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Author’s comments

This novella is for the fans who kept asking for more Shandra Higheagle books. I hope this will finally bring you closure on the series. 

If you are picking this up and haven’t read the Shandra Higheagle Mystery series yet, hopefully, this will make you want to go back and start with book one, Double Duplicity where Shandra and Ryan meet. 
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Chapter One
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Shandra Higheagle Greer smiled as she glanced around at her handiwork. The twins, Jayden and Mia, would be arriving in Huckleberry tomorrow. She had the house all decorated except for the tree, which they would cut, bring down the mountain, and decorate the day after the two arrived. 

This would be their tenth Christmas together. What a blessing the twins had been coming into her and Ryan’s life when they did. She felt bad for the reason, their father, and who they thought of as a mother, had been killed. First, Shandra and Ryan had fostered the two and then adopted them. 

Jayden had been the harder of the two to open up and see that his new parents were different from the ones he’d known and that they expected him to only be a child and grow confident. He had played football and been better, many said, than his biological father. While he could have received an academic scholarship at Washington State University in Pullman, Washington, he’d opted for a football scholarship. When they talked with him, he sounded as if he was thriving in the environment. He was studying to be in law enforcement. 

Mia was also attending WSU only on an academic scholarship. She was in the nursing program. Shandra was proud of how hard the two worked for their scholarships, not wanting to burden her and Ryan for money to continue their education. 

Shandra knew they felt they had a lot to prove. In a small community like Weippe County, many people remembered their parents, and not always in a good way. 

A scratch at the back of the house started Shandra heading to the back door. She caught herself, remembering Sheba had passed over six months ago. Every time there was a thump or a scratch, she found herself going to let the dog in. Being alone out here was hard to get used to. She’d always had Lil and Sheba for company. 

Lil had finally married Claude at the feed store and no longer lived on the ranch. With her helper and Sheba gone, Shandra had to go to the corral and visit the horses for company these days. Though Mia’s cat Saphire was more than willing to lay on her lap in a chair on the patio when the cat was around. 

Dream a Little Dream, tinkled from her phone. Shandra smiled.

“Hello, Ryan. Does this mean you can get away and help me decorate?” she answered.

His chuckle warmed her heart. “I could send my sisters over to help if you like.”

“I don’t need the help. I would like my husband’s company.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay spending the night by yourself?” Ryan asked, concern deepening his voice and wrapping her in the love he showed her every day.

“I’ve spent nights here by myself before. Ever since we all moved to your house in Warner when the twins started high school, I’ve spent time here by myself working on my pottery.” 

“No, you had Lil dropping by and helping. And now you don’t even have Sheba to talk to.” 

She heard the sadness in his voice. For all his talk about Sheba’s cowardice, Ryan had loved the dog as much as she had. 

Shandra sighed and said, “I miss Sheba, Jayden, Mia, and you. I can’t wait for you and the twins to get here tomorrow.” 

“I bet you have the house all decorated.”

“I do. All that is left is getting the tree. I remember the first Christmas we had the twins. It was like they’d never had a Christmas before.” She thought of how the two had been in awe of her decorations and the ritual of going up the mountain to cut a tree. Then bringing it home to decorate, while eating donuts and drinking hot chocolate. It had become a tradition.

“Don’t forget to pick up the donuts tomorrow on your way through Huckleberry,” Shandra said. 

“That’s at the top of my list.”

“You have a list?” Shandra teased. As the sheriff of Weippe County, Idaho, he had a lot more responsibility than when she’d met him. Then he was a new hire detective for the Sheriff’s Department. Lucky for her, he saw she was innocent when the Huckleberry Police Officer put her in handcuffs without seeking all the facts.

“I have two lists. One for the county and one for my family.” 

“Does the list for family also say to be home on time?” When he was on a case as a detective he would work long hours, but as the sheriff, he felt he had to be doing that job and helping the new detective learn the ropes as well as keep the deputies happy. Even when she was in Warner, she saw very little of him. “You promised you would spend every day the twins are home with us.”

“Unless there is a murder or pile up on the highway, you will all three have my undivided attention.” He said something muffled, and then added, “I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Shandra ended the call and walked into the kitchen. She heated up a bowl of soup and sat down to eat it as she fiddled with a drawing she’d been thinking of painting on a vase.

~*~
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Ella, Grandmother, hovered above a red spot in the middle of a pristine white world. Shandra looked around. She stood on the side of a road and realized the red spot was melting the snow. A noise caught her attention. She stared in that direction and recognized the license plate and school mascot sticker in the back window of the vehicle. Why was Jayden and Mia’s car sitting here? She glanced at the red spot. Fear squeezed her chest. “Why Ella?” she whispered. 

Shandra sat up in bed shaking and wishing she had Ryan or Sheba to cling to. But all that met her was a silent, cold, dark bedroom. She pulled on a fleece robe and slid her feet into slippers. Walking out to the kitchen she glanced at the clock on the wall. 2:17. 

Making a cup of tea and digging a notepad and pen out of a drawer, Shandra returned to the great room and started the propane fireplace. She pulled a chair up close and started writing down everything she could remember about the dream. When she had all the information down, she sat back sipping her tea, and wondered why, after eleven years, Ella showed up in her dream tonight. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Ryan reached for his cell phone on the bedside table before he was completely awake. “Greer,” he answered, trying to make the blurry red numbers on the bedside clock come into focus. It appeared to be 3 a.m.

“Ryan, sorry to bother you but there’s been an incident outside of Huckleberry and your kids are involved,” Deputy Ron Trapp said.

“Jayden and Mia?” Ryan sat up and shoved the covers off. “Are they hurt?”

“They aren’t, but the young woman who was riding with them. She’s dead. Ryan, it doesn’t look good.” 

His deputy’s words didn’t make sense. If the kids were okay, why didn’t it look good? And if they were okay, why was a young woman dead?

“Where did this happen?” he asked, wondering what the kids were doing headed home tonight. They hadn’t expected them until tomorrow.

“The body was found on County Road 15,” Ron said, then his voice muffled as he spoke to someone.

“Is that where the kids are?” It made sense they were headed home. Shandra would want to comfort the twins.

“Their vehicle was towed and I have them in my car. I’ll take them to Huckleberry. Their story is kind of fuzzy. Doesn’t make sense. I think you need to talk to them. At a police station.” 

Ryan didn’t like the sound of that. “I’ll be at the Huckleberry Station in thirty.” He hung up, and as he dressed debated whether or not to call Shandra. If he didn’t, she’d be mad. 

As he settled into his SUV and started the vehicle, he called Shandra. 

She answered immediately. “It’s the twins.”

“How did you know?” he asked. 

“Grandmother came to me in a dream. She showed me their car and blood on the snow. Are they hurt?”

“Ron says they aren’t hurt but a girl who was with them is dead and I need to question the twins. He said it didn’t look good.” That phrasing bothered Ryan.

“Where are they being taken?” Shandra asked.

“Huckleberry Police.” 

“I’ll meet you there.” 

The line went dead. Ryan didn’t have a doubt in his mind that she would be at the station requesting to see the kids when he arrived. 

~*~
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Shandra parked her aging Jeep around the corner from the police station. She took a deep breath telling herself she would be strong and confident. The twins would need her strength. Stepping out of her car, she spotted Ryan’s vehicle pull up to the front of the building. 

She hurried over. 

He gave her a one-armed hug as they walked into the building together.

“Where are they?” Ryan asked the young woman sitting at the dispatch desk.

“Deputy Trapp has them in the conference room,” she said, her gaze on Shandra.

Ryan grasped Shandra’s hand and led her down the hall. She had a hard time not running ahead of him. It had only been a few months since she’d seen the twins, but knowing they had possibly witnessed a person’s death could have triggered visions of what Jayden had witnessed of his father’s and aunt’s deaths. 

“We’ll go in together, but you will have to stay quiet until I get the information from Ron.” Ryan stopped at the door and studied her.

Shandra gulped down the frustration and nodded. When the lump in her throat finally slid down enough she could talk, she said, “I’ll wait, but can I hug them?”

A smile tipped his lips. “Yes, you can give them a hug. Just don’t ask any questions.” 

She nodded and he opened the door. 

Her heart ached to see the fear and anxiety on Jayden and Mia’s faces. Shandra crossed the room and leaned down between the two sitting in chairs. She pulled them each into an arm and hugged them. “Everything will be okay,” she said. 

She glanced at Ryan who was talking in a low voice with Deputy Trapp. 

“I couldn’t believe it—” Mia started. 

Shandra shook her head. “You can’t tell me anything until you talk to Ryan and Deputy Trapp.” 

Mia’s eyes widened. “Are we in trouble?”

“No, you aren’t in trouble,” Ryan said, taking a seat across the table from them.

Shandra peered into Ryan’s eyes. She could tell whatever Ron had told him wasn’t good for the kids. 

Ron drew a chair over for Shandra to sit on between the twins. She gave him a smile of thanks and sat, holding hands with Mia and Jayden. 

Ryan’s gaze settled on Jayden. “Jayden, can you tell me where you met,” he consulted a log book in front of him, “Holly Garvie?”

Jayden glanced at his sister. “Ask Mia.”

Mia clenched Shandra’s hand. “She is-was a girl from school. She was in a dorm room on my floor. She heard where I lived and asked if we could give her a ride to Huckleberry. Then her family would pick her up and take her to Missoula.”

“How did she end up on the county road if you left her in Huckleberry?” Ryan asked.

Shandra raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t seen the twins’ car on her drive to Huckleberry.

Mia squeezed Shandra’s hand. “We don’t know. It doesn’t make sense. We were sitting in Rigatoni’s waiting for Holly’s parents to pick her up. After an hour she received a text message, said goodbye her ride was outside, and left. We finished our desserts, I used the restroom, and started for home.” 

“Mia had dozed off and I saw something on the side of the road,” Jayden took up the story. “I couldn’t tell what it was but I saw blood. I was going to go on by thinking someone had hit a deer when I saw a hand raise. I slammed on the brakes—”

“Which woke me up,” Mia added. “I said that looks like Holly’s coat.” 

“We both got out and it was Holly,” Jayden said, peering at his sister.

Mia’s hand clenching Shandra’s was white. Her face had paled. “Her face was smashed and her-her...” Mia gulped. 

“She looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to her head,” Jayden said, his voice devoid of emotion.

Shandra could see he was shutting down. Memories of finding his father full of buckshot and the woman he knew as his mother dead with slit wrists had to be flashing in his mind. 

“It’s okay. Ryan and Deputy Trapp just need the facts so they can find out what happened to Holly,” Shandra said, trying to convey to her husband that the twins needed to be handled differently than most witnesses. 

Ryan didn’t smile, but his eyes held sympathy and a look she’d seen before. There was something he was holding back. Was it something about the young woman or something the kids weren’t saying? 

“Jayden, why did you tell Deputy Trapp and us right now that it looked like she’d been hit by a sledgehammer?” Ryan asked. 

Shandra’s mind spun. Had that been what was used on Holly? It took clenching her jaw tight to keep from asking. 

“Because of,” he swallowed as if trying to keep something down in his throat.

“The shape of the bruises, torn skin, and the amount of broken facial bones,” Mia finished.

Jayden glared at her. “You say it as if you’re an expert. You aren’t. You’ve only had a trimester of college and that’s for nursing, not forensics.”

Mia leaned around Shandra. “But I’ve been reading all the books I could find on forensics and what weapons can do to bodies.”

Shandra gently settled Mia in her chair. “I thought you were in the nursing program?” 

Mia’s cheeks reddened. “I’ve decided I want to be a forensic pathologist. Professor Spark said he thinks I’d make a very good one.”

Shandra had to admit, Mia had the mind for solving puzzles. “I’m glad you found someone at the college who is helping you.”
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