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  Welcome


Welcome to The Third Thread, the third novel in the Twin Truth Mystery Series. 
While each book follows a new mystery, the stories are connected by the people of Barrow Creek—a community where old records, forgotten history, and long-buried secrets often hold the key to present-day crimes.
Clara and Carla Collins have learned that truth is rarely simple. Every answer uncovers another question, and every mystery reveals another thread waiting to be followed. This time, an unexpected discovery leads them toward a forgotten cemetery, hidden family connections, and a secret someone has worked for decades to keep buried.
Whether this is your first visit to Barrow Creek or you've followed the sisters from the beginning, I hope you'll enjoy the journey and the characters who continue to prove that courage, friendship, and perseverance can shine even in the darkest moments.
Thank you for choosing The Third Thread. Settle in, follow the clues, and enjoy the mystery.
— Nell Piper






  
  The Letter That Shouldn't Exist



The morning arrived quietly over Barrow Creek. 
A thin layer of fog rested along the creek banks, drifting low across the pastureland like smoke that had forgotten where it came from. The ranch was waking slowly. Horses shifted in their stalls. The distant rumble of a tractor echoed from the south field.
Clara Collins stood on the porch of the ranch house with a cup of coffee warming her hands.
For the first time in nearly two years, life felt normal. No hidden accounts. No late-night warnings. No strangers watching from parked vehicles. No attorneys calling with urgent questions.
Just morning. Just peace.
Daniel stepped out onto the porch beside her.
"You look like you're trying to solve a mystery."
Clara smiled. "I was actually trying not to."
Daniel laughed softly. "That's probably healthier."
She glanced toward him. The easy comfort between them still surprised her sometimes.
The first months at Barrow Creek had been filled with uncertainty. Fear. Questions neither of them wanted to ask. Now those walls had begun to disappear. Not all at once. Just slowly. Like sunrise.
Daniel leaned against the porch rail. "Town council meeting tonight."
"I know."
"You going?"
"Tessa threatened to drag me there if I don't."
"Then I'd suggest attending."
"Probably wise."
They both turned when a truck appeared on the long gravel drive. The county mail carrier. Nothing unusual. Except the truck stopped at the house instead of the mailbox near the road.
Daniel frowned.
"That's different."
The carrier climbed out holding a large envelope. He crossed the yard and handed it directly to Clara. "Certified delivery." Clara looked down at it. No return address. Just her name in bold letters: 
CLARA COLLINS, Barrow Creek Ranch, Barrow Creek, Texas
The carrier tipped his hat. "Need a signature." A moment later he was gone. Daniel looked at the envelope. 
"Expecting anything?"
"No."
She turned it over. The flap had already begun to separate from age. Not recently mailed. Old. Very old. A strange feeling settled in her stomach. One she hadn't felt in months. She opened it. Inside was a folded letter. Yellowed. Brittle. The paper looked decades old. Carefully, she unfolded it.
The handwriting was neat. Precise. Fountain pen.
The date at the top stopped her cold. June 14, 1987. "What is it?" Daniel asked. Clara didn't answer immediately. She began reading. Then read it again. And a third time.
Her coffee sat forgotten on the porch rail. Daniel noticed her expression change. "What happened?" Slowly, Clara handed him the letter.
He read. His eyes narrowed. The message was short. Only a few paragraphs. But the final sentence seemed to pull the air from the morning.
If anyone ever finds this letter, the maps were never destroyed. The truth remains buried beneath the third survey. Do not trust the county records.
Daniel lowered the page. Neither spoke. The breeze moved through the pasture. The horses shifted again.
Everything looked exactly the same. Yet suddenly it wasn't.
"Third survey?" Daniel finally asked.
Clara shook her head.
"I don't know."
The name at the bottom of the letter caught her attention. She hadn't noticed it before. Her pulse quickened.
"Daniel."
"What?"
She pointed.
He looked.
Signed in faded ink was a name neither of them expected to see. Evelyn Mercer. Daniel stared. "That's impossible."
Clara nodded. Evelyn Mercer. The county surveyor who had disappeared thirty years ago. The woman whose records were supposedly destroyed in a courthouse fire. The woman no one in Barrow Creek had talked about in decades.
Daniel looked back at the letter. "Why would this be sent now?"
Clara's mind raced. The legal battles were over. The land dispute was settled. The aquifer case had ended. Everything connected to the old corruption should have been finished. Should have been. Yet here was a letter. A warning. A name from the past. And one sentence she couldn't stop reading.
The truth remains buried beneath the third survey.
A truck engine sounded from the driveway. Carla stepped out carrying Bandit beside her. The dog immediately sensed the tension. His ears rose.
"What happened?"
Clara handed her the letter.
Carla read it.
Then read it again.
The smile disappeared from her face.
"Oh no."
Daniel nodded.
"That's about where we are."
Carla looked toward the distant county courthouse visible across town.
"The survey records." Clara followed her gaze. A feeling she knew far too well settled in her chest. Not fear exactly. Recognition. The feeling that came when a thread appeared. A small one. Almost invisible. Easy to ignore. But connected to something larger. Something hidden. Something waiting.
Daniel folded the letter carefully. "What do we do now?" For a long moment, Clara said nothing. Then she looked toward town. Toward the courthouse.
Toward records that were supposed to be settled. Toward secrets someone had apparently tried very hard to bury. And maybe hadn't succeeded. Finally, she smiled. Not because she was happy. Because she already knew the answer.
"We start pulling threads."
Far beyond the ranch, beyond the courthouse and the creek and the county lines, someone else was already watching the same records. And unlike Clara, they knew exactly what the third survey contained. They also knew one other thing. If Clara Collins discovered the truth, everything that had been hidden for thirty years would come apart.
Again.






  
  A Missing Parcel



The county courthouse looked smaller than Clara remembered. Or perhaps it only felt that way. After everything that had happened during the past two years, the old brick building no longer carried the same weight. Once, it had represented obstacles, hidden filings, and records that seemed determined to stay buried. 
Now it simply stood at the center of town, surrounded by oak trees and a handful of pickup trucks parked along the square.
At least that's what Clara told herself. Yet as she climbed the courthouse steps beside Carla the following morning, the folded letter from Evelyn Mercer rested heavily in her purse.
Bandit trotted at Carla's side, drawing smiles from several people crossing the square. "Everyone likes him," Carla said. Bandit seemed pleased by the attention. "He knows."
Daniel had stayed at the ranch to oversee a cattle delivery, though he had made Clara promise to call the moment they learned anything.
Tessa Morrow was already waiting near the entrance. The former paralegal stood holding a notebook and a large iced tea. "You two look like you didn't sleep." "We didn't," Carla admitted. 
Tessa grinned. "Good. I'd be disappointed if you started acting normal." Clara laughed despite herself. Some things never changed. Tessa fell into step beside them.
"Tell me again exactly what the letter said. " Clara repeated the final lines. The maps were never destroyed. The truth remains buried beneath the third survey. Do not trust the county records.
Tessa frowned. "That's the part bothering me."
"The county records?" "No. The third survey."
They entered the courthouse.
The familiar scent of old paper, polished wood, and decades of accumulated dust greeted them.
Tessa lowered her voice.
"People don't usually number surveys that way."
"What do you mean?" Carla asked.
"If a parcel is surveyed multiple times, each survey receives a filing number. Sometimes corrections happen. Sometimes boundary disputes require revisions."
She paused.
"But someone referring to 'the third survey' specifically suggests there were multiple versions."
"More than one map."
"Exactly."
Clara considered that.
The land dispute from the aquifer case had involved altered boundary markers and questionable filings.
Could there have been an earlier version that everyone overlooked?
Or a later one hidden from public view? The thought sent a chill through her. They reached the records office where Mrs. Watkins, a familiar clerk, sat behind the counter. She looked up over her glasses and immediately smiled.
"Well now." The smile widened. "If it isn't the Collins twins."
Carla groaned.
"That's never a good sign."
Mrs. Watkins laughed. "Usually means paperwork is about to become exciting."
"That's exactly what we're afraid of," Clara said.
The older woman motioned them forward.
"What can I help you find?"
Clara exchanged a glance with Tessa.
"We're looking for survey records."
Mrs. Watkins sighed dramatically.
"Ah. You want the exciting kind of paperwork."
Tessa leaned on the counter. "Property surveys. Old ones."
"How old?"
Clara took a breath.
"1987."
The clerk's smile faded slightly.
"That's a while back." She turned toward the filing computers. "What property?"
Clara pulled out the letter.
"We're not entirely sure."
Mrs. Watkins adjusted her glasses. "That's less helpful."
"Sorry."
The clerk studied the date.
Then something unexpected happened.
The woman's expression changed.
Only for a moment.
A flicker. Gone almost immediately. But Clara noticed. So did Tessa.
Mrs. Watkins typed several entries into the system.
The monitor reflected faintly in her glasses.
Then she frowned. Typed again. Looked puzzled. Typed a third time. "That's strange."
Clara felt her stomach tighten.
"What is?"
Mrs. Watkins leaned closer to the screen. "There should be records."
"There aren't?"
The clerk hesitated. "No."
Tessa straightened. "No records at all?"
Mrs. Watkins shook her head slowly. "Not for that parcel."
"Which parcel?"
The clerk pointed to where a legal description had appeared on the screen. Several lines of property identification numbers. Township markers. Boundary references.
Clara didn't recognize any of it.
Tessa did.
Her eyes widened.
"Oh."
"What?" Carla asked.
Tessa looked up.
"That's impossible."
"You're not helping."
Tessa pointed to the monitor. "That parcel is the original Mercer property." The name landed like a stone.
Mercer. Evelyn Mercer. The woman who signed the letter. Clara stared at the screen.
"She owned land?"
"Years ago."
Mrs. Watkins nodded.
"Most people forgot about it."
"Where was it?"
The clerk pulled up a county map where a faded outline appeared, with roads,  creeks, and property lines.
Then Clara saw it.
The parcel sat directly between Barrow Creek Ranch and the land involved in the aquifer dispute. Right in the center. Almost as though everything connected.
Carla leaned closer. "That's not a coincidence." "No," Tessa agreed. "It definitely isn't."
Mrs. Watkins clicked several more entries. Her frown deepened. "Now that's odd." "What?" The clerk turned the monitor slightly. The parcel record existed. The ownership records existed. Tax records existed. But one section stood empty. Completely empty.
Survey Documents. Nothing. Not a single file. Not one map. Not one survey. Not one revision. The entire category was blank.
Tessa stared. "That's impossible." Mrs. Watkins nodded. "It shouldn't happen."
"Maybe they were lost in the courthouse fire?"
The clerk shook her head. "The fire happened years later."
"Then where did they go?"
Silence settled over the counter. Mrs. Watkins finally spoke. "Records don't usually disappear."
"Usually?" Carla asked.
The clerk gave a careful smile. "Usually."
Tessa crossed her arms. "I hate that word."
Mrs. Watkins lowered her voice. "There is one thing." Clara leaned forward.
"What?"
The clerk glanced toward the back offices.
Making sure no one else was listening.
Then she spoke quietly.
"A few years ago, someone requested access to those files."
"Who?"
"I don't know."
"You must have a name."
The clerk shook her head.
"The request wasn't made through normal channels."
Tessa's expression darkened.
"What does that mean?"
"It means someone above my pay grade authorized access."
"County officials?"
Mrs. Watkins shrugged.
"I never saw the paperwork."
Clara felt the familiar sensation returning.
The same feeling she had experienced when the first suspicious financial records surfaced.
A small inconsistency. One missing piece. A detail that shouldn't matter. Except it did.
Because missing things rarely vanished by accident. Especially records. Especially maps. Especially when someone had taken the time to send a warning letter nearly forty years after it was written.
Carla broke the silence. "So we have a missing survey." Tessa nodded. "Possibly three missing surveys."
Mrs. Watkins looked uncomfortable. "I didn't say that."
"You didn't have to."
The clerk sighed. "No, I suppose I didn't."
Clara folded her arms.
"Can we see everything else connected to the parcel?"
Mrs. Watkins considered.
Then she smiled.
"The legal answer?"
"Yes."
"No."
Carla groaned.
"The practical answer?"
Mrs. Watkins stood. "Follow me."
Tessa grinned. "That's why you're my favorite clerk."
Mrs. Watkins pointed a finger at her. "Don't tell the others."
The four women disappeared into the archive room.
None of them noticed the man sitting quietly at a table near the courthouse entrance.
He appeared to be reading a newspaper. Nothing unusual. Nothing suspicious. Just another visitor.
Yet as soon as they vanished into the records room, he folded the paper. Reached for his phone. And sent a single text message.
They're asking about Mercer. A response arrived less than a minute later.
Watch them.
The man slipped the phone into his pocket, and returned to reading the newspaper as though nothing at all had happened.






  
  Tessa's Questions



The archive room sat at the back of the courthouse, hidden behind a narrow hallway and a door that looked older than some of the records it protected. 
Rows of metal shelving stretched from one end of the room to the other. Boxes. Ledgers. Property books. Faded maps. Decades of county history. Dust floated through beams of sunlight filtering from the high windows.
Mrs. Watkins switched on another light.
"There you are." Carla looked around. "If someone locked me in here, I don't think anyone would find me for weeks."
Tessa smiled. "That's because you'd start reading random records."
"I absolutely would."
"Exactly."
Bandit settled near the door, apparently deciding his job was to guard everyone while they worked.
Mrs. Watkins led them toward a row of shelves marked PROPERTY RECORDS. "The Mercer parcel file should still be here." A few moments later, she located a large archive box.
The label read:
MERCER PROPERTY — TOWNSHIP 14
She carried it to a table.
Clara felt her pulse quicken.
For thirty years someone had apparently worked very hard to keep people from asking questions. Now the answers might be sitting inside an ordinary cardboard box.
Mrs. Watkins lifted the lid. The contents looked untouched.
Tax records. Ownership transfers. Land assessments. Agricultural reports. Old correspondence. Everything except the surveys. Exactly as the computer had indicated.
Tessa immediately began sorting through the documents.
Clara noticed something familiar in her expression. The look Tessa always wore when a puzzle had grabbed hold of her attention. "What are you looking for?" Clara asked.
Tessa didn't look up. "A mistake."
Carla laughed. "That's oddly specific."
"It's always a mistake."
"What is?"
"The thing people miss when they're trying to hide something." That earned a smile from Mrs. Watkins. "You're sounding more like a lawyer every year."
Tessa shrugged.
"People make mistakes with paperwork, especially." Clara pulled several documents from a folder. Most appeared routine. Property taxes. Fence permits. Livestock declarations. Nothing unusual. At least not at first glance.
Carla opened another folder. "Here's something." Everyone looked up.
"What?" Clara asked.
Carla slid a document across the table. An ownership statement. Dated 1988. One year after Evelyn Mercer's letter.
Tessa read it carefully. Then frowned. "Hmm." "What?" "This doesn't make sense."
Clara leaned closer. The property had been transferred to a trust, which is not uncommon. Many landowners did that. But something about it bothered Tessa.
She read it again. Then again. Finally, she tapped the page. "Who's the trustee?" Carla scanned the document. "No name." "Exactly."
Mrs. Watkins stepped closer. "Let me see that." The clerk adjusted her glasses. A moment later, she frowned as well.
"That's odd."
Clara was growing tired of hearing that word.
"What's odd now?" 
Mrs. Watkins pointed to the signature section. "There should be a trustee listed, and there isn't one."
Tessa nodded slowly. "Someone removed it." The room grew quiet. Clara looked down. A faint rectangular discoloration appeared on the paper as though a name had once existed there, and later been covered or copied over.
Carla stared. "Can they do that?" "Legally?"
Tessa smiled. "No."
"Then why is it here?"
Tessa folded her arms.
"Excellent question."
Mrs. Watkins looked uncomfortable. "Records from the eighties weren't digitized immediately. Some were copied several times."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning someone could have altered a later version."
Clara felt a familiar unease.
Not because the evidence was dramatic. Because it wasn't. The biggest clues were rarely dramatic. They were small, subtle. Easy to overlook. Exactly the kind of thing Clara had spent years noticing in financial records.
Tessa continued sorting through the files. Ten minutes later, she stopped again. Then another five minutes later. Then again.
Finally, Carla groaned. "You've made that face three times."
"What face?"
"The face that says something is wrong."
Tessa sat back. "Three things are wrong."
Mrs. Watkins sighed.
"Only three?"
"Give me time."
Clara laughed despite herself.
"What are they?"
Tessa organized several documents into a neat pile.
"First." She tapped the ownership transfer. "The missing trustee."
Everyone nodded.
"Second." She placed another paper beside it. An agricultural assessment. 1989, "The acreage changes."
Clara looked confused.
"By how much?"
"Five acres."
"That's not much."
"It is when the boundary lines never officially changed."
That got Clara's attention.
Carla leaned forward.
"You're saying the property got larger?"
"According to this report."
Mrs. Watkins examined it.
"She's right."
Clara frowned.
"How does land gain five acres?"
"It doesn't."
Tessa's answer was immediate.
"Unless someone changes the survey."
The room fell silent. There it was again. The survey. Always leading back to the missing survey. Or surveys.
Tessa held up a third document.
"And this is the one I really don't like."
Clara took it. A payment authorization. County records department. Dated July 1990. She scanned the page. Nothing stood out.
"What am I missing?"
Tessa pointed to the signature.
Clara froze. She knew that name. Or rather, she knew the family name.
Harlan.
The same name is connected to one of the county commissioners involved in the recent aquifer dispute. Not the commissioner himself. His father.
But still. The connection made her stomach tighten. "That's a coincidence," Carla said.
"No," Tessa replied quietly. "I don't think it is."
Mrs. Watkins looked troubled now.
"That family has been involved in county government for decades."
"Exactly."
Tessa gathered the three documents together.
Missing trustee. Changing acreage. County authorization. One family name appears where it shouldn't.
Clara stared at the papers.
Three small inconsistencies.
Each one is insignificant by itself. Together, they formed a pattern. The same pattern that had uncovered the fraud in the first investigation.
Carla broke the silence. "So, what do we do?" Tessa looked toward the archive shelves. Rows upon rows of records. Thousands of forgotten documents. Decades of county history. Then she smiled. The expression made Clara nervous.
"What?"
Tessa pointed deeper into the archives.
"We stop looking at the Mercer property."
Clara blinked.
"What?"
"The answers aren't there."
Carla frowned.
"Then where are they?"
Tessa gathered the papers into a folder. "If I were hiding something, I'd remove the evidence from the file everyone would check."
Mrs. Watkins slowly nodded. "She's right."
Clara looked from one woman to the other. "Then where do we look?"
Tessa's smile widened. "The neighboring parcels."
"The parcels next to Mercer?"
"Exactly."
Carla groaned. "Of course." Tessa stood.
"If there really was a third survey, someone had to move a boundary." "And boundaries affect neighboring properties."
"Now you're thinking."
Mrs. Watkins pointed toward another aisle. "Those records are over there."
Tessa headed that direction immediately.
Bandit rose and followed.
Clara and Carla exchanged a glance. The investigation was less than two days old, and they already had a missing survey. A hidden trustee. Five disappearing acres. A familiar family name, and a parcel that seemed connected to everything.
Clara looked down at Evelyn Mercer's letter. The truth remains buried beneath the third survey. For the first time, she began to wonder if the survey wasn't hiding a piece of land. Perhaps it was hiding a person. Or a secret. Or a crime. And if that was true, someone might still be protecting it.
Somewhere else in the courthouse, the man with the newspaper quietly stood and walked away. He had heard enough, and now he had another message to send. “They found the acreage discrepancy.” This time, the response came immediately. “Then they're moving faster than expected.”
The man slipped the phone into his pocket. A second message appeared. One that made him pause.
“DO NOT LET THEM FIND PARCEL 17.”
The man stared at the screen. Then slowly deleted the conversation. And left the courthouse.
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