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Chapter One
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Shandra Higheagle walked into the Art Quad at Warner High School and discovered a student backing the scrawny, weaselly art teacher up against the wall.

“Mr. Huntley, I don’t care if you are an adult or a teacher, you don’t treat my brother like he doesn’t have feelings. Because he does.” Boyd Lange, the star basketball player and older brother to Travis, a student with Autism, looked as if he would like to pluck Mr. Huntley’s poor excuse of a mustache out one whisker at a time. 

“Boyd!” Shandra hurried forward as fast as she could with her wet soled cowboy boots slipping on the vinyl flooring. 

The student glanced her way, shook the teacher, and shoved him against the wall before running down the hall and out a back door. 

“Mr. Huntley, are you hurt?” she asked, hoping her simple question didn’t make him think she was interested in him. He was known among the female teachers as a pathetic man who took any sign of interest in him as an opening to think they were an item. 

He shook himself like a dog and settled his open-necked shirt, which showed too much of his spindly-haired chest, back in place. “I’m fine. That boy is touchy when it comes to his brother.”

“It’s not touchy, it’s protective.” She peered down at the man, four inches shorter than herself. “I’ve heard you belittle Travis in front of the other students. Your disregard for his feelings leaves him open to the other students taunting him.”

The teacher curled his lip in distaste. “Another do-gooder. That boy shouldn’t be here. He belongs in a special school.” 

She shook her head. “No, he doesn’t. He just has to process things differently than the rest of us. He’s smarter and more talented than you.” Shandra pivoted on her boot heel and headed to the room she’d occupied this third quarter of the school year as a volunteer pottery teacher. 

The bell for her next class rang, and students began filing in. She smiled and greeted each by their name. As the last bell buzzed through the drone of voices, noting class was to begin,

Shandra scanned the room to make sure everyone was ready. Travis wasn’t at his pottery wheel.

“Has anyone seen Travis?” she asked.

“He was sitting in the commons in a corner mumbling to himself,” Sally offered. 

“You can all start working on your projects. I’ll be right back.” Shandra grabbed her coat off her chair and headed out of the room. She left the building through the front entrance, following the sidewalk to the entrance of the main building and the common area where students ate lunch. Even though it was mid-March, there were still spots of snow and ice on the walkway between the two buildings. 

The notion to hurry, hammered in her head. Why, she didn’t know. 

Inside the main building, she blinked to get her eyes accustomed to the indoor lighting versus the brightness of the piles of snow outside. 

Mr. Pawner, the principal, hovered in the far corner of the commons. She headed across the room and spotted Travis hunched at a table. 

The principal turned at the sound of her boot heels on the hard vinyl floor. “Ms. Higheagle, don’t you have a class?”

“Yes. And Travis is missing it.” She dropped to a crouch beside the distraught boy. “Travis? It’s Ms. Higheagle.”

He continued mumbling but flicked a gaze her direction. 

“You’re missing class. You like how the clay feels slipping through your fingers. Remember?” She made the motion of molding clay spinning on a wheel. 

Travis turned his head, watching her hands.

“Don’t you want to come finish the pot you’re making for your mother?” Shandra held out her hand to the young man. 

He nodded and put his hand in hers. She noticed he still had patches of paint from his class before lunch with Mr. Huntley. It was obvious the teacher had said something that made the boy run out of class without washing up. Whatever the man had said, Boyd had discovered.

She rose, drawing Travis to his feet. “Mr. Pawner, we’re going to class.”

Travis didn’t look at the principal. His head was downcast, and his lips still moved as he mumbled, but he walked alongside Shandra through the commons, outside, and into the Art Quad. 

When they entered the room, all talking stopped. She led Travis to his wheel and began her inspection of the other students’ work. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as the boy uncovered his work and began remolding the pot.

Nancy Tait, the special education teacher, arrived at the first buzz of the end of class bell. 

Shandra walked over to the woman, waiting for Travis to cover his work. “Mr. Huntley said something to him in art class before lunch. You might want to talk to him about not taking what that man says to heart.” 

Nancy’s brown pixie cut hair revealed her red tipped ears. It was apparent even though she didn’t say anything, she was angry with the art teacher. “I’ll do my best to let Travis know not to allow that man to ruin his day.” She walked over, put an arm around the boy’s shoulders, and led him out of the room, talking softly. 

Shandra cleaned up the room and gathered her belongings. She’d offered to volunteer in the art department at Warner High last fall on a whim. But she’d enjoyed working with the students every day this quarter. The best part was being able to work on her art in the mornings before coming in to the class before lunch, spending lunch visiting with the teachers, and then teaching the after-lunch period and going home. 

She smiled. Well, home for the last six weeks. Ryan’s house in Warner. They’d brought her traveling pottery wheel, buckets of clay, and Sheba to Warner the week before she’d started volunteering. They went to her house on the weekends, but she had to admit, living in town had its perks. 

Like now. She’d ordered pizza to go from the best pizza restaurant this morning and would pick it up on her way home. Since Ryan hadn’t texted he’d be late, they’d spend the evening watching movies and eating pizza. 

Before she could leave, Shandra had to check into the office and let Rachel, the secretary, know she was leaving for the day. She followed the sidewalk to the main entrance and stopped at the small window in front of the secretary’s desk. 

“Shandra, all done for the day?” Rachel ran one hand of flashy fingernails through her short, cherry red hair. 

“I am. It’s hard to believe there is only a week and a half left in this quarter and I’ll be done.” Last night when Ryan brought up the fact she would be moving back to her ranch on Huckleberry Mountain in two weeks, sadness had swamped her. She’d never thought of herself as a teacher, but then, she’d always enjoyed teaching workshops at art events. 

“I’m sure your students have learned a lot from you. Maybe you could do this again next year.” Rachel slid the sign-out board across the small counter.

Shandra signed. “That would be fun. I’ll have to talk to Ms. Tierney and Mr. Pawner about it.”

Gertrude Miller, the media center instructor, banged the door open at the far end of the commons. “Help! Help!”
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Chapter Two
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Detective Ryan Greer of the Weippe County Sheriff’s Department asked dispatch to repeat the call. 

“Suspected homicide at Warner High School,” his sister, Cathleen repeated, her voice cracking. Both her boys went to school there. 

“Was it a shooting?” he asked, fear for his nephews and Shandra pounded in his chest. The last few years with all the news about school shootings, he’d wondered when one would end up in their laps.

“No. It’s a teacher.” 

“Over.” He turned on the lights and siren and drove as fast as his SUV could go on marginally safe streets. The winter snow and ice hadn’t completely melted from the roads.

Buses were lined up along the front curb, waiting for the bell to signal the end of the day. He stopped behind the last one, hurrying up the sidewalk and into the main building. 

Shandra stood up from a bench along the wall by the office. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 

He pulled her into a hug. “I’m glad you’re safe. What happened?”

“I don’t know. Ms. Miller found Mr. Huntley behind the Art Quad building.” She shivered even though she had on her coat. 

“Did you see him?”

Her eyes flashed over his shoulder before she answered. “Not since she found him. There’s a city policeman watching over him.” 

“But you might know something of the cause?”

“I saw something earlier today, but I don’t believe...”

“That the person you saw with the man could have done it.” He knew Shandra too well. They’d worked together on nearly a dozen murders, and he could tell when she was covering for someone she felt was innocent. 

“We’ll talk later.” He squeezed her arm.

“You can go through the commons and out that side door.” She pointed to a door along the left side of the room. 

“You can go home. I’ll talk to you there.” 

She shook her head. “I’ll wait.”

“Direct the M.E. and ambulance this way, then.”

Shandra nodded and sat back down.

Ryan strode across the large common area to a door that was propped open. He spotted the local cop and a man and woman standing with him. 

“Stanley,” Ryan said, nodding to the Warner Police sergeant. 

“Greer. I figured they’d send our detective.” Stanley nodded toward a man slumped against the back of the Art Quad building. 

“Foster is on vacation. You get me.” Ryan pulled out his notebook. “And you are?” he asked the man and woman. 

“Russ Pawner, Principal,” the visibly shaken man said. 

“Gertrude Miller. Media Center instructor.” She had her arms wrapped around her body, hugging her winter coat tight. “I found him.” 

Ryan nodded. “Mr. Pawner, you may go. Make sure no students come back here.” He turned his attention to Ms. Miller. “How did you find him?”

She pointed. “Just like that.”

“Why were you back here?” 

“Oh! My rooms are in the back of the building. It’s faster for me to come out of the commons through that door and to this back door to get to my rooms.” 

“Where were you coming from?” he asked.

“Coming from? The main building.” She blinked at him.

“What were you doing in the main building?”

“Oh! I’d run in to check my inbox. I’ve been expecting a notice about a contest my students are entering. I was hoping I could give them good news and had run into the office after class started.” 

“Did you see anyone on your way to or from your room?” Ryan noted there were several muddy prints on the sidewalk. 

“No. I didn’t see anyone.” She glanced at the victim and then back at him. “But he could have been there when I went into the building. I didn’t look behind me as I hurried into the office.”

He nodded. “You can go back to work, but please remain after school is let out in case I have any more questions.”

She nodded and started to walk to the back door.

“Please use the front entrance and don’t allow any students to come out this way when class lets out.”

“Of course.” She tiptoed through the mud and snow patches to the front of the building. 

“Why don’t you wait for the M.E. and direct them back here instead of going through the main building,” he said to the man standing guard. 

Stanley nodded and headed to the parking area. 

Ryan pulled his camera out of his backpack and began snapping photos as he worked his way toward the victim. The man didn’t have a coat on, suggesting he had stepped out to either hurry to the office, like the woman who found him, or he was called out the back door for some reason. The cause of death appeared to be blunt force trauma to the head. There were strands of hair and blood on the wall at the point of contact. The large pool of red on the snow around his body indicated it was either a head wound, or someone had cut the carotid artery in his neck.

Pulling on gloves, Ryan checked the man’s neck. Nothing severed. The body collapsed in a way that didn’t indicate the victim had tried to stop a fall. He picked up the man’s hands. There weren’t any scrapes, ice, or dirt to indicate the victim put his hands out to keep from hitting the ground. From the way the body slumped sideways against the building, his feet could have gone out from under him and he fell. But there should have been scrapes on his hands or his shoes. 

He wasn’t convinced this had been an accident. But they would know for sure after an autopsy. Ryan snapped photos up close and on the ground around the body. Sparkles on the sidewalk caught his attention. Glitter. He picked some up on the end of his gloved finger and put it into an evidence bag. Then he scraped hair and blood samples from the wall into an evidence jar. 

Having presided over many homicides and accidental deaths, Ryan was leaning toward this being a homicide. It didn’t look to him as if the victim had fallen of his own accord. 

Had the shove that caused him to hit his head been accidental, provoked, or intentional? This was the part of his job he relished. Finding the clues that pieced the homicide together. 

He took more photos, pulled out the man’s wallet, and wrote down all the information. 

Sirens became louder and died. 

The sound of a gurney and voices grew near. 
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Chapter Three
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Shandra sat still as the bell rang and the students hurried out the main entrance. Once the hall and common room had cleared, she went in search of Nancy. She found the woman in her small office, rubbing her temples. 

A quiet knock on the door frame caught the woman’s attention. 

“Shandra. Come in.” Nancy began stacking folders on her desk, avoiding eye contact. 

“Did you hear? Gertrude found Roger Huntley—”

“I heard. It’s awful to have had that happen at the school, but I can understand someone losing their cool with that man.” The anger she’d witnessed in the woman before resurfaced. 

Shandra stared at her friend. “We don’t know it wasn’t an accident. The sidewalks around here have been slippery lately.” She hoped it was an accident. If Ryan thought it was anything else, he’d go after Boyd and Travis. She had a gut feeling the two had nothing to do with the teacher’s death.

“Yes. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t jump to conclusions just because the man was disliked.” Nancy still didn’t meet her gaze.

“I was wondering if you found out what Mr. Huntley had said to Travis and if he was feeling better by the time school let out?” Shandra sat in the chair directly in front of the messy desk.

The woman looked perplexed. “Travis refused to say what Roger had said to him. But he kept insisting Boyd didn’t hurt him. I know Boyd would never hurt Travis.” 

Shandra had a feeling she knew what Travis meant. “Did you keep Travis in here all last period?” 

“On our way here, he stopped at the restroom and I came on to the office. He showed up about fifteen minutes later.” Her brown eyes widened. “You don’t think...He’d never!”

“No. I don’t think Travis hurt Mr. Huntley. But he might have seen if it was an accident or not.” She couldn’t believe Boyd would intentionally kill anyone, even when standing up for his brother. “Who else had a problem with Mr. Huntley?” 

Nancy waved her hand. “Just about anyone who came in contact with the little prick.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “I-I didn’t mean...”

Shandra held up a hand. “I know he came on too strong with the female teachers. What about the male teachers? Why did Mr. Pawner keep him on if he irritated so many others?”

“I honestly don’t know why he was still here. I know of four female teachers who reported him for sexual harassment. And I think one student.”

Shandra shuddered. She’d had the same problem with an instructor in college. “A student who still goes here?”

Nancy shook her head. “No. It was a couple of years ago. She was a senior at the time. Actually, our star drama student.” She tapped a pencil on the desk. “She said Mr. Huntley made advances toward her during a play practice. Her boyfriend backed her up, saying he caught Huntley groping the girl.” 

Bile rose in Shandra’s throat. She hated hearing about these things. Adults were to be safe havens for kids, not predators. She made a note to come early tomorrow and visit with the drama students.

“Thank you. If you hear anything let me know. My fiancé is the detective working the case. I can pass it along to him.” Shandra stood and walked to the door. 

“Roger was a nasty man, but no one deserves to die before their time,” Nancy said as Shandra stepped out of the room. 

She agreed. 

Walking up the hall, she spotted Ryan entering the commons from the side door. She caught up to him as he stopped at the secretary’s desk.

“I’d like to speak with Mr. Pawner now,” Ryan said, making eye contact with Shandra. 

“He’s expecting you, Detective.” Rachel reached over and opened the door leading into the school offices. “Shandra, can I help you?”

“She’s with me,” Ryan said, motioning for her to catch up.

Rachel’s eyebrows rose, but she didn’t say anything.

Shandra slipped past Ryan and led him down the small hallway to the principal’s office. She knocked on the door frame. 

Mr. Pawner glanced up. “Come in. Shandra, I’m surprised to see you escorting the police.” The principal leaned back in his chair, but his eyes didn’t hold the usual merry glint.

“She’s with me,” Ryan said, again. 

Russ glanced between them and straightened in his chair. “I see. Did you determine Roger Huntley’s death was an accident?”

Ryan shook his head. “I can’t say anything until forensics has a look at him.”

Shandra knew that look and tone. Ryan had already determined it wasn’t an accident. The thought that someone from this school could have shoved the man hard enough to kill him had the acid in her stomach burning. She pressed a hand to her breast bone. 

The principal studied Ryan. “Then it could have been an accident? Do you think he died instantly? I’d hate to think someone could have done something for him if they’d come along sooner.”

Shandra didn’t understand the principal’s interest in whether or not Roger had suffered. As far as she’d seen, the principal didn’t have any more love for the art teacher than anyone else.

“Most likely. I’ll know more after forensics gets done with him.” Ryan pulled out his notepad. “Was Huntley a well-liked teacher?”

Shandra coughed. Both Ryan and Mr. Pawner studied her.

“He hit on every female teacher and didn’t take no for an answer,” she said.

Ryan faced her. “Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

She shrugged. “He seemed harmless.”

He frowned and turned back to the principal. “Did any female teachers file complaints against him?”

Mr. Pawner picked up a file. “You’ll find all of them in there. Even the one filed by a student.”

Ryan’s eyebrows rose. “A student? Only one?”

The principal nodded. “Only the one complaint. If the boyfriend hadn’t walked in, I doubt it would have been filed.”

“Why is that?” Shandra asked.

“Because, unfortunately, most of the girls who come through here know about Mr. Huntley and only take his art class and do drama because that is where their hearts are set. They put up with him to get good grades and good parts.”

She stared at the man. “You knew this lecherous man was using his authority to torment girls and you didn’t do anything?”

He held up his hands. “He’s-was- the grandson of the couple who donated the money for the Art Quad. One of their requirements was that Roger had a lifetime teaching job here.” Russ sighed. “I had to look the other way to keep our funding for that building.” 

Shandra shook her head. It was close to blackmail. 

Ryan had been glancing through the file. “I’d like to see all of the teachers who filed complaints.” 

Mr. Pawner picked up his phone and pushed a button. “Rachel, would you have Ms. Trainor, Ms. Tait, Ms. Miller, and Mary Turpin come to my office please?” He nodded and replaced the phone. “Jennifer in food services also filled out a complaint. But she went home a couple hours ago.” 

Shandra stared at the man. How could funding for a building be more important than someone feeling safe at work, or in the case of the students, at school? 

“There are more complaints in here,” Ryan said.

“Those teachers are no longer here.”

“I can understand why when you don’t back them up in their complaints.” Shandra had thought of Mr. Pawner as an upstanding and sympathetic principal. After hearing all of this, she was changing her mind. He was weak and had sacrificed his employees and students for money. 
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Chapter Four
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Ryan could tell that Shandra didn’t care for the man’s actions. He didn’t condone them either. By not standing up to the man’s grandparents, he’d put others at risk and possibly caused the man’s death. 

The phone on the principal’s desk buzzed.

“Yes, Rachel? Just a minute.” Pawner held the phone and looked at him. “Do you want them to all come back together or one at a time?”

“I’d like them one at a time and in another office.” Ryan couldn’t imagine the women would talk candidly with him with their superior who ignored their complaints in the room. 

Pawner spoke into the phone. “One at a time. Send Ms. Trainor into Mr. Marlow’s office. I know he left early this afternoon for a doctor’s appointment.” He replaced the phone. “Shandra do you know where the athletic director’s office is?”

“Yes.” She stood and walked to the door. 

Ryan followed, feeling her agitation. 

In the hall, she turned to him. “Can you believe he ignored these women’s claims to keep funding for the school?”

“I don’t like it either. I want you to sit in on the questioning. They’ll feel more comfortable having another woman present. And one they can tell understands.”

She nodded and turned down a hall, stopping in front of a door with the words “Athletic Director Don Marlow” etched on the glass. 

Inside sat a slender woman with her blonde hair in a bun. Her back was straight as a yard stick. Her head swiveled as they entered. 

“Hi Yvonne. This is Detective Ryan Greer with the Weippe County Sheriff’s Department. He’s investigating Mr. Huntley’s death.” Shandra pulled a chair up beside the woman. 

“Ms. Trainor.” Ryan held out his hand. “This is an informal questioning to learn about the deceased.”

The woman relaxed a bit. “I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”

“You work in the Art Quad, so you must have come in contact with Mr. Huntley.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Not if I could help it.”

Ryan had hoped she’d be more forthcoming. “I have a file with your harassment complaint. Care to fill me in?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “He kept the file? I figured because nothing came of my complaint, Mr. Pawner had thrown it in the trash.” 

“He kept yours and those of several other teachers,” Shandra said, drawing the woman’s attention. “Even one by a student.”

Ms. Trainor shot to her feet. “I knew he had to be bothering the students. He was too much of a pervert not to.” She sat down and stared at Shandra. “How much harm did he cause?”

“We’re not sure. We just learned all of this,” Ryan said, bringing the woman’s gaze back to him. “You didn’t answer my question. What did he do to you?”

“Comments, backing me into corners, touching me inappropriately. I caught him following me one evening after I left the grocery store.” Her mouth twisted as if she’d bitten down on something distasteful. “That’s when I went to the police. But they said I needed to have seen him on more than one occasion and he had to have threatened my life.” She narrowed her eyes. “I think he got what he deserved.”

Ryan had to agree with her, but it was his job to find out who killed him. “When did you go to the police, before or after you filed this complaint with the principal?”

“After. I thought for sure with my complaint here and seeing him following me, something would be done. But it wasn’t. He did stop catching me by myself in the dance studio. I didn’t think about it other than I was glad I didn’t have to always watch my back.”

“Then you think he found a new victim?” Shandra asked. 

Ryan studied her. Had the man been harassing her? She hadn’t said anything, but he knew she’d been in a similar situation before he met her.

“That’s the only thing I could think of.” Her hand covered her mouth. “I hope it wasn’t a student.” 

Ryan had the same thoughts. 

He dismissed Ms. Trainor and asked her to send in Ms. Miller, the woman who found the body and had registered a complaint. 

Shandra stood, pacing the room when the woman left. “I hope that man hadn’t turned his attentions on a student.”

Ryan put a hand out, stopping her movement. She glanced down at him. “Did he harass you?”

She shook her head. “No. He was obnoxious, having his shirt unbuttoned too much and his gaze hovered on my body instead of my face, but he didn’t say anything or do anything that felt threatening. But I was taller than him. These women are all his height or shorter. He was preying on the females he felt superior over.” 

He had to agree with her pronouncement. 

A soft knock on the door revealed the woman he’d found standing with Stanley when he’d arrived. 

“Come in, Ms. Miller.” Ryan stood, motioning to the empty chair in front of his. 

The woman was petite, average looks, mousey brown hair. She scurried in and took the seat, smiling timidly at Shandra.

“Ms. Miller, it’s been brought to our attention, you are one of the teachers who filed a complaint against the deceased,” Ryan said.

The woman’s face blanched at the mention of the complaint. “I thought that had been tossed out when I realized Roger was the grandson of Mr. and Mrs. Dalforth.”

“You were willing to forgive his behavior because his grandparents funded the Art Quad?” Shandra asked in a reproachful tone.

“No! I told him if he didn’t stop bothering me, I’d tell his grandfather. But I figured that was why Mr. Pawner didn’t move forward with it. He prided himself on getting the Art Quad when he took over as principal here.” Ms. Miller studied Ryan. “It was an accident, wasn’t it?”
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