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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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      “I’ve never had so much fun at a VFW convention,” Bud said sarcastically as the two former MPs exited the convention center. “Should we take a taxi or walk to the hotel?”

      “Walking is fine with me,” his friend answered. A stocky 5’ 11” and 245 pounds, Tom still gave off the impression he was not a person to be messed with even though he rapidly approached the age of fifty. That outward persona was just a show, however, as he was soft at heart, and there was nothing he wouldn’t do to help others.

      “It’s almost like being in Vegas or Reno and all the neon.”

      “Yea,” Tom replied. “But once we leave Carson Street, it’ll be pretty dead.”

      “Why’d they pick this place for the convention? There are certainly more exciting places to bring a bunch of old farts than a place named after Kit Carson. This is the fifth one I’ve attended, but there’s not much to do here but attend the meetings and go on the bus trips.”

      “Number eight for me. I joined right after I retired.” Bud said. “Figured it would be a good way to keep in contact with some of the old Army buddies. Never thought I’d run into you again,” he added, before stepping back from the street. An old, rusty work truck sped around the corner without slowing.

      “Where’s the fire, pal?” Tom yelled. “Try your lights, too.” The truck was already down to the next block where it swerved around a stopped car, the headlights came on, and it continued south on the main road out of town.

      The two men turned left on dimly lit East Proctor Street. “Not the most glamorous hotel or the prettiest street in town,” Bud stated. “But at least it’s a lot closer than the hotel where we stayed last year. It’s a great hotel with beautiful views, but not in the main flow of things.” Bud stopped suddenly as they reached an alley.

      “What is it?” Tom asked.

      “Did you hear that?” Bud whispered.

      “You’ve got better hearing than I do,” Tom replied. “I wouldn’t be able to hear a thing without these hearing aids.”

      “It sounds like someone’s moaning,” Bud said as he stepped that way.

      “Are you sure?” Tom asked.

      “Come on,” Bud said. “Let’s go see what’s going on. We’ve headed into worse than this before.”

      The two men continued in the direction of the sound. The light escaping from the occasional window pane provided little illumination.

      “There it is again, the moaning,” Bud said. “Near that pile of boxes up there.”

      “Wish we had flashlights,” Tom said.

      “We’ve got our phones. Use the one on that.”

      Tom reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and turned on the light.

      “B-o-o-o-x,” someone moaned up ahead.

      “Up there,” Bud said. “Shine your light there.” He pointed to a pile of cardboard boxes on the left side of the alley.

      “B-o-o-o-x,” they heard again.

      Bud moved cautiously toward the pile, and Tom followed, the beam of his phone bouncing as he limped to keep pace.

      “B-o-o-o-x,” the old man moaned as Bud approached.

      The old man’s right arm quickly shot up and then his forearm covered his eyes, the dirty sleeve of his tattered coat blocking the light.

      “Point it down,” Bud told Tom.

      Tom shifted the focus of the light from the man’s face to the pile of cardboard boxes that appeared to be the old man’s temporary home. Was he just here for the evening, or was this where he lived?

      “Box,” the old man said, more clearly this time.

      “What about a box?” Bud asked. “There are lots of boxes here. Are these your boxes?”

      “In that box,” the old man said again as he pointed to his right.

      Tom aimed his light that direction and saw large TV box. “Is it that one?”

      The old man nodded repeatedly.

      Bud walked over and slowly pulled it away from the pile. Tom approached from behind and aimed his light inside, but it was empty. Bud pushed it away.

      “That box,” the old man said feebly as he pointed once more.

      Tom turned his light back to the rest of the pile. The light revealed a small puddle of dark liquid. Bud knelt, reached out a finger, and discovered it was a reddish-brown substance.

      “Blood?” Tom asked, and Bud nodded.

      A drip appeared in the small pool.

      He moved the light up toward the source of the liquid, stopping when it revealed the wet corner of a square box sitting on top of the others. Its corner was dark with moisture. Another droplet formed as they stared.

      Bud stood and reached out for the box while Tom stood by and provided illumination. Slowly he opened the lid.

      Tom stepped forward, and both men gasped when they saw what was inside. A man’s severed head lay in the box, face up. A thin line of blood extended to the corner of the box.

      “Where the hell did this come from?” Bud said as he let go of the box flaps and stood up. He and Tom carefully stepped over the puddle and returned to the old man who was now sobbing openly.

      “I’m so sorry, Mister. We’re gonna get you some help,” Bud said as he pulled out his phone and dialed 9-1-1.

      “9-1-1. What is your emergency?”

      “I’m retired Military Police, and I’d like to report two emergencies. One is a possible homicide. And the other is an elderly gentleman in the same area who needs medical attention.”

      “What is the nature of the homicide?”

      “We found a severed head inside a box in an alley off East Proctor,” Bud said calmly. “An old man appears to be homeless, somewhat delirious.”

      “We have someone on the way. Can you stay on the line until they get there?”

      “Sure,” Bud said, calmly answering the operator’s questions as Tom knelt down next to the old man.

      “Truck,” he said next. “Man in truck.”

      “You’ll be fine, sir,” Tom said as he put his arm around him. The man responded by leaning his head against Tom’s shoulder.

      Bud made note of the man’s mention of the truck, likely the one they had spotted driving away. Maybe the truck had something to do with the head.

      He didn’t have a plate number, but he had a description. Hopefully, that would give the cops a place to start.

      The sound of sirens increased, and soon red, white, and blue lights decorated the once-dark alley.
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      Nick checked out of the Sacramento hotel, put his suitcases in the car, and set his camera bag in the front seat with him. He topped off the car’s tank at a nearby gas station where he bought an energy drink for the day’s relatively short trip. One more drive down Ninth Street past the capitol building, and Nick was soon on eastbound U.S. 50. The weekend traffic was lighter than he expected as he headed toward South Lake Tahoe.

      He saw that the exit for Folsom State Prison was two miles ahead.

      Should I stop? he asked himself. No. Emily might not like it. I just barely got all the photos I needed this week, and only with Sandra’s help.

      Who knew what obstacles Carson City might hold? He sighed. He hoped none at all.

      The traffic increased as he entered Eldorado National Forest. He switched off his cruise control and slowed to a comfortable speed behind a line of cars in the right lane.

      Nick pulled off the highway at a Rest Area since the energy drink had worked its way through his system. The morning sun angling through the tall trees created alternating shafts of light and shadow, perfect subjects for some quick black and white photos.

      Nick got out his camera bag and changed lenses several times to get different shots. After the ordeal in Sacramento, he was just glad to have his own camera back.

      I’m no Ansel Adams, but these are pretty good.

      His real specialty was macro photography, and while he knew he could take other kinds of photos, and did so well, his eye for detail had earned him this gig in the first place.

      He got back in the car and resumed his drive north. Traffic slowed to a crawl as Nick neared South Lake Tahoe. Patience, Nick told himself. He followed the line of cars turning right at the fork for the continuation of U.S. 50. Most of the traffic in front of him peeled off into the various casino parking lots once they crossed the state line into Nevada. “In two and a half miles, turn left onto Zephyr Cove Drive,” his phone announced.

      Nick followed the app’s instructions. He pulled into the parking lot of the The Zephyr Queen, grabbed his camera bag and a light jacket from the back seat. A few heads turned and looked up toward Nick, who favored his right leg as he walked to the ticket window.
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