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			For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

			Mathew 6:21
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			Old-timers still talk, as old-timers do, about how the little town used to be, before the brewery, and the sapphire hunters, and the moneyed outsiders looking for their own private mountain getaway. In the before days, bars and churches vied for top billing. A grocery store anchored one corner of Main Street, balanced by a feed store on the other. A clothing store, doctor’s office and pharmacy stair stepped up the mountain on one side of the street, opposite a car dealership and hardware store. Instead of tourists, the streets bustled with local ranchers and their families going about the business of life in a dusty cow town. Then came the sapphires.

			Sapphires. Rarer than diamonds, and some would argue, more desirable. Formed from the slow cooling of molten rock and magma deep under the surface of the earth. During a different age, when the earth’s crust was unstable and magma boiled and lava flowed, the colorless mineral corundum blended with other minerals to form prized crystals in a variety of colors. Sapphires. The most coveted of these, a mixture of corundum, titanium, and iron resulted in shades of blue. Sapphires flowed to the surface of the earth on rivers of magma which, when cooled, became granite. So precise are the chemical and physical requirements in the formation of sapphires that few places on earth have yielded these crystals. Trained geologists search in vain for the volcanic source of the sapphires found in Stone County Montana. For some treasures there is not an earthly explanation.

			Unlike most western towns, Anderson began as a ranch outpost. The landowner held high standards in regard to behavior, and that attitude held through the many decades. Anderson residents, many with deep roots tracing back to the original family, prided themselves on a high code of ethics. Crime was low among locals and most disagreements could be solved with a few phone calls from the sheriff’s office.

			Peter Elliott sat looking out the window of his spacious office in the historic courthouse of the lively little town. His town. As sheriff of Anderson, Montana, he felt more than a small amount of pride over the quaint and pretty place. Tucked up against the Moonlight Mountains in southwest Montana, Anderson was nestled in pine covered slopes, its base washed in the deep pools and river rock covered stream beds of Flint Creek. Anderson was as beautiful as it was charming. Many old mining towns, behind the brick façade of the grand Main Street buildings, were scattered with decaying shacks and piles of ‘historic’ garbage. Anderson’s Historical Society had a tendency to swoon every time a gardener turned up a rusted tin can or brown glass tincture bottle. Often the town council had to intervene when the Society, as it was locally known, tried to declare a resident’s backyard an historical landmark and rope it off for further research. The elders of Anderson had the foresight to tear down and clear what could not be saved and preserve what could before the Society arrived to shut down any progress in that department. Left was a tidy town with minimal decay and room to grow where the lots of rubble were cleared.

			Treasure hunters in days gone by came to Anderson in search of wealth in the form of silver and gold. Modern day treasure hunters are parents and their children hunting sapphires and a day’s entertainment. The Sapphire Pit offered that opportunity. With the window open to let in fresh mountain air, Peter heard rather than saw a commotion at The Sapphire Pit. Sliding the paperback he was reading under the pile of paperwork he was avoiding; Peter stood, smoothed his unruly mahogany hair with one hand and donned his required Stetson with the other. Early in his career he learned that tourists, if not locals, gave him more credence as a small-town western sheriff if he looked the part. He walked to the window and studied the sorting lot located at the bottom of a steep hill, directly below his window. There was indeed a group of angry customers on the verge of an altercation. Peter sighed. At times he felt more like a school principal than a law enforcement officer.

			Peter took advantage of any excuse to go outside and enjoy the summer sunshine. He whistled to his dog, Zack, and slipped through one of the most protected secrets in Anderson, the back entrance to the sheriff’s office. Hearsay, passed down from sheriff to sheriff, was that the entrance had not been in the original plans for the old courthouse, but was a special request from the residing sheriff. Regardless, it came in handy when avoiding a visit from an annoying councilman or an irate citizen. It was also a shortcut down the hill where he was headed to break up the latest playground fight.

			When Peter reached the sorting lot, he saw David Howard, local patriarch, amid the ruckus. David, a weathered octogenarian and uncle to the owner, often volunteered his time on sapphire tours. In exchange for a free lunch and bucket of soil, he rode the tourist bus up the steep forested mountain road to the local sapphire mine. Once there, he gave a lecture on sapphire mining and how to find sapphires in a bucket of dirt. Each of the tourists was allowed to fill a bucket, which was then brought back to town for sorting.

			David was, at the moment, being berated by an irate soccer mom.

			“If Billy said you took his stone,” she yelled, “then you took his stone. Give it back!”

			David’s mood was fast changing from bewildered to angry as he tried to protect his shins from an obese blond kid kicking furiously while screaming “Mine, mine, mine!”

			Peter walked in and yelled, “Stop!”

			His deep booming voice combined with his six-foot-five, 200-pound frame of lean muscle was hard to ignore. Even the boy stopped mid-tantrum to stare open mouthed at the large cowboy with the star pinned to his shirt. An added touch was the giant male German shepherd at his side.

			“What is the problem here?” asked Peter.

			“This man stole my Billy’s sapphire,” said the mom as Billy began his “mine, mine, mine!” chant in rhythm with accompanying kicks to David’s shins.

			Peter once again yelled, “Stop! If you kick him one more time, young man, I will throw you in jail.”

			Billy gave Peter a frightened look and hid behind his angry mother.

			“David,” said Peter, “you tell me your side of the story.”

			“I was sorting through my bucket and found a really nice stone,” said David. “I was holding it up to the light and rubbing the dirt off and this kid started yelling that it was his.”

			Holly Noelle, owner of The Sapphire Pit, brushed a stray strand of tightly curled brown hair from her dirt smudged face.

			“Sheriff,” said Holly, “that kid and his mom have their buckets on the other side of the lot. Uncle Dave has been sitting here sorting his bucket since we came down from the mountain.”

			A young man at an adjoining table said, “And that kid has been nothing but trouble since he got on the bus. He ate his own lunch and then accused the guy in the next seat of stealing it. Holly gave him her lunch just to shut him up.”

			Sorters at the other tables nodded and murmured in agreement.

			“Ma’am,” said Peter to the mom in his well-practiced, soothing public servant voice, “I don’t see how that stone could possibly belong to your son.”

			“Are you calling my son a liar?”

			“At the very least he is confused. I suggest you and your son sit quietly and finish sorting your buckets or take them home to sort.”

			“I want my money back. This is a racket,” said the mom, although her nervous glances from Zack to Peter belied her bluster. “I’ll bet they sort all the big sapphires out of that dirt before they let us dig. They owe us!”

			“Ma’am, you participated in the bus ride. You ate the lunch, plus an extra. You listened to the training lecture and have your buckets of dirt,” said Peter. “There is nothing that you were promised that you have not received. Collect your belongings and I will walk you to your vehicle.”

			Sensing no support for her cause, but continuing to mutter under her breath, the mother grabbed Billy’s arm and half-drug him across the lot to their table where she collected backpack and purse, sunhats, water bottles, and the rest of the paraphernalia involved in a day in the sun. Peter was not surprised to see a timid and cowed looking man standing next to the table, scooping dirt back into buckets. The man picked up the buckets and trotted after the woman without a word. Noting the Missoula license plates, Peter watched as the family loaded their minivan with themselves and their belongings. He placed his hands on the rim of the car window as they prepared to drive away, looked sternly into the woman’s eyes, and said, “Consider going elsewhere on your next family outing. You are no longer welcome in Anderson.”

			Returning to a chorus of cheers and clapping, Peter tipped his hat to the sapphire hunters. While Holly and David thanked Peter profusely for his help, Zack made his way around the lot, tail wagging, greeting each guest and begging for pats. Gone was any illusion of a vicious beast. Across the lot, a heavily made-up woman with eyes like a hunter, sashayed her way toward Peter. Liz Benton. He turned and escaped to the boardwalk before he could get caught in her trap.

			Peter glanced in each direction along the wooden sidewalk running most of the length on both sides of Main Street. Much time was spent maintaining the boardwalks while preserving an illusion of rustic authenticity. Few tourists suspected decaying concrete sidewalks were hidden beneath the weathered wooden boards. In contrast, colorfully painted late Victorian era houses dressed in towers and turrets rubbed shoulders with stately red brick professional buildings. Peter paused for a moment, enjoying the beauty of his surroundings. To the south, Empire Peak was etched with ski runs and snow cover even in late spring. The Moonlight Mountains, rife with beauty and mystery, reigned over the east. Flint Creek and the valley it nourished opened out to the north and west.

			Irresistible aromas of baked goods wafted through the air from the bakery next door to The Sapphire Pit. Giving into temptation, Peter stopped in for a mid-afternoon snack. Sally, the granddaughter of owners Bob and Barb Dahl, was manning the till. Sally’s big blue eyes barely cleared the top of the display case, but she managed to see everything going on inside and outside the bakery and was in hot contention for the prize of most prolific gossip in town. What set Sally apart was her complete lack of malice. Those blue eyes, topped with a mop of curly blonde hair, were filled with pure love. A quarrel at the Sapphire Pit would have her calling her church prayer chain and planning a reconciliation potluck.

			“Oh, my goodness, Sheriff Elliott, I hope everything’s okay at the Sapphire Pit. All that yelling… should I send over a basket of goodies to sweeten tempers?”

			Peter gave her a quick, watered-down version of the incident and assured her everything was fine. Sally, knowing Peter’s weakness, handed him a freshly baked cinnamon roll in a go-box, flipped a sugar cookie to Zack, and sent them on their way, refusing Peter’s attempt to pay. Baked goods for information, thought Peter. I wonder if there is an ethics violation in that.

			Peter walked past the quilt shop next to the bakery, jumping when the door banged open.

			“Don’t you dare come into this shop with that!” yelled Margaret Franks, cantankerous owner of Prime Cuts, which, because of its name, was often mistaken for a butcher shop.

			“I’m on my way to my office, Margaret. I’m not in need of quilting supplies today,” said Peter.

			“Don’t be a smart aleck!” snapped Margaret, a tall bony woman with a perpetually discontented look. “When are you going to shut that place down?”

			Margaret was referring to the bakery, for which she had an illogical hatred. Several years ago, someone came into her shop eating a gooey Danish and left sticky fingerprints on several pieces of material. Since then, Margaret had become militant about food and drink brought into her shop. The door and windows were posted with warnings, and security cameras guarded every nook and cranny. Margaret hadn’t stopped there. She reported the bakery to the health department every several months. A health violation had never been found, but inspectors showed up periodically for baked goods and to check off the complaint box.

			“There is no valid reason to shut down the bakery, Margaret,” said Peter. “It is a clean, well-run business.”

			“Hrrumph. I’ll get them someday,” replied Margaret as she turned and stomped her way back into the shop, slamming the door behind her.

			Peter shook his head and made a beeline for his office. Built at the highest point of town proper, the courthouse cast a stately shadow over its subjects. Wide stone steps led the way into the brick and granite building. Those granite walls isolated the interior from the noise and chaos outside. Inside, Peter inhaled the familiar scent of floor polish, and listened to the echoes of his footfalls. There was something comforting about the quiet peace of the building.

			Waiting for him were his clerk and deputy, two people who, if matched stereotypes, would have been in opposite roles. His deputy, Helen Ferguson, was a fiftyish woman in a losing battle with a bulging waistline. Years ago, she gave up attempting to hide her age with hair dye and now wore her salt and pepper hair in a long braid. Travis, the clerk, was a twenty-six-year-old body builder. Travis originally signed up for the deputy position. Blond and buff, he wore his uniform well, but quickly realized he didn’t have the temperament to be a deputy sheriff after his first call out to a domestic dispute. He tried to ‘save’ the wife of the disputing couple only to be cold cocked by the woman who was the aggressor in the situation.

			Peter leaned against the antique oak filing cabinet in the outer office and filled them in on his afternoon activities.

			“You know,” said Travis, “Harold Evans is selling his gift shop.”

			“And…?” asked Peter.

			“It would be a perfect place for Margaret to move her quilt shop. She would be sandwiched between a jewelry store and a clothing store. No more harassing the Dahls’ bakery,” said Travis.

			“And there’s more room,” said Helen, eyeing Peter’s cinnamon roll. “Margaret’s always complaining about wanting to expand her shop and not having enough space.”

			Peter, eyeing Helen’s already straining uniform buttons, slipped the roll behind his back.

			“Good thought,” said Peter. “I’ll mention it to her. I’d love to hear the end of that squabble.”
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			Liz Benton had only one concern in life, and that concern was herself. She had a good job in a back office at the local bank dealing with numbers, and Liz was very good with numbers. The position required zero contact with customers and very little contact with coworkers, which was a blessing for everyone involved. Liz Benton was not a nice person. She had a few women she called friends who were little more than hangers-on left over from her days as head mean girl in high school. She had no interest in relationships with other people unless they could benefit her in some way. Recently, after too many rounds of beer at the brewery, and one of the rare times she actually paid attention to the chatter of her drinking buddies, she realized that they had all gotten married. Liz didn’t bother with weddings and other events that diverted attention from herself, so, although these girls begged her to be a part of the festivities, she always found an excuse to be out of town. Usually, a fictitious relative died, and a funeral was occurring on the same date as the wedding. Anyone paying attention would have noticed she came back relaxed and refreshed from a week at a high-end spa. Liz wasn’t so interested in the tales of romance or mortgages or babies, what caught her attention was the talk of paychecks and bonuses and exotic trips. Her three friends had found husbands. One left her job after marriage and now spent her days at the nail salon or sipping wine on the back deck of her new house. The other two still worked, but now their paychecks were spent on themselves. Liz realized she was missing out. She needed a husband. Liz began taking an inventory of eligible men in Anderson. She was more concerned with bank account balances than other factors such as age, but her vanity required a handsome man to flaunt. She had access to bank accounts and an eye for beauty. Months of investigation narrowed her choice to one, Peter Elliott. Unbeknownst to the rest of the town, Peter was a wealthy man. There was more in his bank account than should have been for a small-town sheriff. Liz didn’t care where the money came from, it was there. Combined with luscious hair in a deep shade of mahogany and intense blue eyes, it was often said that Peter’s smile could charm a rattlesnake out of its skin. He was sought after by more than one hopeful woman in town, and Liz planned on bagging her prey.

			Liz was not a good neighbor. She played her music too loud and was noisy coming home from the bars in the wee hours of the morning. Rather than paying the monthly trash collection fee, she threw her garbage into her neighbor’s bins. One sunny afternoon, Liz walked out her back door to throw trash into an alley dumpster and on her steps was a dirty, war-weary, tabby tomcat. The cat had no interest in human interaction. He had a sunny place to sit and lick his most recent wounds and Liz was invading his space. He hissed and spat and threatened to bite. Liz, most days, would have given him a swift kick across the yard, but, in a sudden Grinch-like growing of her small black heart, she felt a kinship for the nasty thing. If he were human, he would be a drinking buddy. To her own surprise, on her next trip to the grocery store, Liz found herself buying food for the cat.

			Bob and Barb Dahl were neighbors, and they did not like Liz. She insisted on making noise after seven in the evening and the local police force ignored their complaints. They were sure Liz was the one who threw empty beer cans in their yard out of spite, but they had no proof.

			One sunny day, as Barb was sitting on her back deck sipping gin and tonics, she glanced over and, to her amazement, saw Liz feeding an old, battered tomcat. Barb had a deep fondness for cats and, thus, for other cat lovers. She felt an immediate affinity for Liz and called over to her.

			“Liz. Yoo hoo, Liz.”

			Liz, expecting an onslaught of complaints, was tempted to ignore Barb, but braced herself and turned around, ready with her own verbal assault. To her surprise, Barb waved her over.

			“Come have a cool drink with me if you aren’t busy. The deck is perfect this time of day,” said Barb.

			Liz, not one to turn down an offer of free alcohol, did just that. An unusual companionship was formed that day. There wasn’t friendly chat or sharing of lives. They sat and drank and complained about imagined slights or city government, but mostly sat and drank. Occasionally, Bob would bring out his cookbooks and read recipes while they drank.

			The afternoon of The Sapphire Pit incident, Liz stomped home fuming at the thought Peter may have snubbed her. Surely, he hadn’t seen her walking across the lot, or he would have stayed to chat. What man could resist her after all? While in the backyard setting out food for the ratty old tomcat, Liz noticed Bob sitting on the back deck by himself, reading a book.

			“Where’s Barb today?” she asked.

			“Quilt show in Rumsey,” said Bob. “But the gin is cold. Come over. I’ll mix you a drink.”

			Bob, having been married to a petulant woman for almost forty years, could read the signs.

			“Something bothering you today, Liz?”

			Liz hesitated, but finally said, “Oh, a guy I thought I was interested in. I’m not sure he’s interested in me.”

			“Ah.”

			A side effect of being a selfish, unsympathetic person is not receiving sympathy from other people. Sensing unfamiliar compassion from Bob, the dam broke, and Liz spilled out her frustrations.

			“It’s Peter Elliot. He would make a wonderful husband, but that Holly Noelle has some kind of weird hold on him!”
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			Sleep came easy, the awakening, not so much. Peter’s body shuddered on being pulled out of a deep, dream-filled sleep by the obnoxious gong of his cell phone, purposely set that way so he wouldn’t sleep through an important call. He looked at the time as he swiped to answer. 5:38 a.m.

			“Yeah?” he said, his voice gravelly with sleep.

			“Peter?”

			“Yeah. Travis. What’s up?”

			“They need you down at the bakery ASAP. We’ve got a body.”

			Peter sat straight up in bed. Instantly on alert.

			“What?! Who?” he asked.

			“Bob Dahl. He left home early this morning to get the bread dough mixed and rising. Barb came in later and found him.” Travis’ voice cracked. “It’s really bad, Pete.”

			“Where’s Helen?”

			“She’s inside. She called me down to help out with Barb and keep the area secure.”

			“Call in Tom. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

			Peter hurried on with his clothes. Dead bodies were his least favorite part of the job. In a small town, too often the deceased was someone he knew.

			He arrived on the scene to find, even at this early hour, a scattering of curious onlookers. Not for the first time, he wondered how news traveled so fast in the small community. His official police vehicle and lights helped clear a path to the front door.

			“Stay here, Zack,” said Peter.

			He rolled down the windows before he opened the door and stepped out.

			In spite of his sweet temperament, Zack was a well-disciplined, fully trained police dog. The trainer, a friend of Peter’s from Chicago, shipped Zack to Anderson when it became obvious he didn’t have the aggressiveness needed for a big city police force.

			Short and stout Tom Edwards, part-time deputy, was there, and already had the sidewalk in front of the bakery roped off.

			“Hey Pete,” said Tom, “area secured. Barb is in the back of my vehicle. I thought she could use some privacy. Sally’s in Missoula visiting friends. Barb’s going to call her. Helen is inside.”

			“Thanks, Tom. Stay out here and keep the crowd in line,” said Peter.

			He saw Travis standing next to the building looking slightly queasy and took pity on him.

			“Travis,” said Peter, “go on back to the office and man the phones. ‘No comment’ on everything.”

			“Thanks, Boss. Should I get food and coffee sent down? You guys will be here for a while.”

			“Thanks, but it looks like it’s already been taken care of.”

			Linda Elliott, head of the Christian Women’s Society and Peter’s sister-in-law, was on her way down the sidewalk pulling a jumbo green garden wagon laden with two large hot-drink dispensers and boxes of what he assumed was food.

			“Peter,” she called, “I have hot tea and coffee and breakfast food for you folks.”

			Baptist women are amazing, thought Peter. They seemed to have an endless supply of food and drink ready and waiting for any occasion. And he was especially thankful for Linda. She knew that Peter, unlike most cops, despised coffee. He likened the taste to sewer water and a small sip would leave him with his head in the toilet puking for the rest of the day.

			“Thank you, Linda,” said Peter as he felt rather than heard his stomach growling. “You have no idea how much we appreciate you.”

			“Likewise, Sheriff, we’re happy to help. Just get the dispensers and utensils back when you get a chance. No hurry.”

			Wanting nothing less than to dig into the boxes of food and pour a hot cup of tea, Peter squashed his hunger and steeled himself to what was awaiting him inside. Helen met him at the door wearing full crime scene protective equipment: black jumpsuit, hairnet, face shield, gloves, and booties. She handed him a set of his own and stood by until she made sure he had every piece in place.

			“All this for a dead body?” asked Peter.

			“Expect the worst,” was all Helen said as she stepped aside so he could enter.

			The outer room of the bakery was deserted and dark, lit only by the glow from streetlights. The display cases, as usual, had been emptied the night before, ready to be filled with fresh baked goods in the morning. Helen pointed him toward what he knew was a kitchen in the back. As Peter walked in, he smelled the coppery scent of blood, but it didn’t prepare him for what he saw.

			What had been a sterile white-tiled and stainless-steel industrial kitchen, was now a room of horror. Blood was splattered across walls and dripping from the ceiling. After the initial shock passed, Peter looked around the room. His eyes stopped at a stocking clad foot sticking out of the giant bowl of an industrial sized dough mixer. Bob.

			“It was still mixing when I got here,” said Helen. “I found the fuse box behind the door. Thank goodness the fuse for the mixer was clearly marked.”

			Helen and Peter stared at each other, both with a mix of shock and revulsion on their faces.

			“I didn’t have the nerve to look in the bowl,” said Helen.

			Peter walked over to the mixer, Helen at his side. They peered over the edge of the bowl. Staring back at them from the bottom of the bowl were a pair of lifeless green eyes.

			“That’s not Bob,” said Helen.

			Bob Dahl, like Sally, had big blue eyes in a soft chubby face. The green-eyed face in the mixer bowl was thin and weathered.

			“That’s Sam Geary, the dairy man,” said Peter.

			“What on earth could have happened?” asked Helen. “And where’s Bob?”

			“No idea. Sam would have been here early this morning delivering milk and butter. I wonder what he walked into.”

			As they were standing looking at the lifeless, blood-encrusted face of Sam Geary, the contents of the bowl
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