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Chapter One
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Wallowa Lake

As he climbed out of his sleeping bag on the shores of scenic Wallowa Lake, Oregon, Gus Farley yawned and farted loudly. He stood, stretching his massive six-foot-eight-inch, 250-pound frame to work out the kinks in his back. Sweeping his tawny, unkempt lion’s mane back from his brown eyes, he traipsed down the hill to a small dock on the water’s edge. Gus was a mountain man who favored living as part of nature rather than closed in by four walls—unless it snowed.

Squatting to splash the lake’s icy water on his sleepy face, he slowly drew out the trotline he’d set out the night before. From its feel, he knew the fish hadn’t shown interest in the bait he’d used. As he reeled it in, he stared dismayed at the empty hooks dangling from the line. 

Shaking his head in frustration, he scratched his long, snow-white beard, stood, and ambled back to camp. He had anticipated a breakfast of fresh trout; he’d have to settle for the beef jerky he kept for such emergencies. 

As he opened his stash of jerky, an approaching car drew his attention. A Wallowa County Sheriff’s cruiser pulled up to his camp, parking near his lean-to. An attractive female in uniform got out and strolled over to him. 

Sheriff Missy Anderson stood 5’7” with a slender build. In her mid-thirties, her curly, auburn hair and attractive features still caught men’s eyes. In her hands was a small paper sack. 

“Mornin,’ Gus. Fish biting today?” she asked as she approached him.

“Uh, nope. Ah was a-hopin’ ta catch a few fer mah breakfas’, Ah’m a-feelin’ ra’ht hongry,” the big man replied, gnawing on some jerky. 

“We thought you might enjoy some homemade blueberry muffins. Belinda made them especially for you,” she said, handing him the sack. Belinda, or Bella,  was Missy’s nine-year-old daughter, who’d taken to Gus the first time she laid eyes on him, calling him “Uncle Gus” from that moment on. His warm mocha-colored eyes lit up at her offering—as they did at any mention of food. 

“Thankee kin’ly, Missy. Give tha li’l ‘possum’ a hug fer me. Tell ’er ‘Uncle Gus’ is much ’bliged fer tha grub,” he said, grinning eagerly. He grabbed a muffin out of the bag and popped the whole thing into his mouth at once. 

“She knows how much you love blueberries and muffins. If you don’t have any luck with the fishing, you’re welcome to join us for dinner later. Jake’s making his famous chicken saltimbocca,” she offered, to entice him. 

Gus seldom refused a free meal. “Thet sounds ra’ht good. Whut time ya’ think them vittles’ll be ready?” he asked around a mouthful of muffin. 

“Oh, I imagine around six this evening. I forgot to tell you, a traveling carnival pulled up outside town late yesterday. Tomorrow is Belinda’s tenth birthday, and she’d sure like for you to take her,” Missy said. 

“Ah reckon Ah’d be tickled pink ta take ’er. Ain’t been ta a carnival in a coon’s age,” the big man said between chews. 

“Great. Well, I have to get to work, I’ll see you this evening. Bring your appetite, Jake always makes more than we can eat,” she assured him. 

“Mmmph,” Gus nodded, his mouth full of muffin. 
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SHE CHUCKLED AS SHE climbed in her cruiser and drove back toward town. The Wallowa County sheriff’s headquarters sat in the neighboring town of Enterprise, the county seat. The city lay a few miles northwest of Joseph, a smaller town nearest the Andersons’ home in eastern Oregon’s remote Wallowa Mountains. 

She passed the large open field on the edge of town where the carnival folk busily set up equipment for rides and booths. Slowing down, she read a sign posted in front of the entrance that read, “Help wanted—Inquire within.” 

The carnival’s name, WRIGHT BROS. CARNIVAL EXTRAORDINAIRE!, was printed in large crimson lettering on a sheet of canvas stretched between two stout poles. Watching the ‘carnies’ assemble the tents, a shiver ran down her spine. She had never been to a carnival; she’d always been leery of them. Her daughter, Belinda, had never experienced one either. 

In fact, in all the years she’d lived here, Missy couldn’t remember ever seeing a carnival stop this close to Joseph. It wasn’t that surprising, she supposed. The smaller tourist towns were off the beaten path for most traveling shows. She drove on to the sheriff’s office, arriving minutes later. As she walked in the front door, she found her two deputies lounging in her office. 

“’Morning, hope yours is better than mine,” Deputy Dianne Flowers grumbled in greeting. Dianne was a former lieutenant detective with the Boulder PD who’d moved here a year ago, when Missy offered her a deputy position with the sheriff’s office after Dianne had grown tired of life and crime in the big city. 

“Somebody piss in your cornflakes?” Missy asked her friend as she poured herself a cup of cop coffee.

“Nope. Just didn’t sleep well last night,” the tall, attractive woman with short, dark hair muttered. “Woke to a horrible nightmare around four this morning, never got back to sleep,” she said wearily. Missy had noticed the dark circles under her normally bright blue eyes.

“You wanna talk about it?” Missy asked her, pouring herself a cup of coffee. 

“No, I don’t. Did you happen to see the carnival on your way in?” Dianne changed the subject. 

“Could hardly miss it. Bella’s excited about it. I’ve never been to one. Best I can remember, this town has never seen a traveling carnival before. She wants her ‘Uncle Gus’ to take her tomorrow to celebrate her birthday,” Missy winced at the taste of her coffee. 

“That should be fun. You and Jake going to tag along?” Dianne asked, leaning back against the office wall. 

“Not sure yet, I haven’t discussed it with Jake.” She tossed the remains of the rancid cop coffee down the sink and moved to the counter to make fresh.

“I noticed they had a ‘help wanted’ sign at the entrance,” Dianne noted. 

Pete chimed in from his desk, “Gus might score some work with them while they’re here. I know he’s seemed awfully bored lately. Spends all his time either fishing or hunting. He needs something else to occupy him.” 

“Not sure he has the, ah, ‘skills’ to be a carny. He might scare the crap outta the little kids,” Missy pointed out. 

“Maybe a few adults, as well,” Dianne smirked.  

“He can be a bit intimidating, for sure,” Missy admitted. “I guess it will depend on whether he’s interested enough to inquire. I’ll tell him about it later, I’ve invited him to eat dinner with us tonight,” she said as they left her office. 

Following them out, Pete jumped into his cruiser and took off on patrol. Dianne joined Missy in her car, and they drove down the highway toward Joseph. Missy slowed as she approached the entrance to the carnival grounds. On a whim, she pulled off the highway, parking her cruiser near a large trailer out front. 

“Why are we stopping?” Dianne asked. 

“Just curious. I want to find out what sort of job they’re trying to fill. I should also ensure they have the proper permits,” Missy said, climbing out of the cruiser. 

Dianne got out and joined her. They walked over to the wooden steps of the gaudily painted main trailer. Missy was prepared to knock when the door opened, and a medium stature, brown-haired man stared out at her through thick, black-framed glasses. 

“Can I help you with something, Officer?” the man asked gruffly. 

“It’s Sheriff, and yes, I hope you can. Are you the owner?” Missy asked. 

The man shrugged. “The name’s Wright, Gary Wright. I’m co-owner with my brother, Tripp.” 

“Mr. Wright, I need to ensure that you have the proper operating permits. I’m also curious about the job opening you’ve posted. What is the position you’re trying to fill?” she asked. 

“You looking for a job, Sheriff?” Gary gave her an oily smile, ignoring her question. 

“Nope. But I have a friend who may be interested, depending on what the job entails, among other things,” she replied. 

As he smiled at her, Missy noticed several of his upper molars were AWOL. “No offense, Chief, but you wouldn’t qualify for it. We need a temporary replacement for our resident ‘Strong-Man,’ Atlas. He’s down with that Covid shit. So, unless your friend can lift a couple of 50-pound dumbbells, there’s no need to apply,” Gary said, inviting them inside the small trailer. 

Missy caught Dianne’s eye and smiled. “My friend might be just the man you’re looking for. How much does it pay?” she asked. 

Gary pulled the permits from a small desk, handing them to her. “We usually split the day’s proceeds with the operators of all the different ‘joints’—that’s what we call all the rides and booths. Plus, they keep any tips they receive. If you believe your friend is up to the task, have him see me and we’ll see if he’s qualified for the job,” Gary said, waiting while she inspected his documents. 

With a cursory glance, she handed them back. “I’ll do that, Mr. Wright. When do you open for business?” she asked. 

“If there are no mechanical problems, we should be up and running by this evening. Now if you’ll excuse me, I gotta have a meeting with my ride jocks. Nice meeting you, Sheriff, Deputy,” he said, shaking their hands. 

Missy and Dianne left the trailer and walked back to the cruiser. 

“He seemed nice enough. All his paperwork was in order. So why do I get the feeling something’s off about the guy?” Missy frowned. 

“You, too? My spidey-sense was tingling like crazy. I thought it was my imagination or my morning,” Dianne replied, wiping her hands.

“Well, they haven’t broken any laws I’m aware of. Still, we’ll need to work the crowd tonight to help keep the rabble away,” Missy noted. 

The remainder of their day passed quietly. Missy and Dianne discussed plans to be at the carnival during peak crowd times to ward off pickpockets. There was little violent crime in Wallowa County compared to the bigger cities. Property crime and domestic disputes took up most of their time. As they headed back to the station at the end of their shift, Missy’s radio squawked to life. 

“Chief, I have a report of a 10-51 in progress. See the man at 201 North Main. Complainant is Mr. Howard Drake, Proceed Code 2, over,” Dispatch relayed. 

“Crap! That’s City Hall. Our ‘illustrious’ mayor must be drunk and raising hell again,” Missy growled, turning the cruiser around. 

Switching on the overhead emergency lights, she sped off. They arrived moments later and saw the city manager, Howard Drake, arguing with the mayor, Johnny Six-Fingers, in the street. Johnny, who was half Nez Perce, had been born with an extra digit on his right hand—thus, his moniker. Missy pulled to a halt in front of the two and parked. She and Dianne jumped out, rushing over to the obviously drunk mayor to separate the two. 

“What’s the problem here?” Missy asked, gripping the mayor’s arm firmly. 

“He called me a fuckin’ lussh! I won’ tol’rate thish abussh, gonna fire hiss ass ri’now,” Johnny slurred unsteadily. 

“Easy, mayor. You’ve obviously been hitting the sauce again. I thought you had it under control, guess I was mistaken,” Missy grunted, struggling to keep him upright. 

Dianne rushed to assist her, helping Missy to ease him to the ground. 

“He’s been drinking ever since his wife left a couple of days ago,” Howard said. “I told him he’s becoming an embarrassment, a liability to himself and the city. I’m sorry if the truth hurts, but somebody had to step up and say something. I don’t give a rat’s ass if it costs me my job, he needs to get some help,” Howard explained with a sigh. 

Johnny’s drinking problem was well known around town. Missy couldn’t recall the number of times she’d had to arrest him for drunk and disorderly since she’d been elected sheriff. The only reason he’d been elected mayor in the first place was because he owned the only automotive repair shop and tow truck in town, and everyone knew how vindictive he was when angered. In these mountains, nobody wanted to be without a working vehicle or stuck on the side of the road—and Johnny knew it. He’d essentially blackmailed his way into office. 

“C’mon, Johnny, let’s go. You need to sleep it off. I have a nice soft bunk waiting for you at the station,” Missy said, in a soothing voice. 

Johnny’s eyes rolled drunkenly at this. “Don’ wanna shleep, jus’ wanna go home to my wi—” he trailed off into sobbing. 

Missy and Dianne exchanged looks, cuffed him, got him up, and eased him into the backseat. 

“I’m sorry, Chief. He was being verbally abusive to everyone around him,” Howard said. “I couldn’t take it anymore. When he sobers up, I’m calling for a town meeting. This is not acceptable behavior for any city employee, let alone the mayor,” he finished, frowning. 

“Don’t sweat it, Howard. I have to ask, do you want to file charges?” Missy said impatiently. 

Howard vacillated for a moment before answering. “No, I suppose not. He has enough problems with his wife bailing on him for another guy. But he shouldn’t be allowed back at City Hall until he addresses his drinking problem. The town deserves a sober mayor, not a belligerent drunk,” Howard replied. Before Missy could reply, he turned and walked back inside city hall. 

“Looks like you caught a break, Mr. Mayor,” Missy said as she and Dianne got into the cruiser. When there was no response, Missy glanced in her rearview mirror. Johnny had passed out cold. 

“Let’s hope we can get him into a cell before he wakes up and pukes in the car,” she grumbled. Backing up, she headed toward the sheriff’s office in Enterprise. 

When they arrived, Johnny was still sawing logs. Missy woke him up long enough for her and Dianne to manhandle him out of the vehicle and into the station. As soon as they got him safely into a cell, he puked in a bucket kept in every cell for such emergencies. When he’d finished, he collapsed on the thin jailhouse mattress to sleep it off. 

“That takes care of him for the night,” Missy sighed as she and Dianne walked out of the station. “You want to come over for dinner? I’m sure Jake made plenty, he always does,” Missy asked as they approached their cars. 

“I appreciate the offer, but I think I’ll take a raincheck. Gus will be there, and I seriously doubt Jake made enough to feed six people. Gus could eat a horse and ask for seconds,” Dianne said with a smile. 

Missy had to agree. “Yeah, you can definitely say he has a healthy appetite. I’ll see you later at the carnival. I plan to arrive at 8:00 p.m., the riffraff won’t show up ’til there’s a crowd gathered.” Jumping into her cruiser, she left the parking lot, heading for home. 
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THE ANDERSONS’ HOME sat on fifty acres in the middle of what was now the Wallowa State Forest, their land having been “grandfathered in” years before when the Wallowa State Park was created. Home was located about eight miles, or ten minutes out, from the town of Joseph.

As she pulled into the driveway, she noted that Gus had already arrived. Her 38-year-old husband, Jake Anderson—a best-selling thriller author—was busy in the kitchen, making a large salad. Scorching his fingers as he removed the casserole dish from the oven, he cursed. After he and Missy had spent nearly ten years together, his black hair had sprinkles of gray around his temples but, typically for a man, the gray hair only made him more attractive. 

Their smart, nine-year-old, sandy-haired daughter, Belinda, or Bella, was sitting at the kitchen table across from Gus, while three-year-old Mandy, a true blonde, sat in her playpen nearby. Jinx, their 30-pound, semi-tame bobcat, had strategically positioned himself under the table as usual, waiting for the clumsy humans to drop scraps for him to scarf up. 

Jake had come across Jinx years ago as an abandoned kitten in the forest. With time and love, they had domesticated most of the “wild” out of the big cat, but Jinx would always remain partially feral. 

“Mmm, something smells delicious,” Missy remarked, walking in, wrapping her arms around her husband from behind. 

“Must be that fart I just cut,” Jake smirked, plating the chicken onto a large serving platter. 

Missy rolled her eyes. “Smart-ass. I have a 40-year-old adolescent for a husband,” she said dryly, slapping his butt. She patted Gus on the back, gave Belinda and Mandy each a quick hug, then headed back to take a quick shower before dinner. Bella noticed the mischievous look her father had in his eyes. He waited a full minute before he turned on the hot water in the kitchen sink. 

Missy let out a yelp that could be heard in the next county. “Turn off the freaking hot water now, Jake, or someone’s gonna lose their ‘family jewels,’” she screeched from the bathroom. It was a running prank between them. Sometimes, like now, it backfired. 

“Daddy, what family jewels is Mama talkin’ about?” Bella asked him. 

Jake glanced at Gus, who was busy studying the pattern on the tablecloth with a shit-eating grin on his face. 

“Uh, it’s just your mother’s way of saying daddy’s in trouble, Bella,” Jake sheepishly replied. She didn’t believe him, but let it go. 

Ten minutes later, Missy joined them in the kitchen, wearing a clean uniform, her curly, auburn locks still damp against her shoulders. Much of the time on duty, she kept it tied back out of the way in a ponytail or pinned back at her nape with a clasp. She had little feminine ego. Her sparkling green eyes, petite nose, and generous mouth were generally left bare. She needed no makeup to emphasize her looks and seldom took the time for anything but sunscreen. A little lip gloss was applied when she thought she needed it. Her “ready for anything” attitude was obvious. She stood there now, arms akimbo, staring at her husband.

“Just so you know, payback’s gonna come when you least expect it, bud,” she said sweetly, with an evil smile. 

He smiled back weakly, knowing she’d make good on her threat. “I’m so glad you have a good sense of humor, babe, otherwise I’d be worried,” he replied cheerfully, placing the food on the table. 

“We’ll see about that. I’ll get you when you least expect it. You can run, but you can’t hide,” she said smugly, sitting down at the table with Mandy in her high chair next to her. 

Jake was about to say a blessing when Gus eagerly speared some chicken from the platter and began devouring it. Belinda giggled, receiving a warning glance from her mother. They ate while Missy told them about her day.

As she began clearing dishes from the table, Missy told Gus about the job opening at the carnival. 

“Reckon Ah ken do ’er. Fishin’s been ma’hty poorly of late. Whut does Ah haff ta do ta git tha job?” he asked, as—to Jake’s dismay—he snagged the last of Bella’s blueberry muffins. 

“The owner said all you have to do is show up and prove you can lift a couple of measly 50-pound dumbbells, and the job is yours,” she replied, clearing the table of dishes. 

“Sounds lak’ a ra’ht easy way ta mak’ a livin,’” Gus observed, scratching his lengthy snow-white beard. 

Intent on their conversation, Jake fumbled the last bite on his fork. It barely hit the floor before Jinx pounced, gulping it down. 

“Well, you’re welcome to ride along with me tonight and audition for the job if you’d like. Dianne and I are working security there this evening,” Missy told him. 

Belching loudly, Gus farted, causing Belinda to laugh again. With disgust, Jake vacated his seat and left the room. 

“Ah’d be much ’bliged,” Gus told Missy, brushing muffin crumbs from his beard. 

“I’ll be ready to go once I finish the dishes. Bella, can you do me a favor and put Mandy to bed for me?” Missy cajoled. 

Belinda agreed without a fuss, perhaps because her birthday was looming, and it never hurt to grease the wheels when presents were in the offing. 

When Missy had finished in the kitchen, she walked into the bedroom where Jake was pecking away at his latest novel on his laptop. He glanced up as she walked in. 

“Be careful out there tonight, babe. Some of those carnies are dangerous people. I sincerely doubt that the majority of them chose to run away and join carnival life because of its glamor and adventure. Most of them are running from something,” Jake warned. 

“I’ll keep that in mind if I’m attacked by the Bearded Lady,” she said sarcastically. She grabbed her utility belt, then leaned down to give him a quick peck on the lips. Instead, he pulled her closer, kissing her deeply. 

“I love you, Missy. I just want you to be safe,” he said, breaking the kiss. 

“I love you too, bud. Please try not to worry, remember I’ll have Gus with me,” she said, giving him a hug. 

“Yeah, you’re right. Nobody in their right mind would try and mess with that overgrown ‘Wookie,’” he admitted. 

“I won’t be too late, the carnival closes at ten. I’ve got to run, please make sure Bella does her homework before she goes to bed. See you later,” she said, leaving the bedroom. 

Gus was waiting patiently outside by her cruiser. Being indoors for any extended period of time gave him what he called the “heeby-jeebies,” unless food was involved. 

He and Missy got into her cruiser, and she drove to the carnival grounds, parking in the grassy lot next to Dianne’s car ... 
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Chapter Two
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The Carnival Grounds

As they got out of the car to join Dianne at the carnival’s entrance, the sun was setting behind the majestic mountains to the west. The carnival was in full swing, the air redolent with the delicious aromas of cotton candy, popcorn, and funnel cakes. Many of the town’s citizens had arrived early, eager to see what the hubbub was about. Children were screaming with delight as they rode the ‘Tilt-A-Whirl.’ 

Personally, Missy thought the thing should be called the “Choke ’n’ Puke.” Merely looking at it made her nauseous. Sure enough, a small girl on the ride blew chunks all over, the centrifugal force only making matters worse. A ride jock stopped the ride and let the miserable child off. He located her parents and gave the youngster free tickets to tamer rides. She didn’t look that enthused about it. 

Missy finally spotted Gary, the owner she’d met earlier. He was talking to a pale-looking man near one of the concession stands. When she and Dianne approached the two, the other man turned away abruptly, disappearing into the growing crowd. 

When he saw the size of Missy’s companion, Gary nearly shit a brick. “I guess you’re here about the ‘Strong-Man’ gig. I’m Gary Wright, co-owner of this show,” he said, tentatively offering his hand. 

Gus shook it, his huge paw all but swallowing the smaller man’s hand. Gus gently tightened his grip until Gary grimaced, then released it. 

“Ah’m ra’ht pleased ta meetcha,’ Mr. Wright. Mah name’s Farley, Gus Farley. Ah heer’d tell yah needs a strong man fer yer show. Whut does Ah haff ta do ta git tha job?” Gus asked amiably. 

“That’s quite a grip you got there, big guy. Think you can lift a couple of 50-pound dumbbells?” Gary asked, massaging his hand. 

“Uh, yessir. Ah reckon so. Ain’t lifted none afore, but Ah’ll shore give ’er a try,” Gus said, absently scratching his butt. 

“That’s great. Just follow me,” Gary told him. 

They wove their way through the crowd until Gary stopped in front of a small stage on which a couple of dumbbells sat. He motioned for Gus to give him a demonstration. Gus shrugged and climbed onto the platform to stand over the weights. 

“This outta be good,” Missy whispered to Dianne. 

Gus reached down and grabbed both dumbbells, lifting them as if they were made of paper instead of iron. To Gary’s delight, he executed 30 curls without breaking a sweat,. Gus carefully set the weights down.

“Wuz thet good ’nuff ta git tha job, Mr. Wright?” he asked. 

“Our Strong-Man has never been able to do more than twenty curls. You’re hired, Mr. Farley. When can you start?” Gary asked enthusiastically. Gus stroked his snow-white beard in thought. 

“Ah reckon anytime’ll do. Tha fishin’s been poorly o’ late, Ah ma’ht ’swell be a-doin’ sumpin useful wit’ mah time,” he replied offhandedly. Gary gave him a puzzled look. 

Missy explained, “Gus, er, lives in the woods, Mr. Wright. He had a bad experience awhile back, so now he spends most of his time outdoors, hunting and fishing.” 

“I see ... well, no matter. If he can do what he just did for three shows a night and show up on time, he’s got the job. What do you say, Gus?” Gary smiled, hesitantly extending his hand to close the deal. 

“Ah reckon Ah’d be willin,’” Gus replied, shaking hands. 

“Great! Let’s get you into a costume. Atlas, our regular strong-man, might have something in his wardrobe that’ll come close to fitting you,” Gary said, leading him to an RV parked behind the machine gun “joint.” 

Missy and Dianne split up then, roaming the crowd to keep an eye out for pickpockets. The sights, sounds, and smells of the carnival distracted Missy, since this was her first experience of one. So she didn’t notice the pale man watching her every move from the shadows. 

Abruptly, she noticed a young carny slip his hand into one of the local men’s back pocket and watched as he stealthily relieved him of his wallet and calmly strolled away. She caught up with him before he was aware of her presence. 

“Hold it, bud, you’re under arrest!” she growled, grabbing him, spinning him around to face her. The young boy couldn’t have been more than 15 years old, but his eyes were cold and calculating. 

“Lemme go, I didn’t do nuthin wrong!” the boy protested, struggling to free himself from her grip. 

“We’ll see about that, hand over the wallet,” she demanded, tightening her grip on him. 

“What’s going on here?” Gary interrupted, appearing at her side. 

“I saw this kid steal a man’s wallet, and I’m arresting him for theft. You’ll find the billfold on his person,” Missy replied adamantly. 

Gary stared angrily at the boy. “Is it true? Did you take a man’s wallet?” he asked, his dark eyes boring into the boy’s. 

“H-He dropped it on the ground. I just picked it up. I was gonna give it back, I swear!” the kid exclaimed nervously. 

“Hand it over, Jesse. Now!” Gary demanded. 

Scowling, the boy reluctantly pulled the purloined wallet from his jacket and offered it to Missy. 

“Nope, you’re not getting off that easy, you little shit. We’re going to find the owner. You’re going to give it back and apologize for taking it. If he wants to press charges, then so be it. This is the second time you’ve been caught pinchin’ wallets, there ain’t gonna be a third,” Gary said coldly. The boy appeared thoroughly chastened at this. 

Missy searched the crowd until she found the wallet’s owner. The teenager sheepishly handed it back to the man. Missy asked the middle-aged man if he’d like to file charges against the boy. He thought about, then shook his head. 

“No, but I’d like to ask him a question.” He took hold of the nervous teen’s shoulders. “Why did you take the wallet, son?” he asked. 

The kid fidgeted before answering. “I-I don’t know. I was hungry, I guess,” he muttered, staring at his shoes. 

The man then addressed Gary. “Is he one of your employees, mister? If so, why don’t you pay your help? This kid is practically skin and bones,” he said with a frown. 

“He gets paid the same as the rest. What he does with it, I don’t have a freaking clue,” Gary said defensively. 

“What do you spend your money on, son?” the man asked the nervous teen. The boy didn’t answer, just glared defiantly at Gary. 

“Answer the man, Jesse, he asked you a question,” Gary growled impatiently. 

“I sent it to my ma, all right? She’s sick and can’t afford to go to the doc. I-I joined this carnival thinkin’ I could make enough money to help her, but old Scrooge here don’t pay us for shit.” he replied, glowering at Gary. 

“Bullshit, kid. You get your cut, the trouble with you is, you don’t want to work for it. Instead, you clipped a customer to pad your pockets. Since the nice man won’t press charges, you’re fucking fired. Grab your shit, and I’ll pay you what I owe you. Then I never want to see your face again, are we clear?” Gary sternly admonished. 

“Yeah, crystal clear, asshole!” the boy sneered, turning to stride off in a huff. 

The customer grabbed his arm. “Wait up a minute ... Jesse, is it? Here, take this and get yourself something to eat. What you do with rest of it is up to you,” he said kindly. Opening his wallet, he gave him a hundred-dollar bill. 

Jesse looked at him warily. “Thanks, mister. I-I really appreciate that. I haven’t eaten in a couple of days. Sorry for snatching your wallet, but I was feelin’ kinda desperate,” the skinny teen said gratefully, stuffing the bill in his pocket. He turned and stalked off to gather his meager belongings while Gary went to draw the boy’s wages for the day. 

Having witnessed part of the confrontation, Dianne wandered over. “What was that about?” she asked Missy. 

“Just a little misunderstanding. I caught the boy picking the pocket of that gentleman standing over there by the—?” she turned to point, but the man had disappeared. 

“What man?” Dianne asked, looking where she was pointing. 

“He was just—it doesn’t matter. Anyway, the kid returned the wallet, turns out he’s been sending most of his wages to his sick mother, starving himself in the process. The owner just fired him, but the guy whose wallet was stolen was kind-hearted enough to give him a ‘Benjamin’ to help him out,” Missy explained. 

“That was pretty decent of him. I doubt I’d be as generous if it happened to me. Well, Gus seems to be enjoying himself. He’s drawing a pretty big crowd over there,” Dianne said, pointing to the Strong-Man stage.

They watched in awe as the big guy somehow lifted both 50-pound barbells over his head with one massive right arm, to the crowd’s delight. 

“How the hell does he do that? I’d be lucky if I could lift 20 pounds over my head,” Dianne remarked, shaking her head. 

“Jinx weighs close to 25 pounds. I tried to lift him over my head once, just playing, and he bit the crap out of me,” Missy commented absently, still keeping a watchful eye on the growing crowd. “Well, guess we better get back to our surveillance. I’ll take the left side, you take the right. Oh, and if you happen to see that kid, I want to talk to him before he leaves,” Missy said, as she dodged a carny hawking a gaggle of helium-filled balloons. 

“Copy that, Chief, catch you on the flip-flop,” Dianne acknowledged. Missy slowly ambled around the carnival grounds, keeping an eye out for the young pickpocket. On a whim, she bought a candied apple at one of the concession stands. Having never tried one, she bit deep into the delicious-looking, caramel-coated confection. She bought a lemonade to wash it down. 

“Hey, there, Sheriff, how’s it going?” said a familiar voice. She whirled around to find the town’s Fire Chief and chief pilot, Scott Hardilek, standing behind her, grinning like a possum. The tall, lanky, auburn-haired man held a cone of cotton candy in one hand, a snow cone in the other. 

“Looks like you’re enjoying the carnival,” she said, chuckling. 

“Yeah, well, in all the years I’ve lived here, I’ve never seen a carnival this close to Joseph. I haven’t been to one since I was a kid back in Arizona,” he said wistfully, offering her a bite of cotton candy. She hesitated, then took a small bite. The super sweet confection made her shudder, giving her an instant sugar rush. 

“Whoa, how can kids eat that stuff? It’s like eating sugar-coated spider webs. That one bite contained enough sugar to wire an elephant for a week,” she exclaimed, taking a drink of lemonade to rid herself of the taste. Scott laughed and offered her a bite of his snow cone, which she politely but firmly declined. 

“I guess taste buds change over the time. I used to love the stuff when I was a teenager,” he said, dumping the remainders in a nearby trash can. 

“Speaking of teens, I caught a young carny stealing a man’s wallet earlier. One of the carnival owners made him give it back. I asked the man if he wanted to press charges, but instead, he gave the kid a hundred-dollar bill. Turns out, the boy had been sending his earnings to his sick mother and starving himself. Gary, one of the owners, fired the boy on the spot. I’m worried he won’t have enough money to afford a place to stay. There’s no telling how long it’s been since he’s had a decent meal, the kid’s a walking skeleton,” she said with a heavy sigh. 

“Uh-oh, something tells me Jake had better be prepared to set another plate at the dinner table tonight,” Scott said mischievously. 

“You know me too well, Scott,” Missy chuckled. Her cop radio suddenly crackled to life. 

“Sheriff, I—we have a 10-54. Meet me behind the Strong-Man stage,” Dianne said, her voice sounding strange. 

Scott looked at Missy, arching a questioning brow. He knew “10-54” was police code for a possible dead body. “Do you want me to go with you?” he asked solemnly. 

“Sure, the more the merrier. I just hope it isn’t Gus,” she grimly replied. 

They quickly wove their way through the sea of people, finally reaching the empty stage. Missy’s adrenaline inched up a notch. Gus was missing, not good. They made their way back toward an RV parked with others. 

They found Dianne standing behind the stage over what appeared to be a body. As they approached, Missy saw with relief that it wasn’t Gus. To her dismay, she recognized the lifeless body lying on the ground as that of the young pickpocket. 

“Call the M. E. and tell him we need him here ASAP. Did anyone see what happened?” she asked Dianne, squatting next to the young boy’s corpse. 

“Negative, Chief. The carny running the machine gun ‘joint’ was the first to notice him. He said he took a smoke break about ten minutes ago and found him like this,” Dianne replied with a shake of her head. Gary came running up, halting when he saw the body on the ground. 

“What the hell happened here? Is he dead?” he anxiously inquired. 

“I’m afraid so, Mr. Wright. The Medical Examiner will be here shortly. In the meantime, I’m going to need everyone to back away from the area, this is now an active crime scene,” Missy replied adamantly. 

“This is all I fucking need. The little bastard could’ve at least had the decency to die somewhere else. This is gonna jinx my whole show,” he complained callously. 

Missy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Mr. Wright, you want to tell me your whereabouts for the last fifteen minutes?” She got right up in his face, as she struggled not to lose her temper. 

Gary stared at her in disbelief. “Why? You think I had something to do with this? Are you nuts? Why in hell would I jinx my own show by snuffing that little pecker-head? I was waiting in my office for the thieving little shit to come get his money. Sure, I was pissed, but not enough to kill him,” Gary said defensively. 

“You have any witnesses who can corroborate that?” she asked, pressing him 

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do. My brother Tripp was there. I told him I had to fire the kid for stealing,” Gary replied smugly. 

Missy shared a look with Dianne. “Just where is this brother of yours? I’ll need to speak to him,” she asked impatiently. 

Gary shrugged, “He had to make a run into town. He should be back soon, you can talk to him then,” he curtly replied. 

Missy turned to Dianne. “Where’s Gus? He wasn’t on the stage when we passed by it,” she asked, scanning the crowd. 

“There he is,” Dianne said, pointing. Missy looked and saw the big man exiting one of the portable toilets. He strolled over to where they were standing and stopped, staring down at the dead boy’s body. 

Dianne excused herself to retrieve the yellow crime-scene tape from the trunk of Missy’s cruiser. 

“Whut ’n’ tarnation happ’n’t ta thet thar’ young-un?” Gus asked, scratching his beard. 

“We think he was murdered, Gus. We won’t know for sure until the Medical Examiner has had a chance to examine him. Speak of the devil, there he is now,” Missy said. 

Dr. Quincy Preston was Wallowa County’s Medical Examiner. The silver-haired doctor approached, placing his medical kit on the ground beside the teen’s body. “What happened to this poor lad?” he asked, gloving up and kneeling by the body. 

“We’re not sure, Doc,” Missy said. “His body was discovered here about 20 minutes ago. No one appears to know what led to his death.” She explained how she’d caught him stealing a wallet and his resultant firing by one of the owners. “Poor kid, he didn’t deserve this. Somebody’s going to pay,” she declared firmly. 

“Hey, Gargantua, you need to get your butt back on that stage, I ain’t paying you to stand around and gawk,” Gary snapped at Gus. 

Slowly, Gus turned to glare at the smaller man, his hands curling into ham-sized fists. “Mister, Ah reckon Ah jest ain’t cut out ta be no carny. Yah ken take yer job ’n’ shove it whar’ tha sun don’ shine,” he growled ominously. 

Intimidated, Gary took a couple of steps backward. “Look, I’m sorry, I-I didn’t mean to insult you, but I have a show to run. If you don’t work, you don’t get paid. Once word spreads about that dead kid, it’s gonna kill my business. Are you just gonna quit and leave me in a lurch?” Gary asked, taking another step back. 

“Ah don’ need yer fuckin’ money. Ah reckon yah ken find sum damn fool ta take ma place!” Gus gruffly said, stalking away without another word. 

Missy found herself shocked—in all the time she’d known him, she’d rarely heard Gus drop the “F” bomb. 

“Go tend to your business, Mr. Wright. Just remember that I’ll need to talk to your brother as soon as he returns,” Missy instructed. She walked over to help Dianne tape off the crime-scene. 

Gary glared at her, surreptitiously flipping her the bird as he stomped off in a snit. The flashing emergency lights of an approaching vehicle grabbed Missy’s attention. 

Deputy Pete Chandler got out of his cruiser and hurried over. “Holy Crap! I heard about it from dispatch. Do you know what happened?” he asked excitedly. 

“Someone killed him is what happened. Who, how, and why have yet to be determined, but Doc’s working on answers as we speak,” Missy replied. She caught Pete up on how the evening’s events had unfolded. 

“You need me to help with anything?” he asked. 

“You can keep the ‘lookie-loos’ away from the area until Doc finishes up here,” she suggested. 

“Copy that, Chief,” Pete replied, glancing toward the growing crowd of curious onlookers. 

The M.E. finally finished and stood up, looking perplexed. 

“What’s your verdict, Doc?” Missy asked. He motioned her to come have a closer. 

“Best I can tell here, the boy died of a broken neck. You can see the swelling at the base of his throat. The weird thing is that those two small puncture wounds on his neck are symmetrically aligned right over the carotid artery but there’s no blood around them. It appears he was bitten by a snake or something similar. Won’t know for sure until I perform a toxicology screen,” he replied soberly. 

“You think a snake bit him and he ... what? Fell and broke his neck? That doesn’t make sense,” Missy snorted, shaking her head. 

“Either one could’ve killed him, I suppose. Yet you’re right, something is definitely off here,” he told her. “I’ll know more when I get him on my table at the morgue. I’ll place the lab work on a priority status. I should have the results by tomorrow. In the meantime, I’m ruling his death as accidental until proven otherwise.” He packed up his medical kit. 

Missy kneeled down to have a closer look at the dead boy’s neck. Using her phone’s magnifying app and flashlight, she studied the two bloodless puncture wounds. The skin around the holes was slightly raised and inflamed. 

The boy’s face was pale as a sheet. Something about it sent a shiver racing down her spine that had nothing to do with the chilly mountain air. Doc’s morgue attendants were waiting patiently to take the body, so she stood to move out of their way. As they placed him on a gurney, Dr. Preston bid her goodnight and followed the attendants as they rolled the body to the waiting van. 

“Do you really think it was an accident?” Dianne asked when she and Missy were alone. 

“In a pig’s eye. I think the kid was murdered, but we’ll have to wait for Doc’s report to confirm it,” Missy grumbled, as they stepped over the crime-scene tape. “I need you and Pete to talk to any potential witnesses, I want to know who the last person to see him alive was,” she said. 

“You got it, Chief. I’ll start with the ‘joint’ operators,” Dianne said, walking away. 

“I’ll go talk to the ride jocks and see what I can find out,” Pete said. “Where’d Gus wander off to? I thought I saw him when I arrived,” he asked. Missy had failed to tell Pete about Gus’s short-lived employment with the carnival. 

When she described Gary’s rudeness to the big man, Pete just laughed. “Gus doesn’t take crap from anyone. That guy’s lucky Gus didn’t pound him into the dirt,” Pete said with a grin. 

Missy had to agree with that observation. “Well, Gus is pretty much an ‘easy come-easy go’ kind of fella, as you well know. Enough chit-chat, I’m going to try and talk to the carnival’s co-owner, if I can find the elusive bastard,” Missy said, strolling back towards Gary’s trailer. 

After the discovery of the boy’s body, the crowd had thinned out considerably, much to the chagrin of the carnival’s employees trying to eke out a living. Everyone was a little spooked. Missy knocked on the trailer door, waiting impatiently for someone to answer. 

“Ya’ looking for me?” a gruff male voice asked from behind her, startling her. She turned to glare at the man. The carnival’s other co-owner stared back at her with eyes the shade of polished onyx. The dark-haired man was tall and thin, his angular face pale as a waning moon, giving him the appearance of someone deathly ill. 

“I take it you’re the other owner of this show, Tripp Wright?” Missy asked, vaguely unnerved by the strange-looking man. 

“That’s correct, and you are?” he replied curtly, lifting a brow. 

“I’m the County Sheriff, Missy Anderson, and I need to ask you a few questions. Would you care to talk out here or inside?” She nodded at his trailer. 

The man shrugged, motioning her to step inside. She opened the door and stepped inside, waiting for him to follow. He trudged up the stairs, closing the door behind him. 

“I suppose this is about that young pickpocket’s demise. Unfortunately, I was in town running an errand at the time of his unfortunate accident. I just now heard about it from my brother, Gary. I’m afraid I won’t be much help in your investigation,” he said smugly. He walked over and sat behind a small desk similar to his brother’s, motioning for her to take a seat. 

She declined the proffered chair, preferring to stand. “Where were you around 8:30 tonight, Mr. Wright? Missy asked politely. 

“I believe I already informed you, I was on an errand in town. One of my ride jock’s car broke down, and he needed a lift. His name’s Jody,” he said, his eyes coolly appraising her svelte figure. 

“How convenient. I presume that this ‘Jody’ will back up your version of your whereabouts when I question him?” she asked, unconsciously crossing her arms over her breasts. 

“I’m quite sure he’ll corroborate my story, Sheriff. There’s no reason for him to prevaricate,” he said, with a smile that wasn’t reflected in his cold, black eyes. 

“We’ll see. Where can I find this Jody?” she asked tightly. Something about the man made her extremely nervous. 

“I believe he’s helping our Bearded Lady to get ready for her show. Hopefully, all the rubes won’t have been frightened away by the ‘excitement’ earlier,” he replied coldly. 

“You actually have a ‘Bearded Lady?’” she asked, arching a brow. 

“She’s not as rare as you’d think. Clara was simply born with extremely high levels of testosterone and androgen. Growing up, she was treated as a pariah, made ashamed of her appearance. She joined our little carnival to escape a world of ridicule and mockery. She’s really quite attractive, once you look beyond the whiskers,” he responded, slowly rising from his chair. 

Missy was eager to leave the confines of the trailer. The guy gave her the “heeby-jeebies,” as Gus would say, and she didn’t wish to spend another second alone with him. Breathing a relieved sigh, she stepped back outside. The crowd had dwindled to around 30 people as he led her back to a tented area near another trailer. When they entered, she immediately spotted the woman. 

Clara Kingston wore a red, sequined dress, a pink feathery boa draped around her neck. Her medium-length beard matched the fiery color of her short red hair. She was conversing with Gus (go figure.) Fingering his snow-white beard, she was flirting with him as Tripp brought Missy over and introduced her. He hadn’t lied, the woman was attractive, aside from the beard. Gus gazed star-struck at the young woman. 

“Nice to meet you, Clara,” Missy said. “I gather you’ve met my friend, Gus. I need to speak with Jody, is he here?” she said, looking around the tent. 

Before answering her, Clara glanced nervously at Tripp. “Uh, he was here a few minutes ago. I was distracted by Mr. Farley, so I’m not sure where he went,” she shrugged. 

“Interesting.” Her gut told her the woman was lying about the guy’s whereabouts. “If you see him, tell him the Sheriff needs a word with him, okay?” Missy said, catching a quick furtive look that passed between her and Tripp. The bearded wonder nodded that she would. 

Missy sincerely doubted it. It was time to cut through the bullshit. 

“Mr. Wright, if you don’t produce this ‘Jody’ in the next five minutes, I’ll have to shut down your show immediately,” she asserted calmly. 

She couldn’t read any emotion behind his cold, black shark eyes as he pondered her threat. 

“Very well, there’s no need for that. I’m sure he’s on the grounds somewhere, I’ll go find him and bring him to you.” He turned and walked out of the tent without another word. 

Gus was still making goo-goo eyes at the whiskered woman as she chatted him up. Missy glanced at her watch and saw it was rapidly approaching closing time for the carnival. 

Ten minutes passed, and Missy was about to go looking for Tripp, when he opened the tent flap, followed by a rough-looking carny with arms adorned with prison tats. 

“This is Jody Miller. Jody, this is Sheriff Anderson. The Sheriff wants to know if I actually picked you up in town earlier. Please tell her anything she wants to know. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere,” the ghoulish-looking man said, turning and striding away. 

“Mr. Miller, where were you around 8:30 tonight?” Missy asked. 

Jody produced a cigarette from behind his right ear and calmly lit it before answering. “I was on my way here, when my van broke down. I called Tripp, he came and got me, end of story,” the man said smoothly. 

Missy wasn’t surprised at his answer. He wasn’t about to rat out his meal ticket. “Then you won’t mind if I call Johnny Six-fingers’ Garage to check if your car was towed there, right?” She raised her phone to make the call.

Jody fidgeted nervously, taking a drag from his smoke. “That ain’t necessary, Sheriff, I—I lied about the car. Tripp told me to tell you that. Look, I really need this job, I got a wife and kid back in Portland dependin’ on me to send money to help pay their rent,” he said, backtracking. 

“I see. Did he say why he wanted you to lie?” she pressed. 

“Nope, he just told me to tell you my van had broke down, didn’t say why. He’s the boss. I guess he’s got his reasons. Ain’t none of my business, I was just doing like I was told.” He tossed his smoke on the ground, grinding it out with a boot. 

“Okay, you can go. Thanks for your ‘honesty,’” she said with a smirk. He turned and hurried out of the tent. Why did Tripp lie? What was he hiding? His alibi just collapsed like a house of cards, she thought, leaving the tent to find and confront the man. All the joint operators were busy closing up their booths for the evening as she searched the grounds for him. Most of the crowd had left; the ride jocks were milling around talking to each other. 

As she approached, she caught the distinctive aroma of weed. One of the ride jocks saw her and quickly ditched the joint. It was legal in Oregon as long as the person was 21 or older. 

“Any of you know where I can find Tripp or his brother, Gary?” she asked impatiently. They all shook their heads, never meeting her gaze. “Thanks for your help,” she said sarcastically, then strode purposely to the owners’ trailer. She climbed the wooden steps and knocked loudly on the door. After a brief pause, the door opened and Gary glared at her with open hostility. “What is it now, Sheriff? I’m busy,” he asked curtly. 

“I spoke with your brother. His alibi for the time frame of the boy’s death doesn’t hold water. You wanna tell me where he is? I still need to ask him a few questions. No more b.s.,” she said sternly. 

“How the hell should I know? I’m not my brother’s keeper,” he grunted evasively. 

“Well, maybe I should arrest him on suspicion of murder, would that help you find him faster?” she bluffed, having no hard evidence with which to do so. 

That got his attention. “Wait, are you accusing my brother of murder? That’s insane! He wouldn’t hurt a fly, let alone kill that freaking kid. My brother has a rare blood disorder that keeps him weak as a kitten,” he exclaimed angrily. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, but it doesn’t change the fact that I need to know his whereabouts at the time of the boy’s death. He lied to me earlier, and I want to know why. Depending on the results of the autopsy, your brother Tripp may
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