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      Daniel Winters carefully placed the thick manilla envelope at the bottom of his suitcase. His hands shook no matter how often he told himself to calm down. This would be the make or break of his career, so long as he played his cards right.

      He swallowed thick salvia and placed his meticulously folded clothes over the envelope. Once it was hidden, the palpitations of his heart slowed down.

      Make or break. This was his best work yet, his magnum opus. From this singular manuscript, he was going to achieve all his dreams. That was if certain other people saw the same things he did. He had been working on this for years now, chipping away at the story bit by bit. The whole thing was rather nerve-wracking.

      Taking a few deep breaths, Daniel headed into his bathroom. A low, dull pain started in the center of his chest, and he grimaced, reaching first for his heart meds—he'd forgotten to take them this morning—and then the Tums.

      He took one first, then the other, and washed them with a glass of water. Finally, he grabbed one of the new pills the herbalist had given him. He leaned his head back and dropped it into the back of his throat before drinking. This was the worst one. It smelled like a rat and tasted like sticking his tongue into a battery.

      "Damn heartburn," he grumbled, massaging his chest with a trembling hand.

      With another deep breath, he grabbed his bag containing a toothbrush, toothpaste, and a fresh bottle of Tums. After packing them, he glanced lovingly at his old typewriter. Too bad it wouldn't fit into the suitcase. Computer it was.

      Zipping the suitcase shut, he hefted it in one hand and headed out of his apartment.

      Portland, Oregon, here I come! Hope you're ready for me.
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      Madeleine Moreau took off her pale blue hat and placed it on the bed closest to the window. From here, she could see the Columbia River surrounded by the fragile green of fresh spring growth. Portland glittered in the afternoon sunshine. The hotels and apartment buildings lined the river, looking like little mountains.

      "We've got a balcony," she said over her shoulder. "I want to wake up before dawn and sit out there wrapped up in a cozy blanket with a cup of coffee, watching the sunrise. We're even facing East, so it's possible."

      Behind her, her writing partner and best friend chuckled. Mike was already putting his clothes in the bottom two drawers of the dresser on which the TV stood.

      "You want to be outside before dawn?" he asked. "You, who are still wearing your winter coat?"

      Maddie glanced down at herself. "This isn't a winter coat. It's a spring jacket."

      "If you say so," Mike teased.

      She rolled her eyes, grabbed her suitcase, and carried it to the dresser. Mike was finished putting his clothes away and headed out onto the balcony. As Maddie put away her clothes for the week that they'd be here, she couldn't stop a small stab of disappointment.

      When Ben Hiddlestone, a fellow writer and Maddie's sort-of boyfriend (they went on dates but hadn't had the 'official' talk about what their relationship was), had brought up this writer's retreat, she had hoped that he'd be able to join her and Mike. Instead, he'd stayed home in Spokane. He told her and Mike to have fun.

      Maddie had hoped that Ben would help her with this thriller mystery she had latched onto. Usually, she preferred things cozier. Ben was a well-known writer of mysterious thrillers, and Maddie had hoped to brainstorm with him.

      Not to mention, she had planned to use this trip to figure out what their relationship was once and for all.

      "Something wrong?" Mike asked her.

      Maddie blinked and lifted her head. His brows were drawn together, a concerned frown on his face.

      "Er…" Maddie shrugged. "I just wish we could have convinced Ben to come along."

      Mike nodded. "Yeah, me too. It would have been awesome to have him. I guess he's got a point about only being able to write in solitude. But at least he, Trisha, and Carson have that hike planned. They won't be pining for our presence."

      Maddie had to laugh at that.

      Soon, her thoughts were turned to the retreat. They arrived a little later than they wanted and had to rush to prepare for the introduction luncheon. The retreat had only about twenty individuals participating this year so that everyone could sit at one table.

      A middle-aged man with a thin, craggy face took the spot at the head of the table. He clinked his knife against his glass to get everyone's attention.

      "Hello, everyone. Let's go around the table introducing ourselves, our writing backgrounds, and our aspirations," he said. "I'll go first. My name is Daniel Winters. I have published over twenty-seven true crime novels."

      He grinned as he lifted his glass of water. His hand shook slightly, nearly making it spill.

      "I'm currently working on an expose about a horrendous case twenty years ago. I'm here to gather the last few details before sending my manuscript to my publisher."

      The next person in line, a red-faced woman with lank brown hair, flushed an even deeper red. "Um. I'm Denise Foster. I haven't published anything yet, and I'm hoping to get, um, feedback on my novel. It's a romance."

      She ducked her head, clearly embarrassed.

      Maddie listened with interest to every person. They all sounded so interesting! When it was Mike's turn, he grinned at them all.

      "My name is Michael Malison or Mike. I've been working for a few years as a ghostwriter. I've done some indie publishing as well. I'm here to gain new insights into other people's writing processes and hopefully make a few new friends. I mostly write mysteries but don't say no to reading or writing any genre."

      "I'm Maddie," Maddie said. She left off her last name for now. She folded her hands in her lap as she smiled around the table. "I work with Mike closely. I'm more of a plotter. I love to create an intricate structure for books, but I don't have the patience to slog through chapter by chapter to find the perfect words. I'm here because I have a thriller mystery that I'm determined to write all the way through, and I'm hoping that the ambiance will help me stay focused."

      The man sitting next to her made a bit of a harrumphing noise. "I'm Percy Morris. I write literary fiction. I'm here because my wife walked out on me."

      He tossed back his glass of what Maddie hoped was apple juice. It was certainly too early in the day for him to be getting drunk.

      The retreat coordinator, Lexi Black, took over as everyone started being served lunch. Evenings would be reserved for making connections. Every night, there would also be a draw from an anonymous first chapter for everyone to critique.

      "I hope that you all have a delightful visit here," Lexi said as she smiled at all of them. "It will be a fun, exciting retreat."

      "If I wanted excitement, I'd have gone to Disneyland," Percy grumbled.

      Lexi gave him a brief, frustrated look. Maddie had to wonder how much he'd been moaning and grumbling already. She hoped they wouldn't have to spend too much time listening to him.

      As much as she could sympathize with someone whose world got turned upside down, she didn't think this was the best way to deal with it. Then again, she wasn't sure how to react if someone she loved walked out on her.

      "I'm going to pass around a sign-up sheet for anyone who wants to be part of the outlining critique," Lexi said, handing a clipboard to Daniel. "This is for those who are just starting and need feedback on the story's structure. It won't be anonymous, so ensure you've got your elephant hide on!"

      Maddie laughed softly. Even though she loved plotting, this was certainly something she wanted to sign up for.

      She wasn't having an easy time hitting the beats she wanted. The pacing of her thriller seemed off… rushed and too slow at the same time. Some feedback would certainly be helpful!

      "So, Percy," Daniel said as he passed the sign-up sheet to Denise, "what's a literary writer doing here? Come to tell us all that our writing is derisive and formulaic?"

      Percy barked out a laugh. "Yes, yes. All literary writers are snobs who write pretentious, depressing pieces. I subscribe to the belief that there is value in every genre… and that literary is genre work itself and people who try to say otherwise are bloated in their egos."

      Daniel guffawed.

      "Let's not get into any of that," Lexi said quickly. She looked nervously at Percy and Daniel. "We're all here to improve our writing, right?"

      Daniel snorted. He muttered something under his breath but luckily didn't push it.

      Maddie sighed. Good. The last thing she wanted was for this luncheon to get sucked into a debate. There were so many beautiful things to talk about!

      She took a bite of her food and watched the various interactions around the table with interest. There were so many diverse personalities here!

      It would be easy to incorporate some of these people into side characters for her novel. Maybe that was what she was missing. A rich cast of colorful people drives the plot forward. Maybe she was stuck because she used the plot to drive her characters rather than vice versa.

      "Denise, what's your romance about?" Mike asked.

      The red-faced woman blinked owlishly at him; her expression startled. From how she was hunched in her chair, Maddie could see she was trying her best to disappear.

      "Um. It's about this girl. Well, woman. She moves to a small town to care for her grandfather after he breaks his leg. And then she meets the local doctor who is a…" Denise glanced down the table as though searching for someone to interrupt her. "A, um… Werewolf."

      "So, a paranormal romance?" Maddie asked. She grinned at Denise as she took a bite of her sandwich.

      Denise nodded.

      "Love it," Mike said enthusiastically. "I'd love to hear more. Maybe you, me, and Maddie can go hang out at the pool and talk about it more later?"

      Denise gave him an uncertain smile, her eyes flickering to Maddie. "Um, maybe."

      "Or we could find that fire pit and have a fire," Maddie suggested.

      Denise nodded, looking like she was trying not to be too excited. Maddie smiled warmly; Denise was painfully shy.

      The sound of coughing caught her attention. She turned, then jumped to her feet, seeing Daniel's face turn purple. He grabbed his throat, a wild look in his eyes. Lexi was the first to him, pulling him up so she could try to dislodge whatever he was choking on.

      "Call the hotel manager," Percy yelped.

      Maddie whipped out her phone, calling 9-1-1. An operator answered, and Maddie described what was happening as Lexi tried to help. Daniel slumped to the table. Mike rushed over to give his help, too. Denise pressed both her hands to her mouth, eyes wide.

      By the time the paramedics arrived, it was too late. Maddie stood with Denise and Lexi, feeling shell-shocked, as the paramedics took the body out of the room.

      Daniel Winters was dead.
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      "It's just awful," Denise said. Her eyes were puffy and red, tears still trickling down her face.

      Mike patted her shoulder, feeling that same weight on his chest. It wasn't every day you saw someone die right in front of you. He, Denise, and two other writers—Paul and Karla—were strolling along the path next to the Columbia River.

      It was a beautiful, bright day. The freshness of spring filled the air with sweet scents, and birds sang mightily around them. None of them were paying much attention to it all. Denise had barely stopped crying.

      "It's shocking, is what it is," Paul mumbled into his beard. His shoulders hunched. "I thought for sure he was choking. I thought he'd cough up whatever it was and be fine. I didn't even realize what was happening."

      Mike turned to him. "I know. It's never easy to go through something like that. I'd urge you all to seek some trauma counselling. Because that is traumatic."

      "Thank you," Denise said, sniffing. "I guess I should call my therapist. I live in town. I'll see if she'll have recommendations for everyone for the week at least… Guess I will not get any writing done anymore."

      They arrived back at the hotel. The other three murmured to each other still. Karla said that there wasn't any point in just giving up on all the possibilities of the week and was encouraging Denise to at least try.

      Mike only listened with half an ear. Several police cruisers were parked in front of the hotel. As they got inside, the other three split off toward the elevator.

      "I'll catch up with you later," he told them.

      Maddie's slim figure, dressed in an oversized sweater and thick tights, stood just outside the luncheon room where Daniel had died. Mike recognized by the hitch of her shoulders that she was watching something inside.

      He trotted up to her. "What's happening?"

      Maddie's expression was grim as she turned to him. "The medical examiner declared Daniel's death a murder. He didn't choke—he was poisoned."

      Mike's shoulders tensed. Daniel had shown no signs of poisoning, at least not what he'd seen.

      The detective walked over to them, a grim expression on his face. "I'm going to have to ask everyone in attendance to stay in Portland for the next few days."

      Mike and Maddie nodded. They knew the drill.

      "I'm going to have to ask you two to go back to your room now," the detective said. "Lexi Black will give me your information in case I need to contact you."

      "Of course, Detective," Maddie said. "If we think of anything useful, we'll reach out to you at the precinct."

      The detective eyed her but nodded. His expression didn't change, but somehow still grew more intense. Mike didn't like it. No doubt the detective thought it was weird that Maddie was hanging around like she had.

      "Oh, there are a few things you should know before you look into us," he said. "You'll find that we've been involved in several murder cases in Spokane and one in Vancouver. But we weren't suspects. It's just that we were involved."

      Maddie gave him a critical look. "You're allowed to say that the police asked us for help. We're good friends with Detective Carson Luttrell in Spokane."

      Mike shook his head. "I didn't want to make it look like we were asking for an invitation into the investigation. That'd be weird."

      "Oh." Maddie nodded. "Of course. We won't horn in; that's not how it works. Sorry. We'll just be going now if that's alright."

      The detective hummed as he made a note in his notebook. "Please don't leave Portland."

      His tone was dismissive. The two writers glanced at each other, shrugged, and headed for the elevator. Mike felt the weight of the detective's stare on the back of his neck. He tried to brush it off as they headed up to the room. Maddie folded her arms as she leaned against the side of the elevator, a pensive look on her face.

      "What are you thinking?" Mike asked gently.

      "That I thought was a murder. I'm trying to remember how everyone reacted. Lexi was the first person to think he was choking. Denise just sort of fell apart."

      Mike shrugged. "Denise looks like she doesn't get out much. She seems like the kind to fall apart easily."

      The elevator dinged open to their floor. They headed toward their room. Maddie was uncharacteristically quiet, that intense look still on her face. Mike touched her elbow, and she looked up, her gaze slightly unfocused.

      "Hmm?" she asked.

      "I think you might go through some trauma, too," Mike said, worried. "Let's see if we can find someone in town to discuss this. Normally, I'd say Carson, but I don't think it works so well over the telephone."

      "I think we're all going to be going through some trauma," Maddie replied. "We saw someone die in front of us. But we're going to be fine. It's not like this is the first time something like this has happened. I just want to know why anyone would want to poison Daniel Winters."

      Mike unlocked their room and held the door open for her.

      Once inside, both kicked off their shoes and collapsed on their beds. Maddie had the one closer to the window, while Mike lay on the one closer to the bathroom. It was an unspoken agreement between them that this was what they always did when they shared a hotel room.

      "I keep thinking about when he must have been poisoned," Maddie murmured. "It couldn't have been much before he died. For him to look like he was choking, it must have been in the meal we were eating."

      "Unless he started choking because the poison kicked in."

      "Are there any poisons that work like that?"

      "I don't know, actually. I always use rare, quick-acting poisons in my stories."

      They were quiet for a moment before Maddie rolled to her stomach and rested her chin on her hands. "Let's think about who had the opportunity."

      Mike raised a brow at her. "We said we would not get involved?"

      Maddie grinned at him, her eyes sparkling. "Oh, I don't mean to get involved. But all that writing advice is to write what you know, right? Well, this is the perfect setup for my thriller mystery. A small group of writers at a retreat, and one by one, they're getting picked off. Why? Of course, my story takes place on an island, so it's a closed circle."

      "Are you sure you want to pretend this way?" Mike asked. "Don't you think it's a little insensitive to Daniel's death?"

      "He wrote true crime. I looked him up while you were walking; he's the sort of guy who would start writing about the grisliest murders the day it happened. If it were any of us, he'd already start writing," Maddie advised.

      "I suppose then he'd find it flattering."

      "That's what I think."

      Mike nodded. That made sense. "Denise was sitting on one side of him and Lexi on the other," he said.

      "Ah, but Percy sat down after the drinks were poured and could have put something into Daniel's water," Maddie pointed out. "So there, we have three primary suspects. Lexi, Denise, and Percy. Daniel was being weirdly confrontational with Percy."

      "Lexi is the one that set up the whole retreat," Mike said. "And Denise is just the sort of dark horse nobody would suspect. Her falling apart might just be an act. Or a guilty conscience."

      Maddie grinned, clearly enjoying the challenge.

      Mike shrugged off his concerns. Everyone dealt with trauma in different ways. Didn't he also like to turn fact into fiction so he could gain some distance from it? While working with Carson, they always went off into their spirals of plotting stories. The only difference now was that they had seen the crime take place.

      Thinking of it that way, maybe he was the one that was being weird.

      "What motive can they have, though?" he wondered aloud, trying to get into it. "Maybe Denise is his secret lover? And her romance book is about the two of them, and Daniel threatened to sue her?"

      Maddie jumped to her feet, her eyes sparkling. "There's only one way to find out, isn't there? Let's go talk to her."

      "What?" Mike rolled to a sitting position as Maddie rushed to where she'd left her shoes. "I thought we were still discussing the possibilities for your book."

      "Yeah, but I need to get a better sense of who Denise is," Maddie argued. "You're the one who spent time with her after the luncheon. Let's see if we can pick apart what her novel actually is. She said it was a paranormal romance. I want to know more."

      Mike lifted his hands. "What about Lexi? What could her motive be?"

      Maddie hesitated, then took off her shoes again and returned to sit on her bed. "She's the one who organized the retreat. But we discovered it because of that newsletter in the ghostwriter's notice board. So, it was open to lots of people. She could have sent a direct invitation to Daniel. But then why…?"

      "Maybe she's also a lover?"

      Maddie wrinkled her nose, shaking her head. "No. No, she'd have to have a connection to one of the true crime stories he wrote. So, we should research the books he wrote and see what he submitted for the critique circles. See if any of that points to her."

      "And that leaves Percy. His motive is obvious," Mike said with a grin. "He was insulted by Daniel at the luncheon, and it's a crime of passion."

      "Or he meant to poison himself and accidentally got Daniel," Maddie pointed out. "Now. Who do we start with?"
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