of town.” The text was followed by a winking emoji.

      Uh oh. Trouble.

      Still, her parents had a huge house, a pool, and her dad was notorious for having a well-stocked bar.

      Time to take a risk.

      “Will Becky be there?”

      There was a pause, but three dots showed she was typing a reply.

      “Of course. And a bunch of other girls, too. You on the prowl, Lone Wolf?”

      Relief. Lone Wolf had been a pet name, but she seemed okay with him looking around. Still, he sensed a mine field here. If he stepped wrong, he’d likely be half the man he had been.

      “Not particularly. But as you know, I like to look.”

      The message that followed was simply an emoji sticking its tongue out. Another message followed.

      “Starts at 7. Come over whenever you want.”

      Jeff smiled, shouldered his backpack, and headed for his next class.

      Maybe this breakup wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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        * * *

      

      Music thumped from the speakers around the pool. Jeff remembered at least eight from his previous trips here. The “yard” was made up of gravel, cactus, and other desert flowers, and crisscrossed by paths made of stone pavers. A few stubborn weeds made their way up through the small rocks, including one bright yellow dandelion.

      Rhonda’s dad was big on parties, mostly adult parties, but as an art dealer and the owner of his own gallery, he had plenty of reasons to entertain. Jeff had attended a few as the dutiful boyfriend and had even met some cool artists and photographers.

      Even though his major was engineering, he loved art, and carried a minor in art history. He hoped to use his “day job” designing software as a springboard for traveling to the world’s museums and seeing masterpieces in person.

      Even though he’d come in through the back gate, he used the excuse of needing to change into swimwear, a valid one, and a need to use the bathroom to walk through the den and one of the hallways in the massive house. He marveled at the originals and prints Rhonda’s dad had hanging there.

      In that way alone, it was too bad they hadn’t worked out as a couple. Jeff would miss him, if not his daughter.

      Once he changed, Jeff stuffed his day clothes in a backpack, and walked out back in swim trunks, flip flops, and a towel. There were hooks on the patio, and he hung his bag on one of them.

      He turned to head for the pool. Rhonda was there, but busy on the other side, talking to a well-tanned and muscled guy Jeff had never seen before.

      Becky was there too, and she walked out of the water wearing only a turquoise bikini.

      “Hi, Jeff,” she said.

      “Hi,” he said. “I was hoping to see you here.”

      “Rhonda told me. Do you have a drink yet?” she grabbed a towel and started drying her hair.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      He followed Becky to an area where there were coolers set up, some with beer, others with wine coolers and even alcohol infused seltzer water, which he found to be disgusting.

      Behind the coolers was a section of flowers, more like a bush really, in the middle of the otherwise desert landscape. It was about two feet tall, and the various branches looked more like vines than anything. The flowers themselves were white and purple and had broad leaves with several points on each.

      Pretty, he thought. Rhonda’s mom must have some influence here.

      He grabbed a beer, not his favorite, but probably the best of the selection, and turned to Becky.

      “So, you come here often?” he joked.

      “Only when invited,” she said. “Nice place, huh?”

      “It is.”

      “Why’d you break up with her?”

      He shrugged. “Things didn’t work out, I guess.”

      “You think things would work out with me?”

      Jeff took a swig of his beer while he considered his answer. Her line of questioning was not exactly what he’d expected.

      What did you expect? he asked himself. That she didn’t talk to Rhonda at all, and you’d both ignore the facts plainly present at this party?

      Fair enough.

      “I can’t say, Becky. I don’t know you well enough yet, but I’d like the chance to get to know you. I’m graduating soon, looking to the future. I just couldn’t see Rhonda and I working out long term.”

      “I see,” she said, suddenly cold. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Great,” Jeff said, drained his beer and grabbed another one.

      “Hi, Jeff,” Rhonda stood behind him. She was wearing a red bikini in the same style as Becky’s, and it clicked that they must have gone shopping together, or at least coordinated outfits.

      Crash and burn.

      “How’s Becky?”

      “She’s fine,” he answered. “Where’s your new friend?”

      “Over there,” she said, tilting her head over her shoulder. The newcomer was talking to another one of the girls at the party, and as he watched, both started laughing.

      Exactly what I should be doing, Jeff thought.

      “Can we talk for a second?”

      “Why not?” he said. He had a feeling it was either talk and settle things with her, or he’d never have a ghost of a chance with any one in her circle of friends.

      “Come with me.”

      She led him toward a wooden gazebo, one just a little way from the pool, where no one seemed to be hanging out at the moment.

      She sat down and gestured to a spot on the bench.

      Jeff sat beside her, and she smiled at him. He smiled back. “So,” he said. “What’s up?”

      “I’m glad you broke up with me, Jeff.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes. It gave me some perspective.” She reached inside a small box on the bench and pulled out two joints. “Smoke?”

      Jeff wasn’t a big fan of pot, but it did almost nothing for him, so he also rarely refused.

      “Sure.”

      She handed him one and clicked a lighter. As the smell wafted across to the pool, several other people came to join them. Soon, there was a fog around them.

      “You wanted to say something to me?” he asked her when some of the crowd drifted away.

      “I did. Jeff, I know you like Becky. But she’s a lot like me. A little high on the crazy side of the hot/crazy scale, am I right?”

      “Who—?” he groaned.

      “Did you think guys were the only ones who know about that stupid scale? Do you think we really care what you think?”

      “N-n-no.” he stammered.

      “You leave her, and my other friends alone. I’m sure you can find someone here I don’t know, someone fits your ‘standards’,” she said, complete with air quotes. “But when it comes to anyone close to me, anyone in my friend circle, you’re black balled.”

      “Why did you invite me here?”

      “That, right there,” she said, indicating his face with a sweep of her hand. “The look on your face. I wanted to see it.”

      “Damn,” Jeff stood. But not before she did, and he watched her disappear into the crowd.

      He sat back down and finished smoking the joint as the sun dropped behind the horizon, and the lights around the pool came on automatically.

      He felt a little funny and hungry, so he deposited the tiny butt in the can set by the gazebo for the purpose and headed for the food table.

      Might as well eat, he thought. He filled a plate with chips, baked beans, and two hot dogs, sans buns.

      The world wiggled a little bit, and he felt woozy. He stumbled toward a chair on the patio and sat down.

      Thinking back, he realized he hadn’t eaten since lunch. Maybe he just had low blood sugar or something.

      As he stuffed the food in his mouth it didn’t seem to help. In fact, the light headedness seemed to get worse. The last bite of beans seemed to balance on a tiny little airplane headed for his mouth. It was purple, and a little trail of smoke followed it.

      He laughed, and a few people turned to stare. Even to himself, the laugh sounded like a cackle.

      What’s wrong with me?

      The poles around the pools seemed to be bending and dancing in an invisible wind he could not feel at all. The music sounded muffled in his ears.

      The air around him felt cooler than it had when he sat down, but still he felt hot from the inside, almost feverish. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

      Shit.

      He stood. “I need water!”

      His voice thundered in his ears, but no one turned to look at him at all.

      “Water!” he said again and tried to walk toward the coolers.

      The pool decking under his feet kept bending and flexing, and it reminded him of those videos you would see of bridges dancing in earthquakes.

      Was that what this was? An earthquake?

      But he didn’t feel anything. He looked at those around him. No one else seemed to notice the shifting ground at all.

      Some even pointed at him and laughed.

      Was it the weed? Weed hadn’t ever had that kind of effect on him before.

      Water. I need water.

      He stumbled to the cooler and managed to get it open and pull a plastic bottle from it. The top seemed to be stuck, and he twisted as hard as he could.

      The bottle itself seemed to warp and twist. His hands felt so hot. As he held it, the water in the bottle appeared boil and then turn purple.

      “What the hell?”

      He struggled, turning the cap the other way, and finally managed to get it off the writhing bottle. Ignoring its appearance, he put the bottle to his lips and drank the purple, boiling liquid. It went down cool and refreshing and seemed to help for a moment.

      Maybe I should have another one of those, he thought.

      When he opened the cooler this time though, he saw it was full of snakes. Writhing, gray snakes, their backs decorated with black diamonds.

      He heard the rattles, and looked around, but everyone else seemed entirely calm.

      “Snakes!’ he shouted. Everyone looked at him, and he pointed at the cooler. “Snakes!”

      “You’re crazy,” the tanned man said, and reached for the cooler. One of the snakes coiled, preparing to bite him.

      “No!” Jeff said, and lunged forward, tackling him. They rolled onto the gravel, and Jeff felt it bite into his skin.

      “Get off me!” the other guy said and rolled to his feet.

      Rhonda appeared in his vision. “Jeff, maybe you should just go.”

      “I’m so hot,” he said. He was burning up, like an oven had turned on inside him. “So hot.”

      “Calm down, okay?” she said.

      But Jeff saw the answer. The pool. That would cool him off.

      He stood and staggered to the side. A figure tried to stop him, and he shoved it aside.

      The water swirled in some kind of whirlpool like something from a movie, something you would see in the middle of an ocean, not a backyard pool.

      But the only thing that mattered was the water would be cool. It would put out the fire inside him. Jeff jumped.

      The water surrounded him and steamed away from his overheated body. It felt so good on the outside. But that’s not where the fire was.

      The fire was inside him. Inside.

      Jeff ducked beneath the waves, mouth open, taking in as much of the cooling water as he could. He tasted chlorine, but it didn’t matter.

      It was working. The more water he breathed in, the cooler he got.

      He felt himself struggling. Looked up to see lights, shadows moving frantically.

      He fought them. He wanted to stay here in the cold, refreshing water.

      Then he started to shiver underwater. Something he didn’t think was possible. His vision narrowed, first to a tunnel with a large light but one that got smaller and smaller.

      Jeff felt hands grabbing him, under his arms, around him.

      Then he felt nothing at all.
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