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			You are the love of my life and my best friend.

			Sissy loves you. 
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			Chapter One

			I come from a long line of criminals. 

			Moonshiners, rumrunners, and drug dealers. Horse thieves and carjackers. Bank robbers, burglars, pickpockets, and con artists. And then there has been the occasional killer. You name it, whether it’s a felony or a misdemeanor, somewhere along the line a member of my family has committed it. 

			As far back as the Shatner family could be traced—from southern England to the mountains of western North Carolina, and now to the Piney Woods of East Texas—we had been breaking the law. And running from it, too. 

			It was a family tradition.

			You see, the Shatners have never swum in the baby pool of life. We’ve always been out in the deep end, and we jumped in headfirst. 

			As for me, every day I fight my genetic predisposition to break the law. Some days I’ve been more successful than others. You see, I can’t break the law when I’m the one who is supposed to be upholding it.

			My name is Carrie Shatner, and for the last three-and-a-half years I have worked as a detective and crime scene technician for the Wyatt County Sheriff’s Department in East Texas. That would put my Bachelor of Science in Criminal Justice from Sam Houston State University to good use except there wasn’t a whole heck of a lot of serious crime in Wyatt County. I mainly sat behind my desk all day, twiddling my thumbs, playing Sudoku, and keeping up with my various social media accounts. 

			While my official job was to process crime scenes and deal with all parts of criminal investigations, my unofficial job was to cover up my family’s illegal activities and keep them out of jail. I’d be the first to admit that what I have been doing wasn’t ethical. It was probably also criminal. I tried not to think about that too much. To be honest, I tried not to think about any of it too much. Most days I felt like quitting my job. Family obligation prevented that.

			I’m not saying that all of the Shatners have been hardened criminals. Sure, most of the older ones were. But at least some of the younger ones shied away from the family business and seemed to be sticking to the straight and narrow. And they were the reason why I do what I do. Yes, I clean up the crimes of the guilty. But I do it to protect the innocent. 

			These days, the laws my various family members break have been fairly minor ones. Okay, some were still kind of major. But it was nothing compared to what we used to engage in. I mean, I’m pretty sure we were no longer involved in contract killing or organized crime.

			What I did know was that my great-uncles had a moonshine still out in the woods and a marijuana crop concealed in a bunch of old Cold War bomb shelters. Every time I caught one of my family members selling the homebrew or the pot, they would promise me it was the last time. I didn’t believe them. I didn’t arrest them either, because I knew it wouldn’t stop them. It would also infuriate the rest of the family. And, while tempting, that wasn’t a risk I was quite willing to take. At least not yet.

			Occasionally, one of the younger Shatners would steal a car or deface some public property or get busted for underage drinking. The older Shatners were always getting nabbed for public indecency and public intoxication. Some of them were also heavily involved in insurance scams. And then there had been the occasional assault. But we hadn’t killed anyone—accidently or on purpose—in years. Or, if someone had, I didn’t know about it.

			When you got down to it, the majority of the bad things that the Shatners have done were just plain dumb. And, as far as I knew, being stupid wasn’t illegal. We would have been in serious trouble otherwise.

			I don’t want you to go into this thinking that all of the Shatners were bad people. Most of them have just been a little misguided. 

			At least that’s what I kept telling myself.

			Until I found the body.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			When I was a kid, there was nothing that I loved more than when the whole extended Shatner family would get together. My various cousins and I would run wild while the adults would sit around coming up with new schemes to get away with breaking the law. Sure, most of those get-togethers would end in a near disaster, but, as a kid, it always seemed like a lot of fun. 

			Now that I was just on the wrong side of thirty—and working for the sheriff’s department—there was nothing that scared me more than a Shatner family get-together. When the whole, or even part, of the family gathered together in one place, there was no predicting what might happen. All I know is that something bordering on the criminal would most likely happen. 

			Just my luck, the Shatners would have get-togethers every chance they got. 

			It was just after midnight on New Year’s Day, and my family was welcoming in the New Year with drunken revelry and illegal fireworks. Despite the freezing temperatures, almost the entire extended Shatner family was gathered on the Wyatt County Fairgrounds midway for the unprofessional, but always entertaining, fireworks show. 

			Aside from the few people who had passed out from too much alcohol consumption, I was the only one who wasn’t watching the fireworks that were detonating almost directly above our heads. That’s because I was too busy keeping an eye on the idiots setting off the fireworks. 

			Mixing my family, alcohol, and fireworks was a recipe for disaster. Over the years, I’d tried to encourage my family members to think of safety first. It was more of an empty gesture considering none of them seemed inclined to take my advice. It was about like telling my family to drink responsibly. It wasn’t going to happen. The Shatners might have adopted safe sex, but the idea of ensuring their own and each other’s welfare while setting off fireworks had not transferred over. 

			Needless to say, these Shatner family get-togethers usually ended with a trip to the emergency room or with a visit from the fire department or the sheriff’s department. 

			For the first time in at least eight years, we had managed to avoid all three. And I planned to keep it that way. Even though it was just after twelve-thirty, I was beginning to think that it was time to shut down the party. I just had to wait until the right moment to do it. If I tried to send everyone home before we ran out of fireworks, my family would mutiny against me. But if I waited too long after the last of the fireworks were set off, someone would conveniently remember that he had a few sticks of dynamite stashed in the back of his truck and wind up blowing up something or someone. It had happened before and it would happen again.

			One-by-one, with no precision or timing, fifteen to twenty fireworks shot skyward and exploded into multicolored sparkles above us in the starlit Texas sky. I wouldn’t call it a grand finale, but it was definitely the end of the fireworks. 

			The embers were still falling when I reached for the bullhorn I had stashed under my chair. Utilizing the bullhorn’s siren and flashing red light, I brought my family’s attention back down to ground level. The Shatners, who had been carrying on and cheering, started screaming. A few of them even dove for cover—a deep-rooted reaction when they hear sirens and see flashing lights.

			“All right everybody, the party’s over. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here ….” The bullhorn amplified my voice and sent it out over the fairgrounds. “On second thought, go home and stay there.”

			Not surprisingly, my announcement was met with a chorus of boos and accusations that I was trying to ruin everybody’s good time. Beer cans and bottles, a mason jar, and a prosthetic leg whizzed through the air and just narrowly missed hitting me. 

			“If you want to throw things, please throw them into a trash can as you leave.” Ducking to the side, I used the bullhorn to deflect a beer can that one of my cousins threw at me. “I know that was you, Dale. Don’t think I didn’t see you.” 

			“Hey, Carrie! What crawled up your butt and died?” asked one of my more inebriated relatives.

			“Yeah, you ain’t no fun anymore!” another yelled.

			“How ‘bout you go home while the rest of us stay here,” suggested a third, prompting a short-lived chant of “You leave! We stay!” 

			“There’s a fine line between having fun and accidently killing ourselves,” I said. “Y’all have been toeing that line all evening. Now grab your things and get out of here.”

			With some not-so-gentle urging, I got the Shatners rounded up and moving. I allowed them to gather up their chairs, children, and other personal belongings before I herded them towards the fairground’s exit and the parking lot beyond. The week before I had drawn names from a hat to determine who would be the designated drivers following the party. Unfortunately I hadn’t been able to keep an eye on all of them, and at least half of my designated drivers were the drunkest people in attendance. 

			After getting all of the Shatners into the parking lot, I closed the gate behind them. I then wandered back into the empty fairgrounds, ready to do one final check before I could go home. It was another downfall to being the responsible one.

			The Wyatt County Fairgrounds, located a few miles west of the town of Holler, Texas, wasn’t much to brag about. It was basically just a four-acre area enclosed by a seven-foot high wrought-iron fence. There were three permanent buildings on site—a block of public bathrooms to the right of the front entrance, a small, one-story building to the left of the entrance, and a large, multipurpose building at the back. There was also a row of carnival game stands and an open-air pavilion along the one side. I would have to check to make sure all of the buildings were locked and that there weren’t any Shatners passed out anywhere before I could go home. 

			I checked the bathrooms first—going down the row of stalls and kicking open each door to make sure that no one was crouched on the toilet seats, hoping to evade my search. After clearing both the men’s and the women’s bathrooms, I turned off the building’s interior and exterior lights, and locked the doors. With the building’s exterior lights off, the only lighting that illuminated the fairgrounds, aside from the moon shine, were the overhead parking lot lights. Prior to setting off the fireworks, I had turned off the fairground’s overhead lights. 

			Kicking spent fireworks out of the way, I trudged to the back of the fairgrounds and yanked on the door handles of the main entrance into the multipurpose building. Weeks before, while the Shatners were still in the planning stages of the party, I had deemed the multipurpose building off-limits. I knew that by the end of the night, the smaller building and the bathrooms would be trashed. I wasn’t going to let my family destroy every building on the fairgrounds. 

			After confirming that the main entrance was still locked, I went around the left side of the building to check the side doors. I then headed for the ten-foot wide alley that ran behind the building. And that was when I hit a snag. The alley was pitch-black. The only thing I could make out was way down at the other end of the building where a shaft of light fell across the dumpster. I didn’t feel like going all the way out to my car to get a flashlight, but I had no desire to wander down the darkened alley. I could have skipped checking the building’s back door, but that would have meant shirking my duties. 

			As I attempted to tug my knit hat down to cover my ears, my long, brown curls got in the way. Thanks to my mother, I was raised to believe that the higher the hair, the closer to God. Therefore, my teased out, curly hairstyles usually come straight out of the 1980s. I heard it was a good decade—made even better because I made my appearance into this world towards the end of it.

			Giving up on thawing out my frozen earlobes, I shoved my hands into my coat pockets, where my numb fingers wrapped around my cell phone. My cell phone that had a flashlight app. Behold the wonders of modern technology. The flashlight wasn’t very strong, but it would get the job done.

			Halfway down the alley, I came to the back door. After jiggling the door handle and confirming that the back door was still locked, I used the flashlight to light up the ground as I nearly sprinted towards the other end of the alley.

			Shimmying my way through the narrow gap between the building and the dumpster, I did my best not to brush up against the disgusting dumpster. I was almost through when the heel of my right foot came down on top of a softball-sized object.

			“Ouch!” My foot slid off the object, sharply jerking my ankle to the side. I lost my balance and stumbled into the corner of the grimy dumpster. “Ewww. Gross.”

			Shuffling my feet, I hobbled around the corner of the dumpster. I then waved the flashlight beam over the ground. Earlier that night, when I had gone around and made sure the big building was locked up, there hadn’t been anything on the ground by the dumpster. Just a few hours later there were rocks of various sizes scattered around the front and side of the dumpster. The largest was the softball sized one I stepped on. The smallest were no bigger than pebbles.

			“Where did you come from?” Kneeling on the ground so that I could get a better look, I realized that the rocks were part of a cinderblock that had broken apart on the ground in front of the dumpster. While I hadn’t paid too much attention to the dumpster earlier, I knew that the cinderblock had been on top of the dumpster and in one piece. “What happened back here?”

			A simple explanation would be that the cinderblock had either slid off or been knocked off the lid, and smashed into smaller pieces when it hit the ground. But that wouldn’t explain why the dumpster lid was ajar. 

			Despite wanting nothing more than to go home, I knew I had to investigate what happened to the cinderblock and the dumpster. It was possible that one of my family members used the dumpster, but I had my doubts that any of the Shatners had come all the way to the back of the fairgrounds to throw something out. Not when there was another dumpster by the front gates. 

			Thankful that I was wearing gloves—because I wouldn’t want to touch the bird crap encrusted dumpster lid without them—I took a deep breath, shoved the dumpster lid up against the fence, and jumped back. When no one popped out of the dumpster screaming “Gotcha!”, I crept closer and peeked inside the putrid, stinking black hole of industrial-grade plastic. 

			My phone’s flashlight beam illuminated a worn men’s work boot. It wouldn’t have been a startling find, except that the boot was attached to a leg. And the leg was attached to the rest of a body. The person’s head was tucked into the far corner of the dumpster—too far away for my flashlight beam to reach. 

			“Oh, for God’s sake, not again,” I muttered.

			At nearly every single Shatner family get-together, someone would have a little too much to drink and then wander off and pass out. Passing out in a dumpster was new, but it wasn’t the worst. It didn’t even make the top ten. Years before, at a funeral, I found my Uncle Vernon taking a nap in a casket. Thankfully he had removed his dead mother-in-law’s body first. But Uncle Vernon, who was my great aunt’s middle child, had always had been a special one. He was currently one of only two Shatner’s in trouble with the law. Vernon was stuck on house arrest following his second DUI charge. I didn’t know what he did with his ankle monitor considering he was at the New Year’s Eve party, drinking and carrying on with everyone else.

			“Hey!” I kicked the side of the dumpster, bruising a couple of my toes in the process. Under normal circumstances I would have left the person in the dumpster to sleep it off. But the temperatures had already dipped into the upper twenties, and I didn’t want anyone freezing to death on my watch. “Come on, time to get up.”

			The man—I was assuming it was a man because of the footwear—didn’t even budge.

			“Seriously, how much have you had to drink?” I snatched up a small piece of the cinderblock and hurled it at the man, striking him in the back. No response. “All right, buddy, this is just getting annoying. I’m not crawling in there to wake you up.”

			Grabbing the cinderblock that was holding down the other side of the split lid, I slid it off the edge of the dumpster and set it on the ground by my feet. I then heaved that half of the lid up against the fence. Stepping up onto the intact cinderblock, I leaned over the side of the dumpster and flashed my light towards the man’s head hoping that I could determine which relative he was. 

			My flashlight beam fell across the back of his head. 

			The bloody, caved-in back of his head.

			“Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!” 

			I fell off the cinderblock, twisting my other ankle, as I scrambled away from the dumpster. After putting some distance between me and the dumpster, I smacked a hand over my chest as I sucked in a deep breath and tried to slow down my heart rate. 

			I hadn’t imbibed any alcoholic beverages throughout the evening, so I knew I wasn’t having a drunken delusion. And I had kept a safe distance from anyone who was smoking pot, so it also wasn’t a contact high messing with my imagination. That left two options—my family was playing an elaborate prank on me or there was a dead body in the dumpster. 

			After exhausting my personal dictionary of curse words, I felt calm enough to approach the dumpster again. I rubbed my hands over my blue eyes to be sure my vision was clear, and then I tentatively peered inside the dumpster to confirm that the back of the man’s head was still caved-in and covered with blood. 

			“Definitely not a prank.” Starting somewhere around my spleen, a small, kernel-sized bit of anxiety began to bounce around my body like the ball in a pinball game. The kernel shot upward and lodged in my throat where it increased in size, choking me as I tried to breathe around it. Dropping to my knees, I pressed both hands over my mouth and fought back a scream. “Oh no. This can’t be happening.”

			Back when I lived in Nashville, and worked for the Nashville Crime Scene Investigation Section, I used to deal with dead bodies on a fairly frequent basis. And only rarely did it bother me. So I’m not saying I was freaking out over finding a dead body—though it was extremely creepy finding one in the dumpster. What had me on the verge of an anxiety attack was the fear that it was one of my family members. 

			I scrambled up the side of the dumpster and then swung one leg over the side. I was about to drop into the stinking abyss when my forensic science training kicked in. It hit me that, by climbing into the dumpster, I would be contaminating the crime scene.

			And, let’s face it, this most certainly was a crime scene. No one climbs into a dumpster and then bashes in the back of his own head. Someone had either killed the man in the dumpster, or killed him elsewhere and then disposed of him there.

			Climbing down from the dumpster, I put some distance between me and the dead body. I then called my Uncle Murph. He just happened to be the Sheriff of Wyatt County. I know, I know. You’re probably wondering how someone from a family of known criminals got to be elected as sheriff. It’s a good question. And I wish I knew the answer. But it does explain how I got my job, doesn’t it? 

			While I was checking the fairgrounds, Murph had taken charge of the parking lot. Since I could see cars and a few people in the parking lot, it was safe to assume that Murph was still on site. He wouldn’t leave until everyone else had gone home.

			“What did our family do this time?” Uncle Murph asked when he answered the phone. Murph was actually a distant cousin, but I’d always called him ‘uncle’. His father was my granddaddy’s younger brother. But, with the Shatners, family was family no matter how distant the connection may be.

			“Are we missing anyone?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” Murph said. “I didn’t take a headcount or anything.”

			“Maybe you should.”

			“Why? What’s wrong?”

			“I need you to get the family out of here and then come back to the big building. Don’t touch anything on the way. There’s a dead body in the dumpster.”

			“What? Hold on a second.” Over the phone, I could hear the sound of a car door opening and closing. “Are you sure the person is dead? Did you check for a pulse?”

			An image of the man’s bloody head flashed through my mind. “Believe me, Uncle Murph, this guy is as dead as they get.”

			“Do you think he’s one of ours?”

			“I don’t know. Just hurry up and get back here.” I felt like I was keeping it together pretty well, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I could do that. I hung up on Murph and turned the flashlight back on. I then returned to the dumpster and once again peeked over the side. “So … who are you and how did you end up back here?”

			The dead guy didn’t respond. Not that I expected him to. 

			I ran the flashlight beam over the body and revealed a large “DuPont” symbol emblazoned across the back of the man’s red coat, and a yellow “24” on the sleeve. Breathing out a sigh of relief, I could feel at least some of the tension ease from my body. I had no idea who the dead man was, but he wasn’t a Shatner. Jeff Gordon might have retired a few years before, but it would still be a cold day in hell before a Shatner was caught—dead or alive—wearing anything that supported that particular NASCAR driver. 

			My moment of relief didn’t last long. The dead body might not be a Shatner, but it was still a dead body at my family’s party.

			“I don’t know what the evidence is going to tell us, but my family didn’t kill you,” I said to the body. “You hear that? The Shatners didn’t kill you.”

			I was having a hard time convincing myself that the Shatners weren’t involved in this. Since I knew the cinderblock had been in place on top of the dumpster just a few hours earlier, I could only come up with two possibilities on how the body wound up in the dumpster.

			It was possible that the body had been stashed in the dumpster sometime before the party started. One of my family members could have wandered away from the party and, for some unknown reason, started messing around with the dumpster. But if one of them had found the body, I was almost positive he or she would have told me or Uncle Murph about it. 

			The only other possibility I could come up with was that the body had been tossed into the dumpster sometime during the party. And that would mean that one or more of the Shatners had probably done it. I didn’t want to believe that it could be true, but I couldn’t rule out the possibility. 

			I replayed the evening’s events. Killing a man and disposing of his body had not been on the itinerary, but that’s not to say it didn’t happen. My family tried to hide most of their criminal activities from me, so it was entirely possible they had killed the man and stashed the body without telling me. I will admit that I turned a blind eye to a lot of what went on around me, but I’d like to think I would have noticed a man being killed—or at least evidence of it—in my general vicinity.

			“Carrie?”

			“I’m over here.” I turned around to see Uncle Murph jogging towards me, stomping on the spent fireworks and kicking other debris out of the way. He had his coat zipped up to his double chins, and a knit hat pulled down almost to his eyes. “Stop stepping on the evidence.” 

			“Evidence of what? Aside from the fact that our family likes illegal fireworks.” Murph grabbed my shoulder and gave me the once over. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m about as all right as I can be after finding a dead body.” I pointed towards the dumpster. “He’s in there.” 

			Murph had brought a Maglite with him, and that illuminated the inside of the dumpster far better than my phone had been able to. I could now see bits of bone and brain matter mixed in with the dried blood and matted hair. I guessed that the man’s hair was brown, but, with all the blood, it was hard to tell. I put the man’s height around six feet. His winter clothing added extra bulk, but I guesstimated his weight to be around two-hundred-and-fifty pounds. 

			“Good Lord,” Murph said. “Any idea who he is?” 

			“Nope. And I’m not contaminating the crime scene to climb in there to check his ID.”

			“One of us is going to have to. We’ve got to know who the son of a gun is. That way we can figure out what to do.” 

			“There’s only one thing for us to do. And that’s call the Department of Public Safety. Let them decide on how they want to handle this,” I said. 

			Even though the fairgrounds were in the sheriff’s department’s jurisdiction, and we were perfectly capable of handling a homicide investigation, it would be better to alert the Texas Department of Public Safety and have them decide how they thought the investigation should be conducted. The TxDPS had statewide jurisdiction over law enforcement, and sometimes it was best to leave it up to them. Especially considering that two of the highest ranking people at the Wyatt County Sheriff’s Department were at the fairgrounds all night. It wouldn’t look right if we handled the investigation ourselves. Especially when Murph and I had a reputation for covering up our family’s criminal activities.

			“That is an option. But not the option I think we should go with considering the circumstances,” Murph said. “We should … you know … make this disappear.”

			“Are you kidding me, Uncle Murph?” I asked, smacking him on the arm. Like me, Murph also helped cover up the Shatners’ indiscretions. He had been doing it for a whole lot longer than me and was much better at it. I still cringed every time I got the call that one of my relatives had committed a crime. Murph would just sigh, roll his eyes, and get on with the job. But this was one mess neither Murph nor I could cover up. “That man is dead. We can’t just get rid of his body and act like it never happened. What happens when someone reports him missing?”

			“Maybe no one will.”

			“Uncle Murph!”

			“I still don’t think we need to call the DPS. We can handle this.”

			“No. We can’t. And we won’t. I’m calling them.”

			“Carrie, I think you’re making a big mistake. We don’t know what happened here tonight. If a Shatner is involved—”

			“I said I’m calling them!” I screamed. “You’re right, we don’t know what happened tonight. All I do know is that I don’t want to be part of it!”

			Murph held up his hands and backed away a couple steps. “All right, all right. Calm down. I guess you’re right. We’ll let the DPS figure out what they want to do about this. But, before we start making any calls, we better let the family know about what’s going on. See if any of them want to own up to this. Waiting half-an-hour to gather some information isn’t going to hurt anyone.” 

			“No! Absolutely not!”

			Between Murph’s gaping mouth and bugged out eyes, he resembled the largemouth bass I caught the previous spring. “But … they … alibis.”

			“Whatever alibis they have now are going to have to be enough,” I said.

			“Carrie—”

			“Don’t say it. Don’t think it. This,” I pointed at the dumpster, “is not our problem.”

			“Except it is our problem.” Murph waved his arms and stomped around in a circle. “And we have to get out ahead of it.”

			“And that’s exactly what we are doing. We’re not tainting the case by messing with the crime scene or warning the suspects.”

			“Suspects! Jesus Christ, Carrie, they’re our family.”

			“Would you listen to me for once? Look at the big picture. Dead body in the dumpster after our party. Of course, our family is going to make up the entire suspect list. I’m a suspect. You’re a suspect. Everybody is a suspect. If we tell the family about the body, then we screw up the case. It looks like we’re hiding something.”

			“But what if we do need to hide something?” Murph grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “You’re not just throwing your family under the bus. You’re running them over yourself.”

			I shook my head and pulled away. “No, I’m making the best out of a bad situation. And I expect you to do the same.”

			I dug a set of keys out of my coat pocket and handed them to Murph. The keys were for the fairground gates and for every building on the property. “Here, take these and turn on all the lights around here. I want to see what I’m looking at.”

			“I want it on the record that I’m against all this,” Murph said as he headed for the side door of the multipurpose building. Just before he stepped inside the building, he pulled his cell phone out of his coat pocket. I had serious doubts that he was planning to call the Department of Public Safety. 

			“Wait.” I hurried after Murph. “Give me your phone.”

			“Come on, my wife is still in the parking lot. I need to tell her to go home without me.”

			“And while telling her that, you’ll let it slip that there’s a dead body in the dumpster. Then Lydia will call all of her in-laws. I don’t think so.” 

			Murph glared at me for a few seconds before he slapped his cell phone into my upturned palm. While he went in search of a light switch, I placed a call to the closest DPS office.

			“This is Detective Caroline Shatner with the Wyatt County Sheriff’s Department. I’ve got what appears to be a homicide, so I’ll need y’all to send down the Texas Ranger who covers my county. And probably a crime scene unit. I’d handle it myself … but I think one or more of my family members might be involved … ”

			While I waited on hold for the person who’d answered the phone to transfer me to someone else, I moved closer to the dumpster. I glanced inside one more time and shuddered—not from the cold, but from apprehension. What had my family gotten me into this time?

			Just over an hour earlier, my great-uncle Houston, the patriarch of the Shatner family, had welcomed in the New Year with a prophetic toast. He’d said, “May the new year be full of nothing but smooth sailing for the Shatners.”

			We were sailing, all right. Straight up Shit Creek, and we didn’t have a paddle.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Less than ten minutes after I called the sheriff’s department for backup, the Wyatt County deputies began to converge on the fairgrounds. Those who were on duty were the first to arrive. They were soon followed by the off-duty deputies, who showed up wearing everything from their uniforms to their footed pajamas. Since this was Wyatt County’s first homicide in almost a year, no one was quite sure what they should do. The deputies were either running around like chickens with their heads cut off, or they were standing around, shuffling their feet, and conjecturing over what they thought might have happened. One of them at least had the good sense to hang up some crime scene tape around the dumpster.

			While Uncle Murph tried to get his deputies calmed down and organized, I kept up my vigil in front of the dumpster. I was not going anywhere until someone I could trust showed up to take over my burden. Thankfully I didn’t have long to wait.

			“What happened here tonight?” Chief Deputy Juan Quaranta, in his rush to get to the dumpster, ran right through the crime scene tape. The long, yellow ribbon caught around his waist for a second, before he ripped it away and let it trail off behind him. One of the deputies snatched it up and tacked the crime scene tape back in place. “What is going on?”

			“Oh, you know, my family got bored, so we decided to kill somebody. The usual.”

			“Sounds about right.” Quaranta stroked the ends of his impressive Fu Manchu mustache as he looked around the fairgrounds. “Can’t your family come up with anything better to do than break the law?” 

			“I’m kidding, Juan. This time we didn’t do it.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Quaranta asked.

			“Yes.” No. Not really. But I hoped that if I kept insisting that none of the Shatners did this that it would be true. “If one my relatives killed him, they didn’t tell me about it. The only thing I did is find the body.”

			“Who is he?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You telling me you didn’t climb in the dumpster to figure out who the dead guy is?”

			“No, but Uncle Murph wanted me to.”

			“I’m sure that’s not the only thing the sheriff wanted you to do,” Quaranta mumbled. “All right, Carrie, show me what we’ve got.”

			I led Quaranta over to the dumpster and then gestured towards it in a way that would have made Vanna White jealous.

			“Madre de Dios,” Quaranta said while crossing himself. “How do you know he isn’t one of your relatives?”

			“I just know he isn’t a Shatner.” I didn’t want to explain the whole Jeff Gordon jacket theory. Quaranta doesn’t watch NASCAR. He couldn’t wrap his head around why a bunch of men driving in circles was entertaining. I’ve tried to enlighten him, but he just doesn’t get it. 

			Quaranta pulled a notebook out of his pocket, flipped to a fresh page, and drew a rough sketch of the dumpster. He then handed me the notebook and said, “Indicate everywhere you touched.”

			“I was wearing gloves when I touched it. I already stuck them in an evidence bag,” I said.

			“But you still touched the dumpster,” Quaranta said.

			As I went about marking Xs on the poorly drawn dumpster, Quaranta sent one of the deputies to get a stepstool so he could look into the dumpster without having to climb up the side.

			“Poor man. Killed and then tossed out like garbage,” Quaranta said.

			I had a hard time conjuring up much sympathy. Sure, I felt bad for the dead guy, but his death and the placement of his body were really inconveniencing me and my family. My anger should have been directed at the killer, but, not knowing his identity, my mystery victim was the only outlet I had available. 

			“You have any idea how this happened?” Quaranta asked.

			“For all I know, he’s been in there since before the party,” I said. “All I did was find him, Juan. I didn’t kill him. No one told me they killed him. So I have no idea what is going on. And I don’t like it.”

			“I don’t like it either.” Quaranta snatched the notebook out of my hands. “It’s bad enough I know about the other things your family does. Or at least some of what they do. But I don’t need to get caught up in something like this.”

			“Neither do I. But we didn’t do this,” I said, hoping that, around my chattering teeth, I sounded convincing. “What are we going to do?” 

			“I’ll be taking over the crime scene for now,” Quaranta said. “I talked to someone from the Department of Public Safety. They’re sending down their own forensic team to process the scene. And there are two Texas Rangers coming down to take over the investigation. I’ll let them decide what they want to do about all this. For now, just don’t touch anything.”

			“I didn’t do this, Juan.” 

			Quaranta just looked at me. He and I got along. For the most part. 

			Over three years earlier, Quaranta had been adamantly against the sheriff’s department hiring me. While he couldn’t argue with my years of experience as a crime scene technician, he did have a fairly persuasive argument over the fact that I didn’t have any experience as a detective. Quaranta also didn’t want to hire me since I’m related to most of the local criminals. Ultimately, the decision came down to Uncle Murph. He understood Quaranta’s reluctance, but Murph also knew that the county didn’t so much have a crime problem; what Wyatt County had was a Shatner problem. I was the only candidate who was qualified to deal with them. So, in the end, Uncle Murph hired me.

			“You were here all night, weren’t you?” Quaranta asked.

			“Look, I get it. But could you lay off calling me a suspect?” I asked.

			“Just tell me about what happened tonight.” 

			I was in the process of outlining the evening when we were rudely interrupted.

			“I hope you’re not trying to help Detective Shatner cover this up, Chief Deputy Quaranta.”

			I sucked in a deep breath and then turned around to face one of my least favorite people in the world—Isaac Yates, the Chief of the Holler Police. And he wasn’t alone. His son, who was also one of the Holler police officers, was on his heels. Officer Ethan Yates was a younger, skinnier, and slightly more attractive—but no less obnoxious—version of his father. They reminded me of Sheriff Buford T. Justice and his son from Smokey and the Bandit. Except the Yates father and son duo were far less entertaining.

			There were also a number of other Holler officers mingling with the Wyatt County deputies. I cringed when I realized how many people were wandering around the fairgrounds, contaminating the crime scene and stepping all over possible evidence. Of course, if one or more of my family members killed the victim, it would be to our benefit if the deputies and officers accidently destroyed some evidence.

			Holler was the largest town in Wyatt County. It was also the county seat. Just over a third of the roughly twelve thousand people who call Wyatt County home lived within the Holler city limits. Isaac Yates and his officers took care of handling all of the criminal investigations within the Holler city limits. The Wyatt County Fairgrounds, which were outside the city limits, were located in an unincorporated part of the county. Aside from three large towns in Wyatt County—Holler, Wilder, and Mooresville—everything else in the county was unincorporated. The sheriff’s department had jurisdiction over all of the unincorporated areas. Not that something as trivial as jurisdiction had ever stopped Chief Yates from sticking his nose in the sheriff’s department’s business. Especially when the Shatners were involved.

			“One of these days, I’m going to kill Chief Yates,” Quaranta whispered to me.

			“That’s if I don’t kill him first. Now what does Yates think he’s doing here?” I whispered back. Raising my voice, I said, “Hey there, Chief Yates, I don’t remember inviting you to this party.”

			“You didn’t.” Yates walked over until he was standing almost on top of me. “And you should have. I have a right to know what’s going on around here.”

			“Well, let me extend my deepest apologies then,” I said. 

			I took a step backwards to put some distance between me, Yates, and Yates’s award-winning-sized beer belly. Yates had the sagging jowls of a bloodhound, and there were coarse gray whiskers sprouting from his cheeks where he missed a spot shaving. 

			“Maybe I’ll be seeing your pretty little face behind bars before morning,” Yates tried to cross his arms over his chest, but had a hard time accomplishing it. The man was five-four, which put him at the same height as me. Unlike me, Yates weighed just south of four-hundred pounds. Tonight he was wearing one of those puffy marshmallow jackets, and it caused him to vaguely resemble a navy blue version of the Michelin Man.

			I was still trying to figure out how Isaac Yates managed to rise through the ranks and become Chief of Police. The man added a whole new meaning to incompetence. The Wyatt County Sheriff’s Department and the Holler Police Department were located on opposite sides of the Holler town square. Yates spent the majority of his day sitting at his second-story office window, watching the sheriff’s department through his high-powered telescope. He liked to keep an eye on me and Uncle Murph. If Murph or I left the sheriff’s department, Yates followed us. When he wasn’t holed up in his office, Yates skulked around, hoping to catch us Shatners in some sort of illegal activity. Very few of the Shatners lived within the Holler city limits, but that didn’t stop Yates from coming after us. Yates had come close to catching us a few times, but had yet to succeed. I’d never say that any of the Shatners were brain trusts, but we were smarter than Yates. For years we had managed to stay at least one step ahead of him. It didn’t hurt that the Shatners didn’t commit any of their crimes within the Holler city limits. Or, if they did, they hadn’t been caught yet.

			“What are you doing here, Yates?” Quaranta asked. “This isn’t your jurisdiction.” 

			“I just want to see the Shatners’ latest crime. And make sure the sheriff and Detective Shatner ain’t doing anything underhanded.” Yates waddled over to the dumpster to take a look at the body. I held my breath as he mounted the flimsy, collapsible stepstool. Somehow the cheap plastic managed to hold Yates’s considerable girth. “Well, shoot, that is a dead body.”

			“That’s the general consensus, Chief Yates.” Quaranta gave me a slight eye roll before he hurried over to pull Yates away from the dumpster before he toppled into it.

			“Things sure are getting interesting around here,” Chief Yates said as he marched towards me. After clamping his hand on my shoulder, Yates leaned in and stuck his face close to mine. The combined scents of tobacco, pork rinds, and onions on his breath grossed me out. I also got an up close look at his small teeth that had been stained brown after years of chewing tobacco. “It looks like you’ve finally come across a crime you can’t cover up. You Shatners really screwed up this time.”

			“I don’t cover up crimes.” Mostly I shredded parking tickets and manipulated people out of pressing charges against my family. I tried to leave the heavier stuff up to Murph. He might cover up a murder, but I wouldn’t. I have to draw the line somewhere. “But, come on Chief, like you’ve never caused some evidence to disappear or disposed of a dead body.”

			“Do you two mind having this conversation on the other side of the crime scene tape?” Quaranta asked as he herded us away from the dumpster. 

			Ducking under the crime scene tape I walked around the side of the multipurpose building and found Uncle Murph deep in conversation with Louis Groves, the Chief of the Wilder Police. Wilder, which was about fifteen miles south of Holler, was the second largest town in Wyatt County.

			“Looks like everyone’s turning out for the festivities,” I said.

			“Howdy, Detective Shatner. Heard y’all got a dead body so I thought I’d come on up to see if there’s anything I can do to help out. I don’t mean to be stepping on any toes. What with this not being my jurisdiction. But I’ve got my guys and your deputies searching the fairgrounds for evidence before it gets trampled on and destroyed,” Chief Groves said as he shook my hand. “From what the sheriff tells me, if your victim was killed here, there’s got to be some blood around. Maybe even the murder weapon.”

			“Let’s look at the silver lining, Carrie. At least you won’t have to come back in the morning to clean everything up,” Uncle Murph said as he put his arm around my shoulders and gave me a quick hug. “I guess we can call that a good thing.”

			Come morning, the plan had been to round up the younger Shatners and force them to help me clean up the fairgrounds. If the children really are our future, I wanted to set a good example for those that I could. I had grandiose dreams of teaching them how to be responsible citizens that cleaned up after themselves and didn’t break the law. Mainly, I didn’t want them counting on me to clean up their messes. But, now that the fairgrounds were considered a crime scene, I would have to find some other way to give the kids a lesson in life.

			With nothing else to do, Murph, Chief Yates, Ethan, and I lined up along the crime scene tape to watch Quaranta photograph the crime scene. I couldn’t help but feel a little put out since Quaranta was technically doing my job. If I hadn’t been at the wrong place at the wrong time, or related to the wrong people, I would have been in charge of documenting the crime scene. Instead it was Quaranta who got to make a video of the scene and take the crime scene photos. The only thing he wouldn’t do was collect the evidence, and that was only because he was leaving it up to the crime scene investigation team that the DPS was sending. 

			“When is Sergeant Knapp going to get here? It should not take him this long to get here,” I asked Murph after we had watched Quaranta take pictures of the dumpster for over an hour. 

			Sergeant Knapp was the Texas Ranger who oversaw Wyatt County. He also had two other nearby counties that he was responsible for. Knapp, who was part of the Company B division of the Texas Rangers, would be leading the investigation into how the dead body wound up in the dumpster. He lived in Tyler, Texas, and worked out of the Tyler DPS office. Tyler was about forty-five minutes to an hour northwest of Holler. 

			Yates, who was hovering a few feet away, started to chuckle. That chuckle turned into a full-blown belly laugh that left Yates wheezing.

			I turned to Murph and asked, “Any idea what he finds so funny?”

			“Knapp retired right before Christmas. He’s not coming. There’s a new Ranger now,” Murph said.

			“A new Ranger?” I stared at Murph while I tried to make sense of what he had just said. Knapp had retired? How did I not know about it? “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I thought you knew.”

			One bad thing about the Shatners was that none of them would ever tell me anything. I could see why the rest of them kept me in the dark about the crimes they committed, leaving me to find out about them only when the crimes were exposed. But how could Murph fail to tell me that Sergeant Knapp, who didn’t like the Shatners but certainly didn’t hate us either, had retired? This was not good. Not good at all. 

			As if I wasn’t already in a bad mood, that news was enough to send me over the edge. I had enough to deal with already, I did not need some new Texas Ranger showing up—especially when I didn’t know him and had no idea how he felt about my family. I could only hope that, in the few months he’d been stationed in the area, the new guy hadn’t developed a deep and unwarranted hatred of the Shatners. Or looked too closely at us. One of the duties of the Texas Rangers was to suppress all organized criminal activity in their assigned counties. Not that the Shatners were all that organized. 

			“Who took his place?” I asked. 

			Murph shrugged. “I haven’t met him yet.”

			“Hardy.” Yates said. “His name is Jerrod Hardy. And, you know, Detective Shatner, Sergeant Hardy and I have become real good friends over the past couple weeks.”

			“That doesn’t say much for the Ranger’s judgment, does it?” I asked.

			“I’d say the Ranger has great judgment. He hates you Shatners as much as I do.” Yates spat a wad of tobacco onto the ground, just missing my boot. “I’m sure that once Sergeant Hardy gets here, he’ll kick you, and everyone else from the sheriff’s department, out of the crime scene, and let me and my officers help him conduct the investigation. Jurisdiction be damned. So don’t be worrying your pretty little head about the new Ranger. What you should be worrying about is how many of you Shatners are going to be in jail by this time tomorrow. Sergeant Hardy and I are going to get as many of you as we can.”

			“You sound pretty sure of yourself there, Chief Yates.”

			I spun around to see who had come up behind me. As I did so, I came face-to-face with the front of a man’s winter coat. The Texas Ranger badge on his chest was at my eye level. 

			“Sergeant Hardy, I assume,” I said.

			“At your service.” The Ranger tipped his white Stetson in my direction. He then pointed at the man standing behind him. “And this is Sergeant Arthur Boleyn. He’s also with the Texas Rangers, and works out of the Tyler office. He’ll be assisting me for the time being. Could you point us towards the body, ma’am?” 

			“In the dumpster.” I gestured over my shoulder. “We haven’t touched it.”

			Sergeants Hardy and Boleyn ducked under the crime scene tape. When Yates tried to follow them, Hardy sent him back to the spectator side. Murph and I, along with Chief Groves, took up a position a few feet away from Chief Yates and his son. 

			Quaranta was still sketching the crime scene when Hardy and Boleyn walked over. They examined the contents of the dumpster for a minute or two before having an animated conversation with Quaranta. I watched, not daring to breath, as I strained to make out what they were saying. I could only pick out a few words, and none of them gave any indication as to how the conversation was going.

			Hardy and Boleyn then ambled over towards where the crime scene unit was huddled together and barked out some orders. The crime scene unit gathered up their equipment and rushed the crime scene. They had officially taken over. 

			Yates dashed over towards Hardy and all but pounced on him. “What do you want me to do, Sergeant Hardy? Where should I start?”

			“Chief, I’ve got a huge task for you and your son.” Hardy extracted himself from Yates’s clutching fingers. “I want the both of you to go home and get some rest.”

			“So we’ll be fresh in the morning. Gotcha.” Yates nudged Hardy in the ribs. “What time do you want us back?”

			“That’s the thing, Chief. I don’t want you coming back. There’s no way either of you can be objective. I understand you have an axe to grind, but you are not doing it on my watch.”

			Yates’s jaw dropped so far that a wad of tobacco slipped out and landed on the front of his jacket. He didn’t seem to notice. He just kept staring at the Ranger. After a minute, Hardy patted Yates on the back and said, “Off you go, now.” When he still didn’t move, Ethan finally dragged his father away.

			I glanced over at Murph and shrugged. So far, so good.

			Hardy and Boleyn then had a brief conversation with Chief Groves, who explained that he was overseeing the evidence collection of the fairgrounds in general. Hardy sent Boleyn off with Chief Groves to take a look around, and to go over the notes and evidence compiled by the deputies and the Wilder police officers.

			That just left me and Murph to be dealt with. And I didn’t expect to be around much longer. Other than providing a statement and answering some questions, my part in the investigation was over.

			“You must be Sheriff Murph Shatner.” The Ranger stuck out his hand. “I’m Sergeant Jerrod Hardy with the Texas Rangers. It’s a shame it took a dead body for us to finally meet. Especially considering you were on site the entire night.”

			“Tell me about it.” Murph shook Hardy’s hand. “If you need anything, anything at all, you let me know. The sheriff’s department is at your disposal.”

			“Once things are wrapped up here, I’m going to need a place to interview people. Since the crime scene is in your jurisdiction, I’d like to set up my operation at your department. I also might need to borrow some of your deputies throughout the investigation,” Hardy said. He then turned his attention to me. “And I guess that makes you Detective Caroline Shatner.”

			“Guilty as charged, Sergeant Hardy.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“I’m going to need you to come with me,” Hardy said. 

			“Am I under arrest?” I inched away from Hardy, ready to make a run for it if he said I was. “Because I didn’t kill the guy. I just found him.”

			“No, you’re not under arrest,” Hardy said. He grasped my arm, preventing me from moving any farther away. It wasn’t a firm grip, but I knew he wasn’t going to let me get away from him. “Chief Deputy Quaranta told me you’ve been out in the cold for most of the night. I just want to take you over to that building, get you warmed up, and talk about what happened.”

			“I don’t really have much to say about this evening. I mean, all I did was find the body. And, while that might sound exciting, it really wasn’t,” I said, babbling because I just knew Hardy wanted to get me alone so he could grill me about my family. And, while I appreciated that he was showing concern about my well-being, I suspected he was only doing it so that he could lull me into a false sense of security. “But I won’t turn down your offer to warm up.”

			I allowed Hardy to lead me across the fairgrounds to the small building. Along the way, we had to weave around the Wyatt County deputies and Wilder police officers as they continued to search the fairgrounds and collect the party debris. I glanced around frantically, trying to make eye contact with my deputies. All I wanted was some sort of positive sign that they hadn’t found any evidence of blood. Unfortunately, no one would look at me. 
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