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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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      This early on Sunday, the paved running trails circling McKinley Park were empty. It was one of Andrea’s favorite times to run. The sun was not yet up, the shadows cool and playful. Water droplets turned every leaf into a myriad of crystals in the gray morning light. Whether it came from dew or sprinklers, she didn’t care.

      There are only two reasonable times to run in Sacramento in the summer months: early in the morning or late at night, that is, unless you went to the jogging center and ran the indoor track. That wasn’t something she was into.

      Her route usually took her through a couple of parks, but at the moment her favorite was under construction. “Park improvements,” they said. “Your tax dollars at work,” declared one sign. The trail around the park remained open for joggers like her. It was not that long, but a few laps still made for a great workout.

      Andrea chose to run in the morning, not only because it was her favorite time of day, but simply because she knew herself. If she did not exercise in the morning, the likelihood she would hit the trails or the gym at night after a long day’s work was slim.

      And she prided herself for being in pretty good shape for a woman in her forties. She was single and liked it that way. She liked to do most things alone. Frequently, she wore a diamond on the ring finger of her left hand, not from some previous marriage but one she had purchased for herself. It kept guys at bay in bars, restaurants, coffee shops, and all of the other places they tried to pick women up.

      Most men were scum. She could feel it when their eyes crawled over her, not wanting anything from her but that one single thing. They couldn’t see her mind, her wit, and most never would. She wouldn’t even let them get close.

      That included running. All of her friends told her it was dangerous to go alone especially this early in the morning. The homeless problem in Sacramento was no secret even though she’d never had an issue herself. So, she carried pepper spray, never put in both headphones at the same time, and kept to well-lit parks and trails for the most part. She’d also taken a women’s self-defense course and been a star pupil.

      Of course, she had. Andrea had secrets. Things in her past that no one knew.

      Ahead, she thought she saw movement beside the trail. She slowed and reached into her pocket to stop the music coming through her headphones. When she did, she heard rustling in the brush, and shifted into a walk, but didn’t stop. Her heart rate, instead of slowing, sped up, and she could hear her breath follow suit. There was a new smell, a whiff of musk of some kind, or maybe…

      Something was there. Or someone. The air was still, suddenly sticky even in the cool morning.

      Andrea found herself walking instead of running.

      Then she felt it. Something brushed her pony tail, something behind her. Before she could turn to see what it was, something stretched around her throat and pulled tight. She couldn’t breathe.

      Her first reaction was panic. How had she let this happen?

      She tensed the muscles in her neck and managed a small hiss of air. Her attacker must have heard it, because whatever was around her throat tightened further.

      Her instincts kicked in. Unable to look down, she picked up her right foot and stomped backward where she assumed a foot would be.

      Hit! The blow hurt her heel, even through her running shoes.

      Next, she threw an elbow backward, toward the attacker’s midriff.

      She struck something hard and unyielding.

      Her vision narrowed to a small tunnel. Every sound around her seemed large and powerful. She swung with her balled fists, striking nothing but air. She switched tactics, clawing at her throat, trying to get at whatever was around it. It was made of cloth but didn’t stretch and she couldn’t work her fingers under it.

      She couldn’t see, taste, or smell. There was no air for that. She tried to shake her head, trying to somehow manage to get some oxygen in her lungs.

      She threw her head backwards in one last desperate maneuver.

      The back of her head struck something, and she heard a crunch. For a second, she snuck in a breath, but it wasn’t enough. She needed more.

      She threw her head back again, and this time struck something hard and sharp. The thing around her throat loosened some more.

      Andrea gasped, trying to fill her lungs, holding on to what oxygen she could. The air tasted cool and sweet, but her throat stung and burned. She kicked out backward instinctively and struck something else.

      The thing around her throat disappeared. Something fell to the ground. She tried to spin, and kick out at her assailant, but she was simply too dizzy. All she saw was a shadow.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” she heard a voice from far away yet, she hoped close enough to make a difference. She swayed. The shadow ran.

      Andrea fell toward the side of the trail, and landed on her side, hard. What little breath was in her lungs fled.

      Andrea tried to scream. In front of her lay a woman, eyes open, rolled back into her head. Long brown hair lay splayed out on the grass beside the trail. One headphone remained stubbornly in her ear.

      The woman’s mouth was open, but she wasn’t breathing. Bruises around her neck revealed why.

      Andrea drew in a ragged, painful breath and tried to scream again. Instead, she started panting.

      She heard a rushing in her ears. Her vision wavered again. She tried harder to slow her breathing, but it only sped up.

      She felt hands on her shoulders, felt herself being rolled over, and heard a voice.

      “Over here! She’s still alive!”

      She saw a kind looking, but frightened, man’s face peering down at her.

      I’m safe, she thought. Then, letting her mind go, her thoughts raced backwards into darkness and Andrea passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            CALL OF DUTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick took one last look around his hotel room in Salem. He had everything. He was sure. Nothing left in the bathroom, the small closet, or the hotel safe.

      Heading for the lobby, he stopped briefly to check out, and grabbed two extra copies of the Salem paper on the way out. He was proud of his contribution to solving the case at the old Oregon State Hospital and his photos that the local paper had published. However, he was not sure yet who he would share the story with.

      He didn’t really want to tell his parents. His mother was already worried about his year-long trip around the country to photograph state capitol buildings for Travel USA magazine. She thought it would likely have an adverse effect on his freelance career and the business he had built in Seattle.

      He didn’t need to add that he’d been chasing down murderers, too.

      His friend Gerry, the social media manager for Travel USA magazine and the reason he had landed this gig in the first place, already knew, at least, part of the story. And his editor, Emily?

      Well, she already knew too, and didn’t think of him as a hero as much as a slacker, butting his nose in where it did not belong. Luckily, his photos impressed her, but he had the feeling he’d better be careful.

      His bag already felt heavy, his legs weary of travel, especially his right one, the one he’d injured in college. That was the one thing that had kept him, once a star athlete at Boston College and now a freelance photographer, from getting into the NBA.

      Walking from the dim hotel lighting into the sun, he popped the trunk of his car and tossed his bag inside. He took his laptop and camera bag up front with him and set them gently in the front seat. His laptop battery had nearly quit on him in Olympia and he wanted to make the computer last as long as possible. He’d hoped it would take him through this entire assignment, but had his doubts so Nick was being extra careful.

      Next came his camera bag. Inside was an Olympus EM1X, but not the latest version. He lusted for a new camera as well, but this one actually worked just fine, especially on this assignment.

      As he got in the car and connected his phone, setting the route to his hotel in Sacramento into his GPS, his phone rang. He pressed the button on the dash to answer.

      “Hey, Gerry,” he said.

      “Hey, Nick. Saw the paper this morning. Very cool of them to use your photos.”

      “I thought so,” he said. “I hope Emily shares your enthusiasm.”

      “Me, too,” she said. “I bet you never thought your red-headed self would be famous for photography instead of basketball.”

      “Life does take strange turns,” he said. “Thanks again for this assignment. I feel like it is really stretching me and doing me some good.”

      “Absolutely,” she said. “I trust you and so does Emily. She can be gruff, but she loves your work so far.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Gerry was a good friend and never would be more than that, not because Nick didn’t find her attractive, but because she was a lesbian. He missed her company though.

      “How are you doing?” he asked. “Keeping busy?”

      “Of course.”

      “Maybe you could fly over one of these times and spend a few days with me in one of these capital cities.”

      “That would be great. We need to plan ahead. Maybe we can even get Emily to pay for my ticket.”

      “Don’t hold your breath,” Nick said. “I would love to see you though.”

      “You driving down to Sacramento today?”

      “Yep. It’s a long drive, but I am going to do this one all in one shot.”

      “Drive safe,” Gerry told him. “Text me when you get in.”

      “Will do,” Nick told her.

      Nick merged on to I-5, and then cancelled the directions on his GPS. It was a long drive, just over eight hours, but a simple one. He’d be on the same interstate the entire time.

      A few hours later, Nick pulled into a gas station in Redding for snacks and some gas. When he got back into the car and back on the freeway, his phone rang again.

      “Hey, Nick.” It was Emily, his editor.

      “Hey, Emily,” he said, somewhat cautiously.

      “Where are you today?” she asked.

      “Redding, headed south,” he told her. “I should be in Sacramento in just a few hours.”

      “No side trips, no mysteries this time?” she asked. At least, it sounded like a question. Or maybe an order.

      “Straight on task this time.”

      “Great photos in Salem,” she told him. “Good job.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And congrats on the newspaper byline. I know you’re a freelancer and every bit of publicity helps.”

      “You’re right about that,” he answered. “I appreciate your understanding.”

      “As long as you keep doing your job, I am fine with it,” she told him. “But don’t get sidetracked and don’t fall behind. This book is on a tight deadline, and that comes from higher up than me. The marketing guys are excited, but once we set a release date, we have to meet it.”

      “It will be tough, but I can do it,” Nick answered. I hope, he added in his head.

      “Keep it up,” Emily said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      The call ended. He wanted to talk to his parents, but not right now, and with the time difference between California and Boston where they lived, by the time he got in tonight it would be too late.

      He’d have to call in the morning. Technically, tomorrow, Sunday, was his day off anyway. He’d probably do some picture taking and scouting like he had in Salem.

      Maybe this week, if he kept his nose clean and on task, he could finish early and head to Carson City.

      The rest of the drive was a quiet one. Soon the rolling fields of the agricultural sectors of California gave way to the outskirts of Sacramento. Nick had arrived at his next destination.

      He decided to check in and grab some supper somewhere close to his hotel. Preferably something more nutritious than the road food he’d eaten all day.
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