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      Kristi Lundrigan sat comfortably curled into the corner of her leather sofa, a king-size quilt covering her lap and a good portion of the sofa, while fat snowflakes drifted lazily outside the window. Her television was tuned to a cable station that featured a yule log blazing in a river rock hearth with traditional Christmas carols playing in the background. A cozy setting to finish the work she’d started over a month ago.

      Kristi loved to create quilts and had converted one of her Garnet Gateway, Montana home’s three bedrooms into a well-designed studio, but this final stage didn’t require her state-of-the-art Viking sewing machine. Kristi much preferred to hand stitch the quilt binding in place, and hand stitching could be done in comfort of her living room where she could enjoy her Christmas tree, the yule log video, and listen to carols wafting through the room.

      Stitches and Between, Kristi’s moggy cats, also approved of her change of venue. Stitches, her gray tabby female, rested on the back of the sofa near Kristi’s shoulder, while Between, her little tuxedo male who’d been named because his claws reminded Kristi of the tiny, sharp needles used in hand quilting, curled on the hassock where Kristi had been resting her feet until a few minutes ago. Both cats purred contentedly, pleased to have their human in their domain.

      “Not long now, kitty-kids,” she said, smiling at her feline companions. “When I finish this seam, we’ll lay this Christmas Star quilt out on the bed, snap a picture or two, then call Mark and ask when I should deliver it.” She smiled in satisfaction.

      The quilt had been a delight to make. Mark Robards, her friend and the contractor who had remodeled her quilt shop, Delectable Mountain Quilting, had commissioned the quilt in early November after asking if she could have it ready before Christmas. The man had been firm on the pattern, only a Christmas Star quilt would do, and had even come into Kristi’s shop to help choose the fabrics. The background was a lovely tone-on-tone muslin, while the stars shone brightly in red and green quilting cottons. Very Christmassy.

      Kristi was curious as to why Mark wanted a king-size quilt for Christmas, but since he’d only smiled when she’d asked the question, she’d refrained from asking again. And to add to the mystery, he’d cautioned her not to mention the quilt when she saw him around town. If she had questions, she should call him. Very secretive.

      After taking the final stitches and tying off her thread, Kristi gathered the quilt in her arms and strode to her guest bedroom. The quilt was too big for the queen size guest bed, but it made a pretty picture nonetheless. She was pleased with her work and hoped Mark would be too.

      “All right, kids,” she said to the cats who had followed her into the usually closed off room and were patrolling its edges and sniffing the corners. “Time to deliver Mark’s quilt.”
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      The next afternoon, Kristi met Mark at Roasted Beans to hand off the quilt. The popular coffee shop sat on a busy Main Street corner and was a favorite haunt for most of Kristi’s friends. She’d hoped Mark would come into her shop to pick up the quilt so she could spread it out in the classroom and see Mark’s reaction to her work, but he’d declined. He didn’t want her employees to know about the quilt.

      To say she was disappointed was an understatement. If there was one thing quilters loved, it was showing off their finished quilts to an appreciative audience, and Kristi was no exception. As every quilter knew, there was no better audience than quilt shop employees and their customers!

      Bummer. She wouldn’t get to see Mark’s reaction and she’d miss the opportunity to bask in the praise of her customers and coworkers over her accomplishment.

      Oh well, this was Mark’s gift, not hers. She’d just have to settle for the monetary reward… and the satisfaction of a job well done.

      Mark sat at one of the little glass-topped tables that lined the coffee shop’s window walls sipping from a white ceramic mug. Kristi smiled, knowing his preference for unadulterated black coffee. When he glanced up, she waved and moved to join him at the two-top table.

      He stood as she approached. “Don’t bother ordering,” he said with a smile. “The barista will be delivering a chai latte momentarily.”

      She laughed. “You know me too well!”

      He nodded to the large paper bag she carried by its handles as they slid into their seats. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “It is indeed,” she said, grinning. “I can hardly wait to hear how you like it.”

      Conversation ceased as a pretty young woman approached their table carrying a steaming white mug. Kristi thanked her, then closed her eyes and inhaled, enjoying the aroma of the creamy goodness contained in the mug. Black tea subtly spiced, fragrant with cinnamon, black pepper, and ginger, and just the right amount of sweetness. After a moment, she took a careful sip of the hot liquid, savoring the rich blend of flavors that exploded on her tongue.

      Mark ignored his coffee as he frowned down at the paper bag now sitting on the tiled floor beneath the table. “It really fits in that bag?”

      “Yep. I’ve folded it carefully, placed it in a king-size pillow case—warn whoever you give it to never to store it in plastic—and stuffed it into that bag. No one will see it until you decide they should.” She took another sip of chai, placed her mug on the table, and continued. “Also, if you, or whoever, are going to store it for long periods, be sure to refold it periodically so that the fold lines don’t damage the fabric.”

      He nodded. “Right. I’ll have… the recipient… contact you after Christmas for instructions about the care and feeding of,” he leaned toward her and lowered his voice to a barely breathed whisper, “quilts.”

      Her eyes widened at his unwillingness to even say the word in a normal voice. Mark took his secrecy seriously. What was the man planning to do with this quilt? She sincerely hoped she’d find out eventually.

      Pulling an envelope from his jacket pocket, Mark handed it to Kristi. “Here you go. As agreed, with a little bonus for delivering it well in advance of Christmas Eve.”

      “Oh! That wasn’t necessary, Mark,” she said, accepting the envelope. “But extra cash is always welcome, especially at this time of year. And I do still have a bit of Christmas shopping to do.”

      Leaning back in his chair, Mark folded his arms across his chest a satisfied expression on his face. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you finished it in time… and three days early to boot!”

      Kristi laughed. “Me too. What say we celebrate tonight? Call Stacy and see if she’d like to have dinner at Rizzoli’s. Jason won’t be a problem. He and I have a standing dinner date.”

      Mark frowned. “Sure, but we can’t say…”

      “I know, I know,” Kristi interrupted. “There’ll be no mention of what we’re celebrating, other than the season.”

      Mark’s expression cleared. “Perfect. You corral Jason and I’ll round up Stacy. Does eight work for you?”

      Kristi nodded, finished her chai latte, and prepared to leave. “It’s a date. See you tonight.”
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      Kristi had just finished putting the finishing touches on her make-up when a knock sounded at the front door. She smiled. That would be Jason, her ex-husband and current love interest was always prompt. After their divorce well over a year ago she’d never have believed that they could even be friends, and yet, here they were, dating again.

      Jason Reynolds was not only the sheriff of Garnet County, Montana, he was also her personal hero. He’d saved her life when a murdering mad woman had decided Kristi had to die… and that close call with death had opened both their eyes. They might be divorced, but there was still a lot of love between them. They’d decided to try again, but were taking things slow and easy as they worked to rebuild the trust his infidelity had destroyed. They’d come a long way in the eight months since that harrowing event.

      Opening the front door, Kristi drank in the sight of the only man she’d ever loved. Tall, well-built, with wavy chestnut hair and steely gray eyes that were currently almost blue as he studied her with obvious appreciation.

      She’d dressed carefully for their dinner celebration in a festive red velvet dress with deep green trim at neckline and cuffs. She and Mark might be the only ones who knew exactly what they were celebrating, but that was no reason to miss the opportunity to dress up. She’d styled her shoulder-length blonde hair in a sleek French roll, leaving a loosely curled strand on either side of her face, and highlighted her blue eyes with a subtle application of eye shadow.

      Pulling herself out of her appreciation of the man, she smiled and opened the door even wider. “Would you like to come in for a minute, or are we in a hurry?”

      He grinned and stepped past her into the warmth of her living room. “I think we have a few minutes.” He removed his dark gray Stetson as he reached for her hand. “You look amazing, Kristi. Even more so than usual.”

      Her cheeks heated in a blush. The curse of fair skin! “You clean up nicely yourself.”

      And he did. Usually when they met for dinner, he was still in his sheriff’s uniform, complete with holster, gun, and badge. Tonight he wore a western suit in dark charcoal gray with a light blue shirt and string tie. In a nod to Montana’s December weather, he’d topped the suit off with a black leather duster.

      As he settled on the couch, he glanced around the room. “Your tree looks nice.” He paused to lean forward and greet Between, scratching behind the little male’s ears. “I haven’t bothered to put one up,” he said, glancing from the cat to Kristi. “I’m rarely home long enough to enjoy it.”

      Kristi nodded, settling into an overstuffed chair across from him. “I understand the feeling. We decorated the
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