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      The young man— hardly more than a boy really though he thought of himself as a man, had shouldered a man’s responsibilities— guided the dark blue Subaru Outback along Interstate 90 toward Livingston, where he fully intended to head south on US 89 for Wyoming. Anything to get out and away from Montana.

      Snow flurries blurred the landscape to an even gray and white, but that didn’t worry him. Every Montanan knew how to drive in snow, and he was born and bred to the bone-deep chill of the state’s winter weather.

      He drove carefully, staying within the speed limit though he wanted to race the wind. Wouldn’t do to be pulled over for speeding. Not while driving a stolen car. So he held his impulses in check and obeyed the law. For now.

      Glancing to the right, he allowed his gaze to rest on his passenger. On the love of his short life. The moment he’d seen her in the shabby homeless shelter in Billings, he’d known she was the one. Since then he’d done everything he knew how to protect and provide for her. Including boosting this ride from the grocery store’s frigid parking lot.

      If they could just get out of Montana, everything would be fine. They’d reinvent themselves, claim new identities. Get real jobs. Make a life together.

      That was his Christmas wish— the only one he ever remembered making— to escape the hell of their past lives and start fresh somewhere else.

      Anywhere else.
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      Sheriff Jason Reynolds settled his official felt Stetson hat more firmly on his head as he stepped out of the single story white stucco building that housed the Garnet County Sheriff’s Department. Studying the snow-covered length of Main Street, he allowed himself a moment of quiet pride. Garnet Gateway shone in the afternoon sun, pretty as a picturesque postcard. Diamond sparkles gleamed from the mounds of fresh snow, while evergreen wreaths with bright red bows decorated every street light, and colorful Christmas trees glowed in shop windows.

      His town, the seat of his law enforcement jurisdiction, was a clean, quiet community, full of law-abiding citizens and all-around good people. He was a lucky man to have landed in this place. And luckier still to have earned the respect and trust needed to be elected Garnet County Sheriff.

      Garnet Gateway was a far cry from the teeming streets of Denver, Colorado where he’d worked his way up from beat cop to homicide detective, and Jason was pleased and content with the difference. He’d learned a lot during his time in Denver, but he’d been relieved to return to his roots in rural Montana.

      Pulling the collar of his sheepskin lined leather coat high around his neck to combat the wind and swirling snow, he strode down the carefully shoveled sidewalk toward Garnet Gateway’s one and only jewelry store. Christmas was right around the corner and he wanted something special for Kristi this year.

      Kristi. Just thinking her name warmed his heart and put a smile on his lips. The woman might be his ex-wife currently, but she was the love of his life. And the last few months had given him cause to think she might agree to marry him again someday.

      He’d been a fool. Had a fling at an out-of-state convention and had paid a heavy price. But he’d also learned the value of what he’d lost. If he ever convinced her to give him another chance, he wouldn’t risk her love again.

      He wanted to give her diamonds for Christmas, but knew they weren’t there yet. Instead, he’d buy her something pretty, but not too precious. Something she could wear to work at her quilt shop… and think of him when she saw it or touched it. Maybe a necklace or a bracelet. Not a ring. The only rings he wanted to give her would signify engagement and marriage. But earrings? Yeah. Maybe a set of small, not too flashy diamond stud earrings.

      Thinking of Kristi and an appropriate Christmas gift, he pulled the jewelry story door open and stepped inside, out of the blowing snow…

      ,,,and into a robbery in progress.
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      The scene before him froze, like some tableau in a waxworks museum. Edward Kauffman, the shop owner, stood behind the counter, his cheeks as red as any department store Santa, but it wasn’t merriment that twinkled behind his thick, round, rimless glasses. It was pure, heart-pounding fear. A sheen of sweat glazed his forehead despite the room’s winter chill.

      Across the counter from Mr. Kauffman, a young couple huddled against the glass display case. The woman wore faded blue jeans, well-worn Sorel packs, and a puffy, dark blue down jacket that had seen too many winters. Stringy blonde hair escaped from a ragged black watch cap and her face was pinched with cold and probably hunger. The man wore similar clothes, though his head was covered with a tired-looking trapper hat with the ear flaps pulled down. He also looked like hearty meals were few and far between.

      Jason might have been inclined to offer to buy the pair a meal, except for the fact that the man held a gun pointed straight at Mr. Kauffman’s chest.

      When the bell above the door tinkled and Jason stepped in, all three turned to stare at him. He took in the tableau, understood its meaning, and gauged his reaction before the door clicked shut behind him.

      Smiling, he stepped forward, eyes on the shop owner. “Hey, Mr. Kauffman,” he said, projecting as much calm as possible toward the frightened man. “I’m looking for a Christmas gift for Kristi. Figured you’d have just the thing.”

      Knowing his badge and gun were hidden beneath his sheepskin coat, he stepped further into the room. Not as handy as he might wish if things went south, but not shouting ‘law enforcement’ either. Yanking his Stetson from his head, he dropped it on the closest display case with the emblem on its band angled away from the couple.

      “You go right ahead, Mr. Kauffman. I can see you’re busy with these nice folks.” He nodded toward the young couple, his smile never wavering. “I’ll just look around. Maybe something will strike my fancy.”

      The young man licked his lips, but straightened away from the display case, pulling the gun closer to his body and out of Jason’s sight.

      “That’s right, Mr. Kauffman. Why don’t we go on back and finish our business.” He jerked his head toward a curtained alcove.

      Jason knew the curtain led into the back of the store. He couldn’t allow the gunman to remove the shop owner from the showroom. But how to stop him without resorting to a gun fight?

      Still smiling, Jason strolled a few steps closer to the trio before stopping and glancing into a nearby display case. Good thing Mr. Kauffman’s shop was a small one.

      “Say there, miss,” Jason said, aiming his smile at the young woman. “Since you’re the only female here, would you mind giving me your opinion of this necklace? Too much? Or not enough? It’s our first Christmas as a couple.”

      The woman jerked, surprised to be addressed, and turned a questioning gaze on her partner.

      The man’s eyes widened, then narrowed.

      “Stay where you are, honey,” he said, then turned his full attention to Jason, his gun hand in the pocket of his parka. “Why don’t you mind your own, mister, or better yet, come back some other time.”

      Keeping his eyes on the jewelry beneath the glass, Jason side-stepped as close to the gunman as possible. Before the fellow could protest and order him back, Jason grabbed the man’s gun arm, used his own hip as a fulcrum and tumbled the man to Mr. Kauffman’s spotlessly clean black and white tile floor. The gun clattered from the man’s pocket as he tried to catch his balance and get to his feet.

      “Billy!” the woman screamed.

      Jason kicked the gun out of the man’s reach and pulled out his restraints. Kneeling, Jason cuffed the young man.

      Billy struggled against Jason’s hold, but managed to yell, “Run, Julie!”

      Julie hesitated, then ran for the door.

      Without even glancing up, Jason stuck out his leg and tripped her. She landed with a thump, sprawling out flat.

      “Mr. Kauffman, please dial 9-1-1,” Jason said calmly as he moved to restrain the woman. “Ask Deputy Millson to come give us a hand.”
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      Sheriff Jason Reynolds sipped black coffee from a chipped white mug as he studied the prisoners currently in his custody. He’d had Billy and Julie escorted from the detention center, a distance of two blocks, and settled in an interview room. He now stood in the narrow observation room, along with the county prosecutor Nancy Vanderhaven, a striking woman in her mid-sixties, with steel gray hair, pale blue eyes that missed little, and a wit as sharp as her intellect. They watched the couple through a two-way glass. Without their winter gear and wearing orange detention jumpsuits, Billy and Julie looked younger than he’d initially thought.

      They’d declined to give him their full names at the time of arrest, but when he’d returned to his office he’d discovered an APB out of Billings listing them as William “Billy” Thompkins and Julie Monroe. The pair were 16-year-old runaways who had been living on the streets of Billings. They were now wanted for theft, grand theft auto, and unlawful possession of a firearm.

      As far as Jason knew, their attempted theft at the jewelry story was the first time they’d used a weapon during a robbery. He’d contacted the Billings police and the two departments had agreed that since Garnet County had the pair in custody, Jason would retain jurisdiction. It would be up to Garnet County to determine justice.

      After reading over their files, Jason had his own thoughts on what should be done with the pair, but he’d need the prosecutor to sign off on the deal. And everything would hinge on how the youngsters responded in interview.

      Gulping the last of his coffee, he turned to the prosecutor. “Well, Ms. Vanderhaven, let’s get this done. And hope these two have the sense to tell me the truth, and to recognize what’s good for them if you agree with my idea.”

      “Agreed,” she said, studying the young people on the other side of the glass. “I’ll need them to show some remorse, give me some sense that they’ll accept help, will make an effort to change their course.”

      He nodded. “We’ll see what we see.”

      Setting his empty cup on a counter, Jason entered the interview room.

      Glancing at the couple, he sat down across the scarred metal table from them and folded his hands.

      “For the record this is Sheriff Jason Reynolds interviewing William “Billy” Thompkins and Julie Monroe.” He paused, and looked each in the eye. “Have you both been read your rights and do you understand them?”

      “Yes, sir,” Billy said quietly. Julie simply nodded.

      “Ms. Monroe, would you state that aloud, please?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice quiet and defeated. “I understand.”

      Jason leaned back in his chair, extended his legs and crossed them at the ankles. “Good. Now that the formalities are out of the way, let’s talk.”

      Billy met Jason’s gaze, his expression confused. “Talk?”

      Julie bit her lip
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