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      Mike sat at his typewriter. It was old-fashioned, and he liked how it felt to type on it. Oh, he was quicker with a computer. But with the spring storm thundering outside and a chill in the air as winter slowly faded away, he had turned off the power in his home and lit a few candles for the ambiance he sought.

      He had had a dream about a spooky paranormal mystery that he wanted desperately to write about. Unfortunately, it was one of those rare times that his well of imagination was dry.

      He leaned back in this chair, his fingers resting on the worn keys of his typewriter. What was preventing him from writing?

      Maybe it was that his closest friend, Maddie Moreau, was currently out to dinner with the handsome, well-known author Ben Hiddlestone.

      No, that couldn’t be it. While Mike would have liked to have been there, he wasn’t jealous and was glad that Maddie had found another friend she could spend time with. He got along well with Ben, too. He didn’t come to Coeur D’Alene very often, and it had been Mike who turned down his dinner invitation.

      He needed to get this book written.

      “So what is stopping me?” he wondered aloud.

      Mike had often found he was better at figuring out problems if he spoke aloud, even if he only talked to himself.

      His neighbors thought he was a strange fellow. Mike honestly thought it was quite funny and enjoyed making them believe he was even weirder than he was.

      “If I’m not feeling left out of Maddie and Ben’s dinner, maybe I’m hungry?” He mentally probed how he was feeling. “No, that’s not it. I should get some water, though.”

      Pushing himself from his table, he went to the kitchen and got himself water. As he drank it, he thought more about his predicament.

      Sighing, he shook his head. “No, I know exactly what is preventing me from writing. It’s the Harding case.”

      A young woman, Katelyn Harding, had recently gone missing. Her family was convinced that it was her husband, but there was no evidence that the police could find that Katelyn was even dead. Mike was sure she was and that the husband had killed her.

      The whole town was aflutter with the rumors of it, but no evidence to put the husband behind bars had been uncovered. Mike knew it wasn’t his responsibility… but he just wished he could figure this out.

      Only once the killer was arrested could he write this novel.
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      The bite of frost in the air was delicious. Mike breathed in the scent as he walked along the path near the long lake Coeur D’Alene was built next to. Fall was a delightful time of year, with the trees having changed color and dead leaves crunching underfoot. Best of all, Halloween was approaching.

      Oh, it was still too early for the decorations to have been brought out. But black cats, ghosts, and skeletons would soon be abounding.

      Mike loved Halloween.

      He came to a bench that looked over the lake and eased himself into it. He had been walking for over an hour, simply enjoying the weather. The sun beamed overhead, bringing with it the promise of another hot day. Cold in the mornings, pleasant at noon, fading to cold again at night. It was almost like all four seasons wrapped up in one day.

      His phone dinged, announcing a text message. He pulled the device from his pocket, checking it. He’d received a message from his friend Detective Carson Luttrell.

      Dinner at my place tonight. Burgers and beer. You in?

      Sure thing!

      Mike had to smile. Usually, his tastes ran a little more sophisticated than burgers and beer, but occasionally, he indulged in his childhood's wonderful tastes. When he was a kid growing up on a farm in the middle of nowhere, they had little.

      He was confident that his current tastes were more because he didn’t have the resources to drink expensive wines and eat filet mignon back then. He loved the freedom to buy such costly things. It reminded him that he no longer had one foot in poverty.

      The barking of a dog drew his attention, and he looked up. It was a golden retriever, tail wagging as it ran toward him.

      “Copper!” a woman running behind the retriever yelled. “Copper!”

      The retriever, Copper, skidded to a stop. Its tail continued to wag, but it looked between Mike and the woman as though confused about what to do. Mike couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “Copper, come here,” the woman yelled.

      The retriever turned and trotted back to the woman. She grabbed his leash and shook her head, murmuring to the dog before she looked up at Mike.

      “I’m sorry,” she called. “I promise he’s friendly. He was looking to make a new friend.”

      Mike stood. “It’s all right. I had a lot of retrievers when I was a kid. I know what they’re like. Can I say hello?”

      The woman smiled as she approached. “Sure thing. Copper here would love that.”

      Mike walked over and crouched, scratching behind the dog’s ears. Copper leaned into his scratch, his tongue lolling out and tail wagging even faster.

      “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” Mike crooned.

      “He is when he listens,” the woman agreed. “I only got him a few weeks ago from a rescue, but he’s trying his best to learn. My name is Beatrice. Beatrice Eden. But I prefer to be called Tricia. I know it’s not exactly a common nickname with Beatrice, but⁠—”

      She suddenly went silent, blushing.

      Mike laughed as he straightened. “I don’t know that it makes much difference. You like to be called Tricia; I’ll call you Tricia. I’m Michael Malison, but you can call me Mike.”

      “Please to meet you, Mike.” Tricia held out her hand, and Mike shook it. “I haven’t seen you around the park before. Are you new?”

      “No. I’ve lived here for quite a few years, but I usually walk on the other side of the lake. Do you mind if I walk with you for a bit? I miss having a dog. Can’t keep one myself, allergies.” Mike’s face twisted. Itchy eyes and a stuffed-up head were nothing to laugh about.

      Tricia’s eyes widened. “Oh! I’m sorry if I’d known⁠—”

      “No, no, nothing to apologize for,” Mike said. “They’re too bad to deal with daily but not bad enough to give up a chance to pet one when the opportunity presents itself. Believe me, I’m willing to deal with the symptoms in the open air.”

      “I was going to let him go for a swim. The day’s getting warmer, and there won’t be many of them left,” Tricia said.

      Mike looked around and picked up a stick. “Mind if I play some fetch?”

      Copper pranced on the spot; his eyes locked on the stick.

      Tricia laughed as she unhooked his leash. “Go ahead.”

      With a mighty throw, the stick spun through the air, landing on the grassy field some distance away. Copper waited until it landed before he bolted forward, rushing to the fallen stick. He picked it up and trotted back to Mike and Tricia. He gently laid it down at Tricia’s feet.

      She picked up the stick and threw it.

      “There are hypoallergenic dogs, you know,” she said, laughing as she watched her dog. “If you really wanted one.”

      “I know,” Mike said. “I’ve spent time with them… allergic to them, too. It’s a curse.”

      “Ugh, I’m so sorry,” Tricia said sympathetically.

      Copper stopped near a copse of bushes.

      “Bring the stick back,” Tricia called.

      Copper sniffed at the bushes, then backed away, whining. He barked quietly at first but grew in frequency and pitch.

      Tricia and Mike glanced at each other in alarm. Copper kept barking, and they both rushed forward. Tricia grabbed Copper’s collar and hauled him back, quickly clipping the leash back. The dog pressed into her legs, whining, and shaking now.

      “What is it?” Tricia asked with her eyes on the bush.

      Mike bent, peering into the dense foliage. The bushes were right against the water's edge, the lake lapping at their roots. Something bright yellow caught his eye. Mike crept closer, tense and ready to jump aside if something like a fox or raccoon attacked him out of self-defense.

      His heart dropped to his stomach when a hand appeared beneath the bushes. It was pale, white. Yellow nail polish glimmered in the morning light.

      Mike had seen enough bodies to know that this one was dead from just the color. He straightened and turned back to Tricia. “Call 9-1-1 and tell them we’ve found a body.”

      “What?” Tricia gasped. “A body?”

      “Yes. Please hurry.” Mike pulled his phone from his pocket. Then, to make sure Tricia knew he wasn’t also calling 9-1-1, he added, “I have a friend in the police department. I’ll phone him so he can get out here ASAP.”

      Tricia, visibly shaking now, dialed the emergency number while Mike called Carson. The detective answered after a few rings.

      “Yes, it has to be burgers and beers,” Carson laughed.

      It took Mike a moment to understand what he was talking about. Right, the dinner. He shook his head, sighing. “No, it’s not about that. I’m at the beach, and I’ve found a body.”

      He walked around the bushes, bracing himself to see what he would find on the other side. His heart dropped as he saw a young woman dressed in a bright yellow dress, the sort you’d see on women in the 1950s.

      “A body?” Carson’s tone immediately turned serious and business-like. “Where?”

      Mike told him his location, then described what he could see. A young woman with chocolate-brown hair was lying face down among the bushes, partly in the water. It lapped at her skirt, making the fabric flare like she was still breathing.

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Carson asked.

      By the sounds, Mike knew he was rushing around, getting ready to head out. “She’s dead, Carson. No living person has that color. There’s another person here calling 9-1-1.”

      “Good,” Carson said. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “Thanks.” Mike hung up, breathing deeply.

      His day had certainly just taken a turn.

      Tricia was still on the phone, and Mike hesitated as he flipped to Maddie’s number. She had been in the zone when he left her apartment, so intent on her writing that she had hardly noticed when he’d made her a fresh cup of coffee.

      Did he really want to interrupt her for this?

      Mike sighed as he sent a text instead, telling her to call him if she had a moment. If it were him, he would want Maddie and Carson to let him know, but he would also want to be left alone. This was better; it allowed Maddie to interrupt herself or choose to reply.

      Carson was at the lake in ten minutes, and soon after, more police and various emergency responders were there. Carson took control of the scene, and Mike helped set up a barrier, then retreated to stand near Tricia, kneeling next to Copper with her face buried in his golden-red fur.

      “Are you all right?” he asked her.

      “Oh, I’m all right,” Tricia sighed. “I just never thought I’d find a body. It must be that young woman who went missing last week. What was her name? Carla Fletcher? I knew she’d be found dead. I just… I hope it’s not her.”

      Mike patted Tricia’s shoulder, trying to be comforting. Everyone knew about Carla Fletcher’s disappearance. Her husband had been on the news, begging her to come home. He kept claiming that she had run off.

      The darker whispers had said something far worse had happened to her.

      Carson headed over to them, his expression grave.

      “Is it…” Mike asked, his tone worried.

      Carson nodded once. “Carla Fletcher. The ME thinks she died around midnight. But there’s more, Mike… can we talk privately?”
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      “What is it, Carson?” Mike asked, glancing toward the bushes where the body was.

      “First, are you all right?” Concern filled Carson’s expression.

      Mike took a moment to assess himself. He was shaken, for sure, but he had already compartmentalized these events. His concern had been more for Tricia than himself. He rubbed his itchy eyes and realized why Carson was so concerned. His eyes were streaming, red, and puffy.

      “Allergies,” Mike explained. “I’m allergic to the dog, but I’ve been ignoring that to ensure Tricia is all right.”

      Carson’s shoulders slumped slightly. “You’re all right, then?”

      “Yes, I believe so. It’s not exactly run of the mill, but I’m ready to answer your questions.” Mike straightened himself, resisting the urge to rub his eyes again. He rolled back his shoulders, feeling the tension lingering in his body. “So, what do you need me to do?”

      Carson eyed him for a moment longer before he nodded once as though satisfied with Mike’s answer. “We found Kevin Fletcher’s body this morning. He was bashed in the head by something long and thin, like a crowbar. The ME’s initial examination of Carla Fletcher’s body shows a similar end to her.”

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. Husband and wife both killed in the same fashion? Did that indicate the husband wasn’t guilty, as everyone—including Mike—had assumed?

      On the other hand,… “When was Carla killed? Is it possible that they somehow killed each other?”

      “No, no. Kevin’s body was still warm when found; we received an early morning call about his murder in his home. It’s impossible that Carla could have smashed him over the head with him still being able to dump her body before returning to his home.”

      “How long?” Mike took a deep breath, bracing himself. He hadn’t seen enough of Carla’s body to guess how long she’d been dead.

      Carson shook his head. “At least a day.”

      “Isn’t it possible, then, for Kevin to have received the blow to his head, kill Carla, dump her body, then return to his home and die from the previous blow?” Mike suggested.

      “No.”

      Mike opened his mouth to ask how Carson could be so sure but shut it again. There was only one reason for that certainty without a complete autopsy. The damage to Kevin Fletcher’s head had to be too great to allow him to have survived anything.

      “All right,” Mike finally said. “So, Carla Fletcher was killed at least a day ago, and Kevin Fletcher was killed this morning. This might be the work of a serial killer, then. Someone who targets young couples?”

      Carson’s expression grew even grimmer. “I believe we are. I haven’t told you, but there is something even more unsettling.”

      “What is it?”

      “Later,” Carson murmured as Tricia approached, clutching her dog’s leash. “I will tell you and Maddie at the same time.”

      Waiting wasn’t exactly a strong suit of Mike’s, but he understood the need to wait. Although thinking of Maddie now made him realize he hadn’t contacted his writing partner. As Tricia talked to Carson, Mike took a few steps away.

      We’ll need to reschedule the plan for today, he wrote. The body of Carla Fletcher has been found. Carson and I will be around later to discuss it.

      He thought about writing that he had been the one to find the body, but that would be better to discuss in person. The details about the yellow 50’s dress, both Carla and Kevin being murdered in the same way, and this mysterious ‘unsettling’ information that Carson was loath to share was adding up to bring a shiver in Mike’s spine.

      A moment later, Maddie replied. Let me know when you’re on your way. I’ll have coffee and food for you both.

      Mike smiled softly to himself. Coffee and food were the perfect thing to discuss the case over.

      “I don’t have any other questions for you at the moment,” Carson told Tricia. “If you think of anything else I should know, you can call me at this number.”

      He handed over a business card, then glanced over at Mike. “And if it’s something that you aren’t certain is relevant, you can bring it up to Mike. He often works with me on my cases and will have a better idea of whether to share it with me.”

      A look almost like a smile played about Carson’s lips. Tricia, for her part, flushed and looked pleased. She took her leave, and Mike walked with her to the end of the path.

      “If you need to talk about what happened, let me know,” Mike told her. He patted Copper’s head. “And keep up the good work with this good boy.”

      “I will, on both counts,” Tricia replied.

      “Thank you.”

      Carson nodded to Mike to follow him, and the two went to Carson’s car. Once they were heading for Maddie’s apartment, Mike took the time to study his friend. The detective was a master at controlling his emotions and never losing his cool. Today he looked stressed, however.

      It couldn’t be good. The captain of Carson’s precinct didn’t like how Carson often had Mike and Maddie help him with his cases. Was that the cause of his stress today, or was it the case itself?

      They arrived at Maddie’s apartment. As soon as they stepped inside, the scent of fresh coffee and quiche met Mike’s nostrils. His mouth watered; he had eaten nothing yet, and the smell of food reminded him of how hungry he was. He quickly went to the kitchen and pulled plates from the cupboard.

      “I already set the table,” Maddie said, shooing him off.

      “Oh… you didn’t have to go through the trouble,” Mike started.

      Maddie waved a hand. “The quiche was already in the oven, and it’s not like making coffee and setting the table takes any time. Go sit down, and I’ll finish up here.”

      Mike smiled at her. Her chocolate-brown hair was pulled back into a braid this morning. Her oversized sweatshirt slipped off one shoulder to reveal a second sweatshirt beneath it. It wasn’t even that cold of a day today.

      “Is that a fashion choice, or should I make you go to the doctor?” Mike asked, stepping aside for Maddie to work.

      She frowned at him, silently questioning him.

      “You’re always so cold, and you’re wearing two sweaters. Should I be worried about your health? There could be several reasons you’d be cold when it’s not that cold.”

      Maddie gave him the indulgent, amused smile that always made his heart skip half a beat. “I’m not cold. I just wanted to coziness. Actually, I got too hot earlier and opened up the windows to make it colder in here.”

      Mike shook his head but smiled.

      At Maddie’s urging, he sat at the table. Maddie served up the quiche, coffee, and toast. Mike started eating eagerly, enjoying the savory taste on his tongue. He thought he was eating fast, but he was only half done when he looked up to find that Carson was serving himself a second piece.

      “Have you been neglecting to feed yourself again?” Maddie asked severely.

      “Only because I know you’re such a superb cook,” the detective replied with a smirk.

      Maddie leaned her elbows on the table as she bit off a sizeable chunk of her toast. “Hmm. I’ll be flattered enough to let you get away with that. Now, what’s about this case?”

      Carson ate again with gusto. Mike laid down his fork. He explained about finding Carla Fletcher’s body and the added death of Kevin Fletcher the same morning. As she listened, Maddie’s expression became grimmer and grimmer.

      Once Mike was done, he picked up his coffee and took a big gulp. Somehow recounting the events made him even more exhausted than he had been moments ago.

      “And before we came here, Carson said he had even more unsettling information to give us,” he finished, then sipped his coffee again. His dark eyes moved to the detective’s face and remained unwavering on him.

      Carson, by this time, had finished his second piece of quiche. He eyed the remainders with apparent hunger. But when he looked up between the two writers, his shoulders sagged.

      “It’s that bad, is it?” Maddie asked, her voice growing gentler.

      “They aren’t the only bodies found in the last forty-eight hours,” Carson said. He gazed into his mug, a dark shadow crossing his face. “We found two others just two days ago.”

      Mike pressed his palms into the table. He hadn’t even been aware that anyone else was missing. “Who? How have you kept it a secret?”

      “The department has been cautious about this. We don’t want to start a panic.” Carson took a deep breath. “We believe that the first body we found was Katelyn Harding.”

      All the air seemed to disappear around Mike. His head spun. Katelyn had gone missing a year ago! How had she been found now? He opened his mouth, wanting to ask, but the words got caught in his throat.

      Maddie asked the question that evaded Mike. “You said you found two other bodies.”

      Carson drained his coffee and pushed back from the table, looking even grimmer than before. “We believe the second body to be Edmund Harding, Katelyn’s husband… also killed by a blow to the head.”
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