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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!

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to Greg Marsh, epic ski bum and cyclist. You’re missed by the world. And to Alan Jankowski. Your poetry, photography, and love of old cameras inspired many around you. You are not forgotten.
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      One cried 'God bless us!' and 'Amen' the other;

      As they had seen me with these hangman's hands.

      Listening their fear, I could not say 'Amen,'

      When they did say 'God bless us!' 

      

      
        
        —Macbeth

      

      

      

      He used the name Harry Hickman, although it was not his.

      The hammer felt good in his rope-calloused hands. He performed the task the same way he always had, the way his father had, and his father before that.

      Measure twice, cut once.

      Create the joint on one end of the board, then the other.

      The custom made stool stood below the strongest limb of a tall oak tree at the edge of a meadow. It was just the right height, and a nearly finished set of steps led up one side. The back of it had a handle, the right size of Harry’s large hands.

      This was not the Hanging Tree, the one of Helena legend. That one had been cut down long ago, and the legends about it were far from true.

      Of course, there were other legends and facts around hangings in Helena, Montana, and they made Harry happy to be here. The true Hanging Tree in Helena had been cut down by Methodist ministers in 1875. Most of the time, using a tree limb to execute someone this way ended cruelly, with the victim suffering for long minutes before they died. There were legends of another hanging tree south of town, but he knew them for the lies they were. His great, great grandfather had overseen hangings at the Jefferson County Courthouse in Boulder, albeit for a brief time. Those hangings were legal, but such methods of execution were frowned upon now.

      Harry didn’t know why. The death he wrought was instant and merciful. An eye for an eye, a crime for a crime, but the Lord never intended for those who violated his laws to suffer on earth. Their suffering would come after death, at the hands of one much crueler than he.

      He merely provided a service. Everyone knew the American justice system did not always work. When it failed, certain key people often hired him to make things right.

      He balanced the stool carefully. He would burn it after this, for it was the worst of luck to carry around anything used in such work. Once, he’d reused a stool and it had broken under the weight of the criminal before Harry had been able to get the rope just right. He’d been forced to shoot that man to put him out of his misery, something he despised doing. Guns were for hunting, and hunting people was also cruel.

      He fingered the sign, the sign that would hang around his charge’s neck, written on white cardboard. It, too, would burn.

      “MURDER”

      A life for a life.

      He finished setting the set of steps next to the tall and overly large stool. Grabbing a coil of rope, his swift and practiced hands laid it out on the surface in first a “C” shape and then that of an “S”. Pinching it together, he began to wrap, then completed the knot and pulled it tight, studying the eight coils. Perfect. The rope slid through the knot, but not too easily, making the loop easy to adjust while not leaving it loose.

      A practiced toss put it in place over the limb. Harry was just over six feet tall, his muscles hard, his aim true, and he had practiced this act dozens of times, not counting the number of times he had assisted his father.

      Harry looked at his watch. Just in time. His arms ached, but in a good way, from the work of getting things ready. It had been worth it. The man’s last view would at least be a beautiful one.

      In the distance, he saw three men making their way up the rocky trail toward the cliffs.

      Harry inhaled the scent of wildflowers and pine. He looked around at the soothing landscape, felt the brisk wind on his skin drying the sweat formed by his hard work. The sun was about to set, and no clouds were present in the big blue sky this state was famous for. Maybe when he was done, he could stick around Helena for a few days. It had been a while since he was here, in what had been his home for a brief time, and no one would recognize him anymore. Certainly no one would know who he was or what he did now.

      “Jesus,” the man in the middle exclaimed when he saw the noose hanging over the limb of the tree.

      “I am not Jesus, nor can I absolve you of your sins,” Harry answered. “What is your name?”

      “I’m Albert. Albert Paulson.”

      “Welcome, all of you. He is the one?” he asked the man on the right.

      The man he’d indicated nodded and grabbed Albert by the elbow. Harry could see the fear in all of their eyes, and that saddened him. He would not kill anyone not deserving of it, not unless he had to. He certainly would not hang them.

      “His height is correct,” he said. “He is a little heavier than you stated.”

      “Is that a problem?” The man on the left said. Harry recognized his voice.

      “You are Lane, the one who called me. No, it will not be a problem. My calculations allow for a margin of error.”

      “A problem for what?” Albert asked. “What is that?”

      “Do you have the charges?” Harry ignored him. His questions did not matter, not now. He wanted to finish before the sun set and before he had to climb down from this place in the dark, a flaming tree, rope, and man lighting up the sky behind him.

      “I do,” Lane said. He brought out a folded document, a copy of the form Harry had asked him to fill out.

      Harry looked it over, then cleared his throat.

      “Will you read them?”

      The man on the right interrupted. “I will.”

      “Fine. Lane, if you would, bind his hands, please.”

      “O-o-okay,” Lane stammered, and from the anxiousness in his voice, Harry was glad he would not be reading the charges. That might take forever.

      Albert struggled. “What are you doing to me? What is this about?”

      Once the prisoner was bound, Harry led him toward the stool and the tree.

      “Wait a minute,” Albert said. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “Not at all,” Harry said. “I do not joke.”

      “You’re going to—what did I do?”

      “The charges,” he stated flatly.

      “You, Albert Paulson, are charged with the crime of murder. You did, on the night of August 12th of the year of our Lord 2016, beat one Carolyn Paulson, with your fists until she was dead. You did, through trickery and treasonous acts, escape the courts with a minor charge of manslaughter.”

      “I didn’t do it. You got it wrong. I’m not your guy. I just plead so that—” Albert struggled, but Harry held him. He was used to men like this, men who did not want to face the things they had done.

      “You, therefore, are sentenced to die on this day by hanging from the neck until you are dead—”

      “No! No! I’m innocent!”

      They all were, according to them. He’d studied the file before he took the job. Albert was guilty, and this had not been the first time he’d abused poor Carolyn.

      Harry forced him up onto the short set of steps on the side of the stool. Men tried to resist, but he had done this many times before. He could make their feet move, make them follow his directions.

      “…hanging from the neck until you are dead. May God rest your soul.” The man finished. He looked up.

      Albert thrashed, but Harry still managed to get first the sign and then the noose over his head and around his neck.

      Grabbing the other end of the rope and used it to steady Albert on the broad surface of the stool.

      “Stay still,” he commanded. “This will go better if you do. Do you have any last words?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry for the things I did, but I didn’t do this. Have mercy. Spare me, please.”

      They were the words of a guilty man, not truly sorry, just trying to prolong his miserable life.

      “May God have mercy on your soul,” Harry said. He reached up and in one swift motion pushed Albert off the stool and pulled it backwards out of the way.

      The drop was perfect. The noose was perfect. He heard a loud snap just as Albert reached the end of his rope.

      He twitched, but only twice, and then stilled, swaying in the breeze.

      Harry made the sign of the cross, something that had lost any meaning for him years ago, but another thing that was part of The Way.

      He then pushed the stool closer, directly beside Albert’s swaying feet. He sprayed it down with gasoline, but it would not take much. The wood was dry and ready to burn. He was sure to spray some on Albert’s feet and legs, something he loathed doing. Burning the bodies helped him not get caught, but just once he would have loved to show the world his great and merciful skill.

      He hoped the grass around the gallows was wet enough that the fire would not spread far, but it shouldn’t. Even if it did, small grass fires in this particular area usually burned out quickly by themselves, often barely singeing the trunks of the nearby trees.

      He stepped back on to the trail, looking up to see Albert’s body swaying in the wind at the end of the rope. His neck was at an odd angle, but one he had seen many times. He pulled a small camera from his pocket and discretely snapped a photo.

      He heard retching and turned to see Lane’s companion bent over double, puking into the grass.

      “Who is he?” Harry asked.

      “Carolyn’s brother. He’s from Colorado but wanted to come see this.” Lane was also pale. Harry would bet neither of them had ever seen an execution, let alone a hanging. The sights, the smell, and the look of death could all get to a man if he let them.

      “The remainder of my payment?”

      “Here you go,” Lane said, and tossed him a small bag. Harry glanced inside, seeing the few stacks of hundreds there.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For your business, and for righting this wrong.”

      “A-a-anytime,” Lane said. “I better get him back to town.”

      “Good idea,” Harry said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “We’ll be headed out of town right away. T-t-t-hanks for your service, Mr. H-h-h-hickman.”

      Hickman. It was as good a name as any. He used several. Just never his real one.

      While George Maledon IV had a good ring to it, any student of history who glanced at his hands might guess what he did for a living.

      A simple toss of a match set the blaze, and he headed back down the trail. The sunset had painted the sky orange in front of him, and the fire painted it yellow behind.

      A day or two break, even a week, might be in order. All work and no play did, indeed, make George a dull boy.
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