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			For nothing is secret that will not be revealed, nor anything hidden that will not be known and come to light.

			Luke 8:17
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			When trees and grasses go dormant and creek waters freeze and the land is covered with a thick blanket of pure white snow, a different kind of magic fills the landscape of the Moonlight Mountains. Quiet peace descends as those creatures who are able retreat to warmer climates. Others choose cozy dens and a deep sleep, to be awakened only by the loving kiss of spring. Left are the hardier of the animal world. Tiny chickadees, enormous moose, and resilient humans exchange their summer frocks for thick winter coats, indifferent to winter’s chill.

			Feet on desk and head in hands, dreaming of white sand beaches and the warmth of the sun, Stone County Sheriff Peter Elliott barely caught himself from falling backward when his office door burst open, followed by a woman decked out in a full-length fur coat and matching hat. Sparkling diamond earrings peeked out from under a chic blonde bob. A stranger would have pegged her for a socialite stranded in a remote cow town. Peter knew better. Nancy May lived in the local senior apartments and spent her days drumming up excitement in an effort to stave off boredom.

			“Peter! What are you doing sitting there? The light parade is tomorrow night and you missed dress rehearsal!”

			Peter groaned. Every year while the rest of Anderson, Montana dusted off their Christmas decorations and practiced carols, Peter imagined ways to avoid the light parade. Tradition overruled personal preference and tradition demanded the sitting sheriff of Stone County lead the parade. On horseback. In full cowboy attire. The traditional outfit of wool and leather, handed down through many generations of sheriffs, reeked of the sweat of those past sheriffs and no amount of cleaning would diminish the odor. Peter would gladly pay for a new period designed costume, but was unanimously voted down by the parade committee. Tradition was tradition and for him to not wear the traditional outfit would bring bad luck . . . or something. Peter never did get a straight answer on that decision.

			The clothing issue was a minor one. Peter could tolerate a musty outfit for a few hours once a year. What he objected to was the horse. He had no problem with horses in general. He had no issue with other people riding horses. Peter had issues with riding horses himself.

			Decades earlier, as a young teen, Peter took a job on a local ranch. The sadistic owner of the ranch derived great pleasure in tormenting the young men who had the misfortune of finding themselves in his employ. Pegging Peter as an easy mark, the rancher picked a green-broke, young stallion from of his herd, saddled and bridled the skittish horse out of Peter’s sight, and ordered Peter to mount and ride. Peter managed to get set in the saddle before the horse began to buck. He landed in a ditch across the road, miraculously intact. The horse turned tail and galloped into the next county. Peter handed in his spurs and swore he would never get on a horse again. Then he became sheriff.

			“Can’t you find someone else to lead the parade, Nancy?”

			“Tradition is tradition, Peter. You have to do it.” She dropped a worn blue duffel bag onto his desk. “If this is about the stinky clothes, I sprayed them with my best perfume this morning.” She unzipped the bag. “Sniff. All you can smell is perfume.”

			Peter stifled a gag. “They smell like a hobo in a flower shop.”

			“Oh, don’t be so picky. It’s only for a couple hours. Besides, good news, Bert Smells has offered the use of a horse this year. A young and frisky one, not like that big lumbering thing you usually ride. Bert was so excited about you riding his new horse, he couldn’t stop laughing.”

			“I’ll bet.” Bert Smells ran on the wrong side of the law on a regular basis and would be thrilled to see Peter lying in a ditch.

			Peter thought fast. “Y’know, Nancy, I hate to disappoint Bert as excited as he is about the parade and all, but you know Seth Geary donates the horse every year. It’s tradition, and tradition is tradition . . . besides, I promised him last year we would keep using his horse.”

			“You did? I wish you would have consulted me before making parade decisions. I am the committee chairwoman after all.”

			“I know, I know, but you were out of town or something and it slipped my mind.”

			“Well, okay. I’ll break the news to Bert. He’ll be so disappointed!”

			Peter stood, gently took Nancy’s arm, and led her toward the door.

			“Are you sure you’ll be ready for the parade?” she asked.

			“I’ll manage. It’s the same route every year.”

			“But, I have a special surprise this year. Don’t you want to know what it is?”

			“Surprise me,” said Peter as he led her through the outer office and to the door.

			A shock of red hair lit up the work table along the back wall. Full of restless energy, Deputy Angus McLeod was sitting at a desk typing reports, which ranked high on his least favorite things to do, making him easily distracted. “Where’d Nancy get that fancy fur coat?” he asked.

			Blond and buff, in his mid-twenties, office clerk Travis chuckled. “She scored it out of an old trunk she bought at a barn sale. They sold it cheap because the trunk was locked and they didn’t have a key. Nancy wanted Peter to shoot it open.”

			“Did you?” asked Angus.

			Peter rolled his eyes. “No, to Nancy’s great disappointment, we managed to open it with a lock pick set. She was sure we’d find a skeleton and she’d have a cold case to solve. All she got was that fur coat and hat.”

			“Someone’s treasure from a hundred years ago,” mused Angus, whose mother collected a wide variety of antiques.

			“So, how’d the trespassing call go?” asked Peter, pulling up a chair.

			“Not so good for the snowmobilers.”

			“Do tell.”

			“Out-of-staters. Three half-drunk old men. They told Seth they got turned around and didn’t realize they were on private property. He was pointing them in the right direction when he saw the cut fence.”

			“They actually cut his fence to go through?” asked Travis.

			“Yep.”

			“What’d they cut the fence with?” asked Peter.

			“Heavy duty wire cutters. One tripped in the snow getting off his machine to talk to Seth. The cutters fell out of his pocket. That’s when Seth noticed the fence.”

			“So, they’ve done this before.”

			“Probably. When they realized they were caught, they hopped on their machines and took off the way they came. Seth called it in and told me which direction they were headed.”

			“Where’d you catch up with them?”

			“The Black Pine trailhead parking lot. Seth met me there and ID’d them when they roared in.”

			“Get any resistance?”

			“They tried to lie their way out of it. Said they found the fence that way, then accused Seth of framing them. When that didn’t work, they sunk to ‘the land belongs to everyone’.”

			“Where are they now?”

			“Holding cells downstairs. I got tired of listening to them whine.” Angus reached under the table and pulled out an evidence box. “Seth grabbed the wire cutters before they took off.” He grinned. “Evidence.”

			“Good job. Too bad we can’t make them repair the fence.”

			“Yeah, bummer for Seth. I don’t blame him for closing off the trails to his land. It only takes a few hooligans like that to ruin it for everyone.”

			“Speaking of Seth,” said Peter, “I need to chat with him about another matter.
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			The Geary place, a working dairy farm, sat north of Anderson where hills retreated and the valley opened out on both sides of Flint Creek. Milking parlors and equipment sheds were tucked in hollows behind the surrounding hills, hidden from the roadside and beautiful valley vistas. The fertile fields of summer lay dormant under a blanket of snow and Flint Creek flowed under a layer of ice, giving the valley an air of emptiness.

			Peter turned onto a familiar country lane. Over a hillcrest, in a hidden meadow, stood the Geary’s rambling log house. Barns and stables filled a distant side yard. Evidence of children lay scattered in front of the house, up the steps, and onto a roomy covered porch. Sleds and lopsided snowmen took the place of the bikes and mud pies of summer.

			Seeing a familiar vehicle parked in front of the barn and a light shining through the window, Peter drove past the house and parked next to Seth’s truck.

			“No worries about tracking snow in here,” he said as he opened the door to the special kennel compartment in his Ford Explorer, freeing his German shepherd, Zack.

			Outside, the barn spoke of new construction and modern times. Opening the door, Peter was met with mixed aromas of hay, horses, and mice, transporting him back in time to a long-forgotten barn of his childhood. He called out to announce his arrival.

			“Hey, Seth. Are you in there?”

			An Australian shepherd puppy, grown since Peter’s last visit but just as wiggly, ran to greet him. Peter stooped to give her a scratch before she wiggled past to greet Zack.

			“Hey, Peter,” said Seth, wiping his hands on a rag as he walked out of the feed room. “You heard about my run-in with the snowmobilers today.”

			“Yeah, but that’s not why I’m here.”

			“Oh?”

			“Well, the light parade is tomorrow night.”

			Seth started to laugh. “I heard Bert Smells offered a wild stallion for you to ride this year.”

			“Good grief. Does nothing stay private in this town?”

			“Not much. He was down at Dixie’s Diner cheering your imminent demise.”

			“So . . . is Archie still alive?”

			“He has a few more light parades in him.”

			Peter followed Seth down a line of stalls until they reached the final and largest stall in the corner of the barn. At the sound of their footsteps, a pair of nostrils poked out the open top half of the stall door, followed by the head of a golden-hued horse.

			“Hi, Archie,” said Peter, patting the big horse’s nose.

			“A gentle giant,” said Seth. “I had the farrier out this morning. He gave Archie snowball pads and shoe studs. He’s surefooted and ready for the parade.”

			Seth pulled a small apple out of his pocket and handed it to Peter. Peter held it under Archie’s nose and smiled as he felt warm breath and soft horse lips against his hand. “I could almost like horses if they were all like Archie.”

			Seth’s eyes twinkled. “You never did say, but I always wondered . . . was it Bert who put you on that wild horse when you were a kid?”

			“Yeah, it was Bert. He straddles the fence when it comes to the law. When he crosses the line and I have to charge him, he accuses me of doing it out of spite because of the horse incident.”

			“Nothing is ever his fault, is it?”

			“Not in his mind.”

			“Dixie called me this morning,” said Seth, with a sideways glance at Peter.

			“Oh?”

			“It was after Bert was in the diner bragging about the wild horse. She was worried about you.”

			Peter felt a blush creep across his face, thinking about his childhood friend turned woman and their unfortunate first date. He cleared his throat. “I didn’t think she wanted anything to do with me after I took her on that stakeout.”

			“Well, when your run-of-the-mill girl leaves a date cold, tired, and in need of a bathroom, she’s likely to think twice about accepting another offer.” He glanced at Peter. “Dixie’s a step or two above run-of-the-mill. She understands. Give her a call.”
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			Red and green Christmas lights danced on blue-tinged skin. That the couple was dead was obvious. Murder most likely. The method unclear. Zip ties held the wrists and ankles of the corpses tightly against rungs and spindles of bow back kitchen chairs. One chair lay tipped on its side, leaving its captive to endure a last moment of humiliation in a futile attempt to escape.

			Stone County Sheriff’s deputy, Tom Edwards, stood stunned, taking in the scene. Books and knickknacks swept clear of built-in wall shelves lay in jumbled piles. Slashed cushions from a tan corduroy couch cluttered the floor. Was the killer looking for something or was this an act of rage? thought Tom, as he set the cardboard box of groceries he was carrying on the glass top of a heavy wooden coffee table. He fumbled his cell phone while taking it out of a coat pocket, convincing himself it was the cold instead of nerves causing his fingers to shake. Rather than call dispatch, Tom called Sheriff Peter Elliott directly.

			A thick slice of meat pizza hovered halfway to Peter’s mouth as his phone chimed. He groaned. Setting the slice back in the box, he swiped his phone to answer. “Hey, Tom.”

			“Sorry to bother you, Peter. I know it’s your pizza and football night, but . . . well, I thought you would want to know first.”

			Peter sighed. “What’s going on? I didn’t think you were on duty tonight.”

			“I’m not. I came to deliver groceries to the Celareses. You know, Frank and Alice.”

			“Older couple? Live in an old farmhouse up Saddleback Road?”

			“Yeah. Them. Well . . . they’re dead.”

			“Dead as in how?”

			“Dead as in murdered.”

			“Oh boy.”

			“Yeah. What do you want me to do?”

			“Sit tight. I’m on my way.”

			In Stone County, sheriff and coroner are dually elected, giving Peter the responsibility of both offices. A dead body required his presence regardless of the pizza and football situation. He disconnected with Tom and punched in the number for his nightshift dispatcher, Debbie Tonapah.

			“Hey, Debbie,” he said when she answered. “It’s Peter. We have a murder scene on the mountain. At the home of Frank and Alice Celares. We need an ambulance for a transfer to the morgue. Two bodies.”

			“Oh, boy. Will do. Anything else?”

			“Send Helen to process the crime scene. Oh, and give Dr. Hamm a heads up. He’ll need to do the autopsies.”

			Peter disconnected, balanced his six-foot, five-inch and two hundred fifty pounds on an entryway chair, and pulled on winter boots, coat, and gloves. He slipped a cozy knit cap rather than the usual Stetson over his already unruly mahogany hair. The public, especially tourists, expected him to play the part of a western sheriff with cowboy hat and boots. After the first snow fall of the season, he was less inclined to appease that notion.

			Zack lifted his satellite dish ears, yawned, and stretched on his bed in the corner. Not aggressive enough for the big city police force where he was trained, Zack redeemed himself in Anderson by sniffing out an occasional bad guy or victim.

			“Sorry, Zack,” said Peter, flipping him a doggy treat. “You have to stay here. Can’t have your wet paws all over a crime scene and it’s too cold for you to stay in the truck.”

			As an afterthought, Peter grabbed the pizza box on his way out the door.
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			The distance was short as the bird flies, using a vehicle, not so much. Switchbacks, sharp curves, and a sheet of ice under a foot of fresh snow made driving treacherous on the winding mountain road leading to the Celareses’ house. While most of Anderson rejoiced in the possibility of a white Christmas, Deputy Helen Ferguson cursed the snow that concealed evidence at a crime scene.

			“It couldn’t wait to snow until after the murder?” asked Helen as she climbed into Tom’s truck where he was waiting with the heater running full blast.

			Tom pushed a fur lined trapper hat further down onto his balding head and shivered. “It did. They’ve been in there for a while.”

			“So, no tracks when you drove up?”

			“Nope. Whoever did this was long gone before the snow started.”

			When Peter pulled up next to them, Tom reluctantly turned off the motor and climbed out of the warmth of the truck. The thermometer registered a balmy twelve degrees Fahrenheit, but a biting wind blowing through the valley from the north set a windchill factor of negative four. Tom led the others to the back door of the house where Helen, the department crime scene expert, handed them each a set of waterproof boot covers. “We don’t need our wet prints destroying evidence,” she said, as she slipped covers over her own boots.

			Protection donned, Tom led them into the house, through the kitchen, and to the ransacked living room where chair-bound bodies awaited investigation.

			“I see why you were waiting in your truck,” said Helen. “It’s freezing in here.”

			“There’s only a wood burning stove for heat. The fire was out and the back door hanging open when I got here,” said Tom.

			A thin flannel nightgown covered the frozen corpse of the female victim. Boxer shorts and bare legs peeked out of a plaid cotton robe on the male.

			“Either ready for bed or just up for breakfast,” commented Helen.

			“Any sign of trauma?” asked Peter, as he studied glazed empty eyes and frosted blue skin.

			“Not that I could see. My guess is they froze to death. The temperature’s been in the low teens all day. It dipped below zero last night. Either way, it wouldn’t take long,” said Tom.

			“How’d you happen to find them?” asked Helen

			Tom pointed to the box of groceries sitting on the coffee table. “They called in an order last week and never came to pick it up. No answer on the phone. Judy got worried and asked me to check on them.”

			Tom owned the local grocery store. His wife, Judy, and grown children managed things so well that Tom rarely needed to be there. As a result, he spent his free time filling in as a deputy sheriff.

			Peter took a pair of nitrile gloves out of his pocket and knelt next to Alice. He went through the motions of feeling for a pulse. Nothing. He examined each hand for self-defense wounds and broken nails. Red polish decorated with gold and silver Christmas designs covered each nail, all of them intact.

			“Her right wrist is in a cast,” said Peter. “Do you know anything about that?”

			“She slipped and fell on the ice a while back. That’s why she called in her grocery order. She couldn’t drive and Frank is . . . was a horrible shopper.”

			“She sent him for pork chops and salad and he brought back beer and pretzels?”

			“Something like that.”

			Moving on to Frank, Peter confirmed the lack of a pulse and studied the hands.

			“The nails of a mechanic . . . packed with grease, but no sign of self-defense wounds here, either.”

			Seeing spots of blood on the floor, Peter shifted Frank’s head. “There’s an abrasion here,” he said. “Probably caused when he tipped the chair over.” He stood, removed his gloves, and shoved them into a pocket. “I’ll need to notify next of kin.”

			“There’s only the one son that I know of,” said Tom. “Tony Celares. He’s a loan officer at the bank.”

			“Yeah, I know him,” said Peter, remembering all too well the kind man who tried to talk him out of buying the glorified shack he now called home.

			“At least my camera lens won’t fog up coming in from the cold,” said Helen, shivering as she turned to retrieve the crime scene kit from her vehicle.

			Boots thumped against the porch, signaling the arrival of the ambulance crew.

			“That was quick,” said Peter. He followed Helen out. She sent the crew back into the warmth of their vehicle, promising to call them in when the bodies were ready for removal.

			Peter grabbed the pizza box out of his cab and handed it to Helen. “I’m heading back into town to notify the son. This’ll keep you fed while you work the scene.”

			A bulky parka concealed Helen’s burgeoning waistline and straining buttons. She grinned at the pizza box. Frigid weather at a murder scene was no time to worry about extra pounds. She needed sustenance to stay warm.
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			Peter paused for a moment on the mountain and took in the warm glow of the town below. A fresh blanket of snow reflected and amplified thousands of Christmas lights making Anderson a beacon in the wilderness.

			A pleasant view couldn’t lighten Peter’s mood. The image of the frozen couple troubled his mind, bringing with it memories of his own parents’ murder decades past. He picked up his phone and called the sheriff’s office.

			“Hi,” said Debbie. “Ambulance get there okay?”

			“Yeah, thanks. Can you look up an address for Tony Celares?”

			Debbie groaned. “Tony at the bank? The vics are related to him?”

			“Yeah, his parents.”

			Debbie rattled off an address. “I don’t envy you that job,” she said.

			Debbie previously held the odious position of secretary to Anderson’s arrogant and incompetent Mayor Kalinski. Working in the sheriff’s office, without question a more preferrable job, had its own unpleasant tasks.

			Informing loved ones of a death is best handled in pairs. You never knew what sort of reaction you would get. Peter disconnected from Debbie and punched in the number for his older brother Paul, pastor of the local Baptist church.

			“Hey,” said Peter when Paul answered. “Are you busy?”

			“No more than usual. Working on Sunday’s sermon.”

			“Would you help me with a next of kin death notification?”

			Paul audibly sighed. “Sure. Who’s the deceased and who are we notifying?”

			“Frank and Alice Celares deceased. Notifying their son Tony.”

			“Oh dear.”

			“You know them?”

			“Frank and Alice are part of my flock.”

			“Not Tony?”

			“Occasionally. You know, special occasions . . . Easter and Christmas.”

			Peter gave him Tony’s address. “I’m on my way. Meet you there.”

			Born and raised in Stone County, Peter knew most folks by name or reputation, and the general location of every address. He drove without hesitation to Tony Celares’s house, parked, waited for Paul, and braced himself for what was to come.

			Paul pulled up behind Peter and joined him on the sidewalk. “How’re you holding up?” he asked when Peter explained the situation.

			Peter hesitated. “Fine, well. . . . not great, but I can’t be sheriff and expect there’ll never be a murder to deal with.”

			“Good enough.”

			A surprisingly elegant woman answered the door, too elegant for a dusty cow town like Anderson. She wore a well-fitting sheath dress in a sparkling red that accented her brown eyes and light blonde hair. Peter suspected she was on her way to a holiday party. She glanced at the men in annoyance.

			“Sorry to disturb you,” Peter said at her lack of greeting. “Is Mr. Celares home?”

			“What is this about?”

			“We need to speak with him on a personal matter.”

			She rolled her eyes and shut the door without asking them in. Peter stood stunned for a moment. He was used to hostility from criminals, not so much ordinary citizens.

			The door soon reopened, this time by Tony Celares. He leaned against the frame, his right foot bare of shoe or sock held several inches above the floor. A pained expression creased his face.

			“So sorry. Susan’s upset with me. She has a tendency to take her anger out on anyone available.”

			He motioned them inside, turned, and hopped on one foot, using the wall as a crutch, into a living room carpeted in plush white.

			Peter and Paul, in unison, hesitated and looked from the carpet to their boots.

			“Don’t worry about it,” said Tony, waving them in. He lowered himself into an easy chair. “I told her white carpet was ridiculous, but she insisted. Apparently, it’s all the rage in New York or somewhere.”

			Peter and Paul sank into a plush couch and watched as Tony wrapped a ziplock baggie of ice in a kitchen towel and held it against his big toe. They all jumped as the front door slammed, Susan leaving for the party.

			“Susan’s your wife?” asked Peter.

			“Yeah, my wife. This is why she’s mad tonight,” he said, pointing to his toe. “My gout flared up and I refused to drag myself to the country club Christmas gala. It’s the highlight of her social calendar.” He groaned and lowered his leg onto the footrest, gently laying his foot on a pillow. “No way I can dance the night away with this toe.” He glanced up and grinned. “I would take this pain any day to get out of hobnobbing with the rich and famous.”

			“How many rich and famous folks do we have in Anderson?” asked Paul in all seriousness.

			“None. Nada. Zilch,” answered Tony. “Just a lot of wannabees. Unfortunately, my wife is one of them.”

			“Is she from around here?” asked Peter.

			“No. I met her in college back east. I majored in finance. She thought I was going to be a high rolling investment banker. Boy was she surprised when we unloaded the U-Haul in Anderson.”

			“How long have you been married?”

			“Thirty-two years in May. You’re wondering why she stuck around?”

			“Uh . . . yeah.”

			“Out of pride. She would never admit she was wrong.” He adjusted his ice pack.

			“No kids?” asked Paul.

			“No kids. She never conceived. I don’t know if it was on purpose or if one of us is infertile. She never pushed it. Easier to play ‘lady of the manor’ if she’s not driving a minivan or pushing a stroller.”

			Peter cleared his throat to change the subject and Tony reached to pull his wallet out of a back pocket. “Is cash okay or do you want a check?”

			“Uh . . . what do you mean?”

			“You’re here collecting for a community charity, aren’t you?”

			“Uh . . .no. We’re here on official business.”

			For the first time since they walked in, Tony looked worried. “The sheriff and the pastor?”

			Peter cleared his throat. “It’s your parents. One of our deputies found them.”

			Reality dawning, Tony said, “Found them . . . you mean—”

			“Tom Edwards went to the house to bring them groceries. They were deceased.”

			The color drained from Tony’s usually florid face. “I . . . I don’t understand. I talked to them, well, a couple of days ago.” He rubbed his temples. “Both of them? How could that be?”

			“We believe they were murdered.”

			Any ability to speak left Tony, replaced with openmouthed shock.

			Paul rose and laid his hand on Tony’s shoulder for comfort while Peter described, with restraint, the scene on the mountain.

			Tears filled Tony’s eyes. “I’ve been so busy . . . I haven’t been taking care of them like I should.”

			“We need you to identify the bodies,” said Peter as he stood to go. “There has to be an official ID before Dr. Hamm can perform the autopsy.”

			In shock, Tony sputtered, “W . . . where do I go? Susan. I need Susan.”

			“I can take you to the morgue,” said Peter. “The ambulance is on the way there.” He gave Paul a questioning glance.

			“I can pick up Susan,” offered Paul. “Did you say she was at the country club?”

			Tony nodded and studied his swollen toe in confusion, unable to process a solution.

			“Do you have boots to fit around that toe?” asked Paul, giving Tony’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.

			“Uh . . . yeah.” He pointed to the entryway. “By the door. Black. Probably still wet.”

			Peter, long past worrying about muddying the carpet, found the boots and brought them into the living room. He helped Tony ease a boot over his toe and both men helped him to his feet, out the door, and into Peter’s Ford Explorer.

			“I’ll find Susan and meet you at the morgue,” said Paul as he waded through knee deep snow to his own vehicle.
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			The blandness of the country club meeting room was barely disguised with dim lights and a profusion of multicolored garland.

			“What do you mean they’re dead?” demanded Susan, much too loudly, after Paul lead her to the edge of the room to break the news.

			Paul explained, “Tony is at the morgue identifying the bodies. He asked me to find you and bring you there.”

			Susan looked around the room in dismay. “But . . . but, I’m supposed to hand out the white elephant gifts.”

			Accustomed to inappropriate reactions in times of stress, Paul said, “I’m sure we can find someone else to hand out the gifts. Tony needs you.”

			“What about my car? I can’t leave my car.”

			“I’ll drop you back here to pick it up afterwards.”

			Not giving her opportunity for more excuses, he took her arm and guided her through the throng of curious onlookers, all dressed for a New York gala.
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