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For all of you who choose to believe, as Deputy Derrick Stone believes, in the wonderment and magic of Christmas.

––––––––
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“May you never be too grown up to search the skies on Christmas Eve.” ~ Bob Hope

[image: Image result for Country Christmas Clip Art Free]

“Our hearts grow tender with childhood memories and love of kindred, and we are better throughout the year for having, in spirit, become a child again at Christmastime.” ~ Laura Ingalls Wilder 

FIVE GOLDEN RINGS 
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​CHAPTER ONE
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“Holy holidays!” Deputy Barnes lifted his cap and scratched his graying buzz cut. “It looks like Christmas threw up in here.”

Wyatt Stone scowled at his deputy and then knelt by the body lying under the Christmas tree. A pool of blood stained the decorative snow scene of the tree skirt. When he moved the tree’s branches, a sweet pine smell filled the room. Now, he and Barnes had an unobstructed view of Wallace Dunn, the retired hardware store owner who also served as Stoneybrook’s resident Santa Claus.

“Oh, man.” Barnes leaned over to get a better look, the buttons on his tan shirt straining to contain his girth. “Old man Dunn?” he huffed an expletive, a sharp contrast to the rendition of “O Come, All Ye Faithful” that played on the radio.

Wyatt pulled a glove from his shirt pocket and lifted Dunn’s left hand. It was still in a tight fist—except for an index finger now set at an odd angle. He turned the arm over and studied the other fingers. The fist wasn’t closed tightly, as if Dunn had been holding something.

“Whatcha got there, Sheriff?” Barnes asked over Wyatt’s shoulder.

“Not sure.” Wyatt held out an open palm to Barnes. “Do you have an evidence bag?”

“Yep.” Barnes placed the small plastic sack and a zip tie into Wyatt’s hand.

Wyatt secured the bag over Dunn’s fist, took the second setup from Barnes, and repeated the process. He stood and stepped back from the body, surveying the crime scene one last time. He knew the techs would process everything thoroughly, but Deputy Derrick Stone had taught him to pay attention to every detail right from the start. Good advice since his autistic cousin always caught something the techs missed—thanks to his photographic memory.

Wyatt headed for the front door, Barnes close on his heels.

“Who’d do such a thing, Sheriff?”

“I guess it’s up to us to find out who,” Wyatt said as he stepped onto the porch, the brisk evening air stinging his eyes. Holiday lights twinkled over his head. “And why?”

“Right.” Barnes snitched a sugar cookie from the coffee table, then followed Wyatt.

“What’s first, Chief?” Simms asked.

Wyatt ran a hand over his stubble. “The most important thing is to keep Derrick out of the crime scene.”

“Jumpin’ jingle bells!” Barnes’s rosy cheeks darkened, and he ran a hand over his buzz cut. “He won’t handle Santa being stabbed and left under a Christmas tree very well.”

“Agreed.” Wyatt headed down the steps. “Simms, you stand guard over the house and wait for CSU.”

“Copy, Chief.” Simms gave Wyatt a head nod.

Wyatt headed for his truck, Barnes following him. “Barnes, I need you to canvas the neighborhood while I go to the hospital and interview Mercy Edwards.”

“I thought this was her house.” Barnes jotted in his notepad. “She found Santa?”

“Yes. Said she heard loud noises.” Wyatt continued to his vehicle. “Called 911, grabbed her handgun, and made her way to the living room.”

Barnes added more notes. “Was she hurt?”

“No.” Wyatt angled into the driver’s seat. “By the time she entered the room, the killer was running, and Dunn was dead.”

“So, no description of the perp?” Barnes asked.

Wyatt shook his head. “She was in shock, so I sent her to the hospital.” He fired up the engine. “I’ll see what she remembers.”

“Got it.” Barnes tucked his notepad into his shirt pocket. “Meet you back at the station.”

“Copy,” Wyatt said. He closed his door and backed out of the driveway. Barnes headed toward Simms, and Wyatt knew they’d rehash the little details they’d gleaned so far.

Derrick’s anticipation for the holidays always brought an interesting mix of excitement and expectations. Despite his cousin’s high IQ, he still delighted in a hollowed-out pumpkin carved with a silly face for Halloween and loved debating whether a turkey's light or dark meat was the best choice at Thanksgiving.

But Christmas was the highlight of the holiday season for Derrick. He always insisted they cut the Noble fir for Wyatt’s living room on the Saturday after Thanksgiving. The night would then be spent decorating the tree with ornaments from their childhoods, enjoying Frankie’s clam chowder, Caesar salad, and three-cheese blend grilled sandwiches. His cook always made traditional sugar cookies, but Derrick’s favorite dessert was her Yule Log Cake.

Wyatt and Frankie struggled to stay awake until Derrick went to bed. Then they’d fill stockings, and he would place Derrick’s gifts under the tree. Wyatt would enjoy a whiskey nightcap in the glow of the decorated tree before turning in. Derrick was an early riser, but Christmas morning usually started at five am.

Wyatt, Derrick, and Frankie were all that was left of each other’s disjointed families. So, Christmas was spent either working, being invited to friends’ homes, or having a gathering at Broken River. On Christmas morning, Wyatt’s gift for Derrick would sit next to the gift his cousin had selected for him. Derrick had an uncanny ability to pick perfect gifts, from personal items like last year’s wallet to the Oregon Moonshine book for the lodge the year before. But the highlight of Christmas morning was the look of wonder on Derrick’s face when unwrapped gifts from the Wish List he began writing on the first of every September and hid in his desk at the station, sat under the tree.

Dread washed over Wyatt as he thought about what needed to happen next. Telling Deputy Derrick Stone that Santa had been murdered could possibly cause his cousin to lose control of his tightly maintained composure.
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“Why couldn’t Dunn let it go?” He back-kicked the front door closed. “Damn it!” He tossed the bloody knife on top of the dirty dishes in the sink and turned on the hot water. Pink rivulets ran down the drain as he rubbed his hands together. The metallic smell of blood mingled with the sour smell of days-old food. He rinsed the dishes and fed them into the dishwasher, adding the murder weapon to the top rack, then pushed start.

“Shit!” He pulled his blood-stained T-shirt over his head and wound it around his left hand. The cut wasn’t deep, but blood still oozed from the wound.

He reached for the fifth of Jim Beam and took a long swig. He coughed when the watered-down whiskey burned the back of his throat. Dropping into a chair, he took another drink and placed the bottle on the small dining table. It was possible the old fool knew nothing and had just happened upon the ring at the pawn shop.

What had Dunn told the customer in his hardware store? “An early Christmas present for a special someone.” His milky gray eyes had twinkled when he admired the three round diamonds set in a simple gold band.

“What the hell am I going to do now?” He ran a hand through his short brown hair.

It was a stupid question because he knew he had to leave Stoneybrook. He’d been running his whole life, his past always nipping at his heels.

But first, he had to figure out what Wallace Dunn knew. Did the old man have any proof? Had he told anyone? Does the Sheriff know about me?

He reached for the whiskey bottle and tipped it to his lips, then shouted, “I seen to it that the old coot cain’t say anything now!” The liquor warmed his cheeks and lit a fire in the pit of his stomach. He’d always been good at masking his darker side, blending into small communities, and living a boring everyday life.

However, when his long-buried secrets could be exposed, he had no choice except to silence the person who would reveal his alter ego.
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“Perfect!” Harley said, admiring the lacy cream-colored angel perched atop the ten-foot Noble Fir. She circled the living room of her old farmhouse and lit cinnamon-scented candles. It was her first Christmas on the Redneck Ranch, and she wanted everything to be perfect. It was also her first holiday away from New York. First, without her mom, Esther, and brother, Harrison.

“There will be no sadness.” She lifted a crystal mug of eggnog in a toast to her decorating skills. “Because it’s also my first Christmas with Wyatt.”

Her cheeks warmed with the thought of them making love under the festive tree in front of a low-burning fire. She loved having firsts with her handsome sheriff and hoped they’d be able to carve out some alone time despite the bustle of the holiday.

The large antique grandfather clock chimed, indicating it was now half-past six. Everything was ready for her holiday party. She just needed to change, so she headed for the staircase and climbed to her bedroom.

This soiree would be so different from the endless celebrations she’d attended in New York, and she was a tad nervous.

“No,” she told her reflection as she touched up her makeup. “I think I nailed it.” She lifted her long, dark curls off her neck with a sparkly red ribbon. “Just the right touch of elegance to compliment the laid-back charm of Stoneybrook.”

Harley smacked her lips together, then blotted the red lipstick with a tissue. With one last glance in the full-length mirror, she smiled and fingered the pretty horses at the center of her necklace. The jewelry set, which included a matching bracelet and lightning bolt earrings, was an early Christmas present from Wyatt—a sweet gesture that would have been even sweeter if a love note had accompanied the gift.

Instead, he’d penned a simple Merry Early Christmas, Ms. Harper, on the notecard. Their budding six-month romance was still as exciting as when Wyatt had first kissed her when they worked side by side to battle the Agate Creek fire.

Harley knew she was in love with him, so she longed to hear those words from his lips.

Or was she rushing herself and the handsome sheriff? Did she need those three magic words to erase the pain Archer Shaw had caused when he’d stranded her at the altar? Maybe she wanted Wyatt to say what she felt before she blurted it out in a moment of passion.

Harley stopped her musings and refocused on her attire, which she crafted to compliment the necklace's turquoise and dark red stones. Now that she lived in Oregon, she wanted to dress accordingly. She’d found the perfect navy blue, cropped Pendleton sweater she wore with a white scoop-neck T-shirt. Jeans had never been part of her holiday attire; however, she liked the way the dark-wash Wranglers hugged her ass. Besides the jewelry, the best part of her ensemble was the pair of silver-studded red Corral boots she’d bought herself for Christmas.

She heard the front door open, followed by, “Har Har?”

“Coming!” Harley headed for the staircase, hurrying down the steps to meet her childhood friend, Busy.

Trampas, the mutt she’d inherited with the ranch, danced around Busy. She was slipping off brown leather gloves in the foyer, surrounded by her luggage. “Seriously, Harley.” Busy began unbuttoning her caramel-colored coat. “What’s the point of it being so damn cold without snow?”

“I’m so glad you came!” Harley hugged her bestie. “How was your trip?”

Trampas scratched and fluffed the dog bed tucked in the corner of the living room.

Shucking her coat and hanging it on the coat rack, Busy declared, “That story is going to require a glass of champagne.” She patted her shoulder-length blonde curls and headed for the kitchen.

“Umm ...” Harley trailed after Busy, “I have eggnog, hot mulled wine, and beer.”

Busy stopped abruptly and spun around. “Beer?”

Harley nodded and continued to the kitchen. “Some deliciously cold microbrews.”

“God help us!” Busy sat in a chair at the drop-leaf table and tapped her phone. “I’ll just have a few bottles delivered from the Rocky River Bar.”

“Umm.” Harley tried to suppress a smile as she crossed to the fridge.

“Let me guess.” Busy set her phone down. “No deliveries this late in the quaint little town of Stoneybrook?”

“Claire’s having a hard time getting deliveries. She said her alcohol stock at the bar is sorely lacking.” Harley pulled two bottles of Kris Kringle ale from the fridge and popped the caps. “I promise you’re going to love this,” she said, placing a bottle adorned with a colorful Santa in front of Busy.

She wrinkled her nose as Harley took a healthy swig of the crisp ale and sat down. Busy sniffed the malty beverage like a glass of red wine, then finally took a small sip. “Well, it’s not terrible.” She smacked her lips. “Kind of tastes like cold caramel.”

The friends clinked the bottles together and drank some beer.

“I got a Christmas card from Sadie too.” Busy pointed to the collection of cards taped to the hutch behind Harley in the dining room. “She said Santa is bringing her a horse for Christmas.”

“That’s what she wrote in my card too.” Harley took another sip. “I miss having her around, but I’m glad she and her family are doing well in Wyoming.”

“Is Sadie still in counseling?” Busy tipped the bottle to her lips.

“According to Wyatt, who talks regularly to Sadie’s Aunt Melanie, the whole family is getting counseling.” Harley smiled.

“Good. Sometimes, the best way to start over is to get your head straight.” Busy sipped more beer. “So, who all is coming to this soiree?”

“Everyone you met when you were here in May,” Harley said. “Not a large crowd. And I didn’t invite Ace.”
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