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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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      Jared needed a break, and ax throwing seemed like just the thing.

      He'd come to Austin to pursue one dream: playing his bass on stage for hundreds of fans. Rock, country, jazz? He could play it all, but rock was his first love, and the music scene on sixth street and the opportunity for session gigs kept him going.

      Jared's big advantage when it came to playing bass? His exceptionally large hands. He had reach other players simply didn't have, but fortunately for him, things hadn't started that way. He began playing stand-up bass at the age of seven, sitting with his father, who played guitar, trying to mimic his music and find the strength to push the thinner strings on the kid-sized instrument hard enough to create a note.

      He excelled not only in the school band but beyond to community orchestras and a symphony gig by the time he turned twelve. But the hard-hitting, creative bass lines in rock sent him in another direction, and his talent earned him credit everywhere.

      That's how he'd come to Austin. And after a long-term relationship with a band mate, and then a shorter one with another bass player, he'd met Cathy. The Texas native, a full foot shorter than him, and likely half his weight, wore her black hair long, and her green eyes sparkled. A talented audio producer, she played a mean keyboard too.

      A long day of work in the studio led them both to the need for a break. No stage, no audience, no performance, just a time of plain fun.

      “Ask and you will receive,” said the Austin vibe, and lucky for them, a new indoor ax throwing, paintball, and a small flag football field offered them something completely different.

      “You have to throw axes,” Cathy told him. “It's the best stress relief ever.”

      Jared held the door for her. “So you've done this before?”

      “Of course. The last place was outdoors, up near Fort Hood, and it was hot as blazes, but a blast.”

      “Are you good?' he asked her.

      She snorted. “You'll see.”

      The blast of the air conditioning hit them as soon as they walked inside, but the building was so vast, it couldn't compete with the Austin heat. In a couple of hours, maybe, it would be more bearable. Giant fans placed strategically throughout the room roared in the distance.

      “How far do you think you can throw an ax?” he said to himself, noting that the lanes were around 20 feet long.

      “What was that?” Cathy asked.

      “It's smaller than I expected.”

      “It's also harder than it looks.”

      Jared let the obvious sexual jokes in those lines pass. Cathy was a friend, and although he thought there might be more, and that's really one of the reasons he'd come here with her for this break, he didn't want to be overly crude.

      Only a couple of lanes were occupied in the throwing area, but a large man with a long, dark beard stood in one. Jared noted that he used several techniques for throwing. His first toss was one-handed, kind of an overhead thing, and the ax spun several times before hitting the target dead center.

      The targets were neatly cut stumps, heavy and thick. And true to form, a red circle filled the center of a bullseye on each of them.

      The man retrieved the ax, and his next throw was two-handed, this time starting in the center over his head. Again, the ax embedded in the wood dead center.

      “Impressive,” Jared said.

      “That's the owner,” Cathy told him. “We, um, dated for a bit back in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Jared was only mildly jealous. He was at least as good-looking as this guy, and he kind of owned his own business with the music work he did. He and Cathy were not dating, not yet anyway.

      But he'd be damned if the guy would show him up.

      Both of them got their passes at the desk and made their way to the lanes. The owner, who introduced himself as Tony, took them through a quick safety briefing. No crossing the line at the front of the lane, no two people throwing at once, and several other small rules. He also demonstrated techniques, including one underhand method that looked interesting.

      Jared studied each technique, mentally warming up. Tony assigned them a lane and they found two small throwing axes hanging on a pair of nails beside it.

      Cathy started, and her first toss was a bullseye. Dead on.

      Jared's first toss was a one-handed, overhand strike. Dead center in the red.

      “You're a natural,” she said.

      He smiled at her. “I try.”

      Her next throw struck the bullseye. His shot landed barely outside the inner ring, not bad for a noob.

      Another couple at the lane next to them was doing well, too. The girl, a shorter woman, used the underhand method with astonishing success. Nearly every shot was a bullseye.

      “Nice,” Jared told her.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Jared saw a shadow behind him. The owner had arrived between the two lanes.

      “Mind if I join you guys?” he asked. “We could have a contest.”

      “Sure,” the woman said, and Jared nodded. The younger man with her seemed unsure but agreed.

      “That could be fun,” Cathy said. “Tony, this is my friend, Jared.”

      Jared took his offered hand and shook.

      “Okay. So winner gets a free round of paintball, on me,” Tony said. “But if I win, y'all are buying me drinks after I get off work.”

      “I'll do you one better,” Jared said. “You know the concert next Saturday?”

      “Eight bands? All-day, with meet and greet times?” Tony asked.

      “Yeah. I'll put up two tickets against your paintball experience.”

      Tony laughed. “You're on. I want to go, and someone else might as well pay.” He winked at Cathy.

      “Deal.” The two men shook hands again. Tony explained the scoring, a method similar to darts.

      The contest went back and forth. Tony rarely missed. The underhand method started to falter for the woman next to them, and she quickly fell in the scoring ranks. Her partner dropped out too after a throw where he strained his shoulder. He glared at both Tony and Jared.

      “Jerks,” he said, and went to sit down.

      Cathy fell behind, too. She seemed a little nervous, and Jared wasn't sure why other than that the competition between him and Tony got pretty heated.

      It turned out he had a decent arm, and they stayed neck and neck, score for score. Tony would pull ahead, and then Jared would catch up. Soon a crowd had gathered and sweat poured over Jared's face. His arms shook with every single toss.

      “Damn,” he said to himself quietly. He wiped his face with his t-shirt.

      “It's all tied up,” Tony announced loudly. “Whoever scores next, wins. That, of course, means me.”

      Rather than facing the target, Tony faced Jared. “I don't even have to look,” he said.

      The ax left his hand and spun, but the handle, not the head, struck the wood. It fell to the floor.

      Jared smirked, turned and faced the target, and threw a perfect bullseye. “I win.”

      Tony spun on his heel without responding. “Give him the tickets,” he told the cashier and disappeared into the back.

      “What's that all about?” Jared asked.

      “He doesn't take losing well. It's one of the reasons we broke up.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Maybe I'll offer him tickets anyway.”

      “You should. That would be very kind.”

      The two of them moved to the paintball area. There, they got another demonstration of the face masks, gear, and rules for playing the game, and were advised not to take point-blank shots. Through the entire demo, they didn't see Tony at all.

      “It's all in fun,” the instructor told them. “No one wants to get hurt out here tonight.”

      Once they put on goggles and masks, nearly everyone looked the same.

      “Catch me if you can,” Cathy said and ran into the darkness.

      The area was lined with hay bales, wooden walls, and obstacles. The overhead lighting was much like that in a stadium, creating a lot of shadows and providing natural hiding spaces. Jared ran forward and then slowed, moving with caution from obstacle to obstacle. A would-be shooter popped out from behind a barrier, but Jared saw him, raised his rifle, and shot first. A blue dot appeared on the man's chest, he swore and ran away.

      This was going to be fun.

      The aisle widened as he went, narrowing at the back of the course. Another smaller figure, one he thought might be Cathy, fired at him and missed. He fired back and missed as well.

      By the time he reached the third turn in what was apparently a maze, he'd shot and taken out three people, and been shot at four times by people who missed, one quite narrowly.

      From behind, he heard someone clear their throat.

      He turned. A paintball rifle was pointed at him from maybe ten yards away. The barrel lowered, and the person fired a paintball at his feet. It was dark, and he could only make out a vague shape. The shot just missed, clearly on purpose.

      “What the hell?” he said and raised his own rifle to fire back.

      The figure ran at him.

      “Come get me, then,” Jared said, turned, and fled.

      He dodged a couple of shots, one at his feet again, but the person chasing him was likely missing for a reason. He could have been shot in the back any number of times. This was a different game.

      He glimpsed other figures around him. Some watched him run by, apparently enjoying the show the chase produced. A few cheered.

      “Get him!”

      “Run! You got this!”

      The conflicting cries sounded, but fairly quickly Jared couldn't hear them over his own breathing, air rasping in and out of his lungs. They burned, and his arms, already tired from ax throwing, ached from the simple act of carrying a paintball gun at a full sprint.

      He wanted to turn, to give up, and just let the person shoot him. But something felt more sinister than a simple paintball game. It felt--wrong.

      Jared lost track of where he was. Soon, the shouting of the other players seemed far away. This place looked huge on the outside, but now it felt even larger.

      It was time to end this, one way or another.

      Jared stopped abruptly and turned, standing right under one of the stadium-like lights. He raised his rifle. Shoot, or be shot, either way, he was done running.

      He moved to pull the trigger, hesitated, and then looked, or rather studied the person following him. The shape looked vaguely familiar.

      “Hey--”

      An ax spun out of the darkness. Jared felt it strike his arm, and he tried to roar in pain. A scream escaped his lips instead. The ax stuck, embedded in his bone.

      He reached for the handle, or tried to, and then heard the soft whistle of air passing over metal.

      A second ax struck his other shoulder and lodged there. Warm liquid seeped under his paintball armor. His vision clouded, cleared, and clouded again. He fell and heard a thud as his head hit the ground.

      His eyes closed. He was suddenly tired. More tired than he had ever been.

      He couldn't hear anymore, but the light overhead seemed to get brighter and brighter. Jared floated toward it. The closer he got, the fainter the pain got. So he let himself go until he became a part of it.

      And then there was nothing.
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      The simplest word to describe Austin was the same one Nick had used to describe Phoenix. Hot. Lubbock had been warm, even early in the morning. The journey would normally have taken him six hours, but Nick had stopped a few times on the way to take various photos, and he regretted that decision now. The mid-afternoon temps were well into the triple digits.

      He opened the door of his car, never more thankful for the fixes to his AC that had happened in Boise what seemed like an eternity ago, but in reality only a couple of short months before. So many things had happened since then: he'd traveled through eight different state capitals, taken some amazing photos, helped local officials solve murders, and even been a witness in two cases.

      The word exhausted came to mind, but it was more than physical tiredness. His reaction to being stung by a bee in Santa Fe, New Mexico had certainly taken a physical toll, but that was not the only one. That sting had led him into yet another mystery, and he was emotionally exhausted too. It was one aspect of travel no one liked to talk about, but he was discovering first hand.

      It would make an interesting post for his blog, a great story later on, and even perhaps his own series of books about his adventures to go with the giant coffee table book being created by Travel USA magazine. And in his travels to Austin, he intended to focus on just that.

      His real assignment had nothing to do with murder or any crime-solving at all. His friend Gerri, the social media manager for the magazine, had recommended him for this assignment, one where he would travel to every single state capital in a single year. He was to capture the capitol building and surrounding areas in each, giving readers of the planned edition a glimpse into the heart of every city.

      That did not include the police department, murder, crime, or the underbelly of the cities. Instead, it was to inspire people to travel to these fabulous capitals. It was something he thought he had been doing well, and Emily, the head editor on the project, seemed pleased overall, although unhappy about his extracurricular activities.

      He pulled his six-foot-six frame from his car, stood, and stretched for the sky. His height and his bright red curly hair made it hard for him to remain anonymous, and news of his exploits and travels often preceded him. His route wasn't public anywhere, but it was pretty easy for anyone thinking clearly about what he was trying to accomplish to determine his next logical step.

      And his timeline only gave him a week in each location, meaning he had to stay on track in order to accomplish his task. He'd almost missed deadlines only a couple of times, but that was due to his work ethic, not the ease of the assignment.

      He sighed, wiped the sweat from his face, and headed inside. Air conditioning hit him in the face, and he shivered with the change in temperature. The woman behind the desk stood, and he found he was nearly eye to eye with her.

      “Hi there,” he said. “I-um-I'm Nick O'Flannigan, and I have a reservation.”

      “The Nick O'Flannigan,” the woman said. Her brown eyes sparkled, and her milk-chocolate skin glowed. She extended a large hand, and he shook it.

      “I've been looking forward to your visit. Boston College, right?”

      Nick nodded, feeling the familiar ache in his right leg as he did so. He was most often recognized now as a photographer, not as the college star and NBA candidate he once was.

      “Yes, ma'am,” he said awkwardly.

      “Injured against Georgia Tech. Shame. You would've made a great NBA player. You ever play now?”

      “Uh, no. Not much. Now I stick to bike riding.” Nick felt awkward saying that. He'd only recently rediscovered bicycling in Helena, Montana, but he was unsure what else to say.

      “Running and jumping are hard?” she asked.

      “Yep. Did you ever--?” Nick felt silly asking and didn't finish the question. So she was tall for a woman. That didn't make her a ballplayer.

      “I did,” she said with a smile. I was WNBA bound. I tore all the ligaments in my knee my junior year.”

      “Oh, man. I am sorry to hear that.”

      “It's okay. I had a backup plan. Hospitality and hotel management. It's paid off with a great career. I referee kids' games from time to time.”

      “Sounds fun,” Nick said. He'd never thought of refereeing games before. “My backup plan was accounting, but I accidentally fell into this photography career, and it stuck.”

      “Macro stuff, mostly, right?”

      “Pretty much. Although my current assignment is a little different than that.”

      “Loving it?”

      “Most of the time,” he told her. “There are challenges I didn't anticipate.”

      “That's usually the way it is. Let me get you checked in.”

      She tapped a few keys on a keyboard and smiled at him. “I'll also be happy to upgrade your room to a suite, with a kitchenette. Although I don't recommend you cook here unless maybe you want an early breakfast. There are two things you can't miss in Austin.”

      “What are those?”

      “The food and the music.”

      “Ha!” he said. “I have been looking forward to exploring the music scene.”

      “There are some other cool things, too,” she said. “Here's a brochure, and I would be happy to serve as your guide if need be.”

      “Sure,” he said, glancing at her left hand. There was a ring on her finger, and he breathed a sigh of relief. His long-distance girlfriend, Sandra, who he'd met in Salem and kept in touch with, was a source of stability on this trip. She'd even come to see him in Denver and had plans to visit him again. That relationship was important to hm, and he didn’t want to mess it up.

      “Here's a brochure. There's a list of bands online who are playing this week. There is one really good jazz band playing down on sixth street.”

      “Oh yeah?” he said. “I love jazz.”

      “I read that about you. Why don't you bring your camera and check them out? I can get you backstage. My husband is the drummer. And, well--”

      She handed him a card. “Sonja Robbins,” it said. “Lead singer, Sonja and the Dropouts.”

      Nick looked at the card and up at her. “You sing?”

      “I play sax, too,” she said. “I'd love to hear what you think.”

      “You're playing tonight?”

      “Yep. And it's usually not as crowded on Sunday nights.”

      “I'll be there,” Nick said.

      “I look forward to it,” she said with a smile.

      Nick took his keycard from her hand even though the locks at the hotel were new and would allow him to open the door with his phone and a Bluetooth connection.

      By the time he reached his room, he was no longer sweating. He tossed his bag onto the provided suitcase stand, put his camera bag on the desk, and drew a cup of water from the kitchenette faucet. The bed was large and looked comfortable.

      He set the brochure on the desk and pulled out his phone. He should make a couple of calls.

      He started with Sandra, his girlfriend.

      She picked up on the first ring. “Nick, hey! How was the trip?”

      “It was good. No bees in the car, no tickets, just heat.”

      “I bet. Austin isn't known for their mild climate.”

      “Well, the state of Texas, really. They do have a great music scene here.”

      “For sure,” she said. “I'm actually a bit jealous. Tell me you are going to Franklin's?”

      “Wouldn't miss it,” he said. The world-famous barbecue joint was top on his list for food, although it was closed for the day, and since the restaurant was closed on Monday as well, he would have to put off his visit until Tuesday.
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