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        “If you want to cozy up with a book and be swept into a love story, this is the series for you!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Robyn Carr and Pamela Kelley will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      Claire Williams co-owns a successful event management company with her sister. With many high-profile guests coming to their next event, she works alongside Jason Smith from Fletcher Security to make sure every aspect of the event is secure.

      

      Jason is a former Detroit Police Detective. After surviving the worst five years of his life, he’s determined to make a better life for himself and his two children. When he meets Claire, the wall he built around his broken heart starts to crumble. She lights up his world and makes him want to believe in happy endings.

      

      When someone from his past arrives in Montana, he does everything he can to keep Claire safe. But this time, coming face to face with his enemy could cost him more than his soul. He could lose everyone he loves.

      

      The Wish is the third book in the Montana Promises series and can easily be read as a stand-alone. All of Leeanna's series are linked. If you find a character you like, they could be in another novel! For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      Jason had learned the hard way not to worry about things that didn’t go to plan. Take this morning for instance. He’d tripped over a shoe that Curly, his seventy-pound Golden Retriever, had left on his floor, smacked his head against the top of his dresser, and given himself an almighty headache.

      By the time he’d made it downstairs, Sasha, his eight-year-old daughter, was using a knife to pop her toast out of the toaster, and Franky, his eleven-year-old son, sat on the floor, sharing his bowl of Cheerios with their dog.

      He’d quickly grabbed the knife out of Sasha’s hand, tipped Franky’s Cheerios down the sink, and poured more cereal into a clean bowl.

      “Oh, Dad,” Franky moaned. “Curly was enjoying himself.”

      “Curly doesn’t need to eat human food.”

      “We were bonding.”

      Franky was a bright kid, but even bright kids could read too many animal psychology books. “You can bond over dog kibble. What time do you need to be at school for your field trip?”

      “Eight-fifteen. Mrs. Barton will meet us beside the bus stop.”

      “Have you got everything you need?”

      Franky nodded. “I think so. Remember not to pick us up after school. Sasha’s coming with me to Bella’s house.”

      Bella was the same age as Franky and the daughter of his boss, John Fletcher. They’d been inseparable for more than two years, preferring each other’s company over anyone else.

      Sasha licked raspberry jam off the end of a knife.

      Jason sighed. He didn’t know what was going on with his daughter and knives, but she had a serious fascination with them. He pulled out a kitchen stool and sent her one of his no-nonsense stares. “You’ll cut your tongue. Sit here.”

      Curly scrambled off the floor. His long tail swept the last of the Cheerios across the kitchen. With an excited bark, he waited for Sasha to take pity on him.

      Sasha giggled. “Curly thinks he’s getting more jam.”

      Jason set his daughter’s toast in front of her and peered at the half-full jam jar. Hopefully, their dog’s tongue hadn’t been anywhere near it.

      He patted Curly’s head and filled his bowl with kibble. “I’m going to Great Falls today. If you need me, call my cell phone.”

      Franky poured milk over his cereal. “We won’t need you.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because you always say that and we never have.”

      “Today might be different,” he mumbled. It had been five years since he’d left the Detroit Police Department and he still couldn’t let go of the fear that followed him everywhere.

      “I’ll always need you, Daddy,” Sasha said from her lofty position on the kitchen stool.

      “Thanks, pumpkin.” He took a deep breath and reminded himself that his family was safe. He didn’t need to keep looking over his shoulder, protecting everyone from the monster he’d put behind bars.

      With trembling hands, he checked Franky and Sasha’s school lunches and added a piece of fruit to each bag.

      After demolishing a bowl of granola, he was ready for stage two of their morning routine. “Everyone brush your teeth. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

      Sasha jumped off the kitchen stool. Standing on tippy-toes, she grabbed her plate and loaded it into the dishwasher.

      Franky followed more slowly. “Are you okay, Dad?”

      He wrapped his arm around his son’s thin shoulders and kissed the top of his head. “I’m all right. Thanks for asking.” His kids had been through almost as much as he had. Only in their case, he was the one who’d changed their lives. “Are you ready to find some dinosaur bones?”

      The serious expression on Franky’s face softened. “We’re going to Hyalite Canyon. There aren’t dinosaur bones there.”

      “You think there aren’t any. Maybe they’re waiting for you to discover them. Imagine the stories they could tell about the history of Montana.”

      Franky slid his bowl into the dishwasher. “Bones can’t talk, Dad.”

      Jason wished he could tell him he was right. But he couldn’t. Bones could talk, and sometimes, their message was too sad to forget.
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        * * *

      

      Claire took her satchel from the back of her truck and straightened her jacket. In ten minutes she was meeting Gloria Roberts, personal assistant to the chief executive of Fletcher Security.

      It had been two-and-a-half years since she’d started an event staging company with her sister. In the last six months, they’d begun managing entire events. It had created a bigger workload, but she loved the challenge and couldn’t think of anything she’d sooner be doing.

      This year, Fletcher Security was sponsoring a charity concert and a high-profile gala. The money raised would upgrade the drug rehabilitation unit at Bozeman Deaconess Hospital. Even if one family benefited from the programs the hospital ran, the time it took to organize the events would be worth it.

      She opened the heavy glass doors leading into the lobby. After she’d introduced herself to the receptionist, she waited in a leather chair. A few years ago, John Fletcher, the owner of Fletcher Security, had moved his business to Bozeman. The renovation of the old flour mill into a state-of-the-art security facility had created lots of media interest.

      The community had been fascinated, but unsure about exactly what was happening behind the tightly guarded gates. There was talk about joint CIA and FBI operations, clandestine meetings between high-ranking government officials, and the one that always made her laugh—the monitoring of extraterrestrial activity. As far as she was aware, ET’s call home had never been intercepted by a security company in Montana.

      “Claire? It’s great to see you again.” Gloria stepped off the central staircase. Her black skirt and cream, pin-striped blouse suited the understated elegance of the building.

      “Hi, Gloria. It’s good to see you, too. I’ve been looking forward to showing you our preliminary plans.”

      “I can’t wait to see them. Let’s go to my office. How’s your sister’s wedding coming along?”

      In three weeks, Claire’s sister was marrying Brett Forster in a small ceremony on the Double Circle Ranch. “We’re putting the finishing touches on everything. Hannah has the final fitting for her dress tonight.”

      “That sounds exciting. I remember finding the perfect dress for my wedding. It doesn’t seem that long ago.” Gloria placed her thumb on a scanner, unlocking the doors to the executive wing. “John’s away at the moment, so we’ve got the whole area to ourselves. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      “That would be great, thanks.” While Claire was waiting for Gloria, she took her laptop out of its case and placed two folders on the desk. She’d worked hard to put together a proposal the board of directors couldn’t say no to.

      When Gloria returned, she wasn’t alone. Jason Smith, the man who confused her on so many levels, walked into the room. As usual, his face was a polite mask, hiding whatever was going through his head. She’d met him a couple of months ago when he’d helped her sister’s fiancé. He’d been professional, friendly, and as distant as the moon.

      Gloria smiled. “I believe you already know each other?”

      Claire nodded. “Hi, Jason.”

      He held out his hand. “It’s good to see you again.”

      She ignored the rush of heat to her cheeks, the way her hand disappeared into his. For one brief moment, she imagined what it would be like to get to know this man. But then she thought about the fundraiser and the massive amount of work she needed to do. Spending time with anyone would be impossible.

      Gloria sat at her desk. “Please, have a seat. I invited Jason to our meeting because he’s one of the best security specialists we have.”

      Claire frowned. “Are you worried about security at the events?”

      “Security’s always at the front of our minds, especially with the guest list John has in mind.” Gloria leaned forward. “I want your proposal to have the best chance of being approved. For that reason, I’ve asked Jason to review your plans and make recommendations on how the events can be made more secure.”

      Claire didn’t know whether to be grateful or concerned. “That’s a very generous offer. But do you have the time to help me, Jason?”

      His gaze settled on her face. “I’ll make the time.”

      It wasn’t the most enthusiastic response she’d ever heard, but she’d take it. “In that case, it looks as though we’re working together.”

      And for the first time since she’d met him, he looked genuinely worried.
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        * * *

      

      Claire opened the door of her friend’s fashion boutique. Her sister had been so excited the last time they were here. They’d found a beautiful white silk bridal gown that looked amazing on her. With a few alterations, the dress would fit perfectly.

      “Hi, Claire.” Emily Green, the designer of most of the clothes in the store, smiled from behind the counter. “Hannah’s upstairs, looking at some dresses.”

      “Is it okay if I join her?”

      “Sure. Don’t be surprised if she’s found a few bridesmaids’ dresses for you to try.”

      “I hope she has.” So far, they hadn’t been able to find a dress they both liked.

      As she stepped onto the wooden staircase, Claire ran her fingers along the rail. She loved Emily’s store. Even after being renovated, the one-hundred-year-old building still oozed charm. With its pressed tin ceiling, stained glass windows, and crystal chandeliers, she could have stayed here forever.

      Her eyes widened when she saw what Hannah was holding. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Don’t pass judgment until you’ve tried them on.”

      “But they’re so⁠—”

      “Frilly? Flouncy? Wonderful?”

      Claire sighed. Finding a dress that worked with Hannah’s wasn’t their only problem. Her sister wanted her to wear a big Cinderella ball gown with lots of sparkle and frilly layers. Claire loved dresses that were elegant and simple.

      She touched one of the tulle skirts. “Do you really want me to wear something like this?”

      Hannah pursed her lips. “I’m getting married in twenty-one days. Unless you want to wear your pajamas down the aisle, you don’t have a choice.”

      Claire held out her hands. “You’d better give them to me, then. I’d hate you to interrupt your shopping extravaganza because of all this satin and tulle.”

      Three sequined ball gowns landed in her arms.

      “Emily said we can use the fitting room behind us. There are four other gowns waiting for you.”

      “Four? How did you find that many?”

      Hannah beamed with pleasure. “Emily kept her latest creations aside for us. All the dresses are incredible.”

      Claire looked at the gowns in her arms. The top one reminded her of a pink meringue.

      “Don’t turn up your nose. The dress is cute.”

      “I’m thirty-two years old. I don’t wear pink tulle.”

      Hannah frowned. “If it doesn’t look amazing, you won’t have to wear it. But we only have a few weeks to find you something.”

      With one last glance at the dresses, Claire walked across to the fitting room. Hannah was right. If she didn’t choose a dress today, she might not find one in time for the wedding.

      She opened the heavy velvet curtain and breathed a sigh of relief. The dresses hanging on the rail weren’t as frilly or as pale as the ones in her hands.

      “What do you think?” Hannah said from behind her.

      Claire touched the bodice of a dark purple gown. “This is nice.” Her sister’s relieved smile made her feel guilty. “I’m sorry for being grumpy. I just had a meeting with Gloria at Fletcher Security. She wants me to include different security options in my final proposal for the charity gala and concert.”

      “Why does she want more security than we normally provide?”

      Claire shrugged. “They want to invite some high-profile guests to the event. The standard ticket and bag check isn’t enough. Jason Smith will help us.”

      “The same Jason who turned up at Pat’s ranch and scared us half to death?”

      “That’s him.” A few months ago, they’d been hiding in the basement of Pat McConachie’s home. They’d thought someone was about to attack them, but it had been Jason. He wanted to make sure they were all right, but no one had told them he was coming.

      “How is he?” Hannah asked.

      Claire shrugged. “The same as when we first met him. Cool, distant, and professional.”

      “That’s probably a good thing when you’re in the security business. Maybe this time you could ask him on a date.”

      “I don’t think so. Jason’s happy with his own company.”

      Hannah smiled. “That’s because he doesn’t know what he’s missing.” She handed Claire another dress. “You might as well try this one, too.”

      It was a ball gown, but instead of pale pink tulle, the skirt was vibrant blue silk. Claire touched one of the crystal beads that was stitched onto the bodice. “These are beautiful.”

      “They’re Swarovski crystal,” Hannah said. “Emily thought this dress would look great on you.”

      Claire held the dress in front of her. “It looks good.”

      “Good isn’t enough—it needs to be incredible. Otherwise, you might as well wear your PJs. While you’re trying on the dresses, I’ll tell Emily I’m ready to try on my wedding gown.”

      “Don’t forget to show me your dress.”

      “I won’t.” Hannah bit her bottom lip. “Before I see Emily, there’s something I need to tell you. Mom called.”

      Claire’s eyes widened. They hadn’t heard from their mom in months. “What did she want?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t be so hard on her.”

      “She only calls when she needs money.” Their mom had abandoned them when Claire was ten years old. They’d grown up in foster families, moving from one home to another until she’d been old enough to look after her sister.

      “Mom’s called us for more reasons than money,” Hannah said. “She wanted us to live with her and Dad.”

      Claire’s hand tightened into a fist. “Dad was one of the reasons she didn’t look after us. He abused her and she let him.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “People don’t change.” Claire’s heart pounded. They’d been to counseling sessions and talked about setting boundaries with their mother. Unfortunately, Hannah hadn’t been able to distance herself from their mother’s pleas. “You didn’t give her any money, did you?”

      “No. She doesn’t want money. Mom wants to come to my wedding.”

      “Your wedding?”

      Hannah nodded. “She wants to be part of our lives.”

      Claire couldn’t help her snort of disbelief. “She’s a couple of decades too late.”

      “She’s trying. What if this time she means it?”

      “Like she meant it after Dad was released from prison? Nothing changed then, and it won’t now.”

      Hannah lifted her chin. “I’m giving her a chance. I’ve invited her to my wedding.”

      Claire’s shoulders slumped forward. “I wish you hadn’t.”

      “She’s our mother. I know she didn’t make great choices, but we’re adults now.”

      “Being an adult doesn’t make any difference.”

      Hannah looked into Claire’s eyes. “I need to make my peace with her. I’m sorry if it makes you uncomfortable, but I have to see her.”

      For most of her life, Claire had made sure Hannah was safe. Even when they were separated, she’d called her each day, making sure her little sister was okay.

      “She abandoned us, Hannah. How can you even think of forgiving her?”

      “Because I’m not eight years old anymore. We haven’t heard from Mom in two years. If she disappears again, at least I’ll know I tried to have a relationship with her.”

      Claire took a deep breath. “It’s your wedding. If you want Mom there, that’s fine. But don’t expect me to bond with her.”

      “I don’t expect you to do anything. Just be yourself.” Hannah wrapped her arms around Claire and hugged her close. “I wouldn’t have survived without you.”

      Tears filled Claire’s eyes. “I needed you as much as you needed me. Now go and see Emily. I can’t wait to see your wedding dress.”

      Hannah’s arms tightened before she let go. “Neither can I. I’ll be back soon.”

      After her sister left the fitting room, Claire pulled a bridesmaid’s dress off its hanger. Now that their mom was coming to Bozeman, choosing the perfect dress didn’t seem so important.
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      Jason sat in front of his computer, reading the proposal Claire Williams had sent him. If you ignored the paragraph on event security, it was a good document. But Claire had underestimated the risk to the performers and guests’ safety. After spending half his life in the Detroit Police Department, he knew how disastrous even the best-made plans could be if there wasn’t enough security.

      “Must be riveting stuff.”

      He looked up. Tanner, his friend and workmate, stood in the office doorway.

      “John’s daughter has been baking again.” Tanner held out a plate of muffins. “I thought I’d see if you want one before everyone eats them.”

      “Thanks. There’s a fresh pot of coffee behind you.”

      Tanner left the muffins on the edge of Jason’s desk. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m reviewing the project plan for a charity concert and gala that Fletcher Security’s sponsoring.”

      “In Bozeman?”

      Jason nodded. “The concert will be in the Bobcat Stadium at MSU and the gala’s in the Baxter Hotel.”

      “How many guests?”

      “Up to 12,000 for the concert and about 140 for the gala dinner. Ryan Evans and Garth Brooks are the headline acts.”

      Tanner’s hand dropped away from the coffeepot. “You’re kidding?”

      “Nope. Ryan met Garth when he first went to Nashville. Perfect Staging’s organizing the event. But they didn’t know Garth would be there until last week.”

      “How’s the security plan?”

      Jason helped himself to a muffin. “Almost non-existent. It’s just as well Fletcher Security’s sponsoring the events.”

      “Do you need a hand?”

      “Not at the moment.” He walked across to Tanner. “You can pour me a coffee, too.”

      “It’s not decaffeinated, is it?”

      “No. I need all the caffeine I can get.”

      Tanner’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not still beating yourself up about missing your daughter’s swimming competition, are you?”

      “I’d almost forgiven myself, but thanks for reminding me.”

      “What are friends for?” Tanner said with a smile. “So, if it’s not your geriatric memory that’s worrying you, what is it?”

      Jason took the cup Tanner handed to him. “Every time I see Sasha, she has a knife in her hand. Do you think she’s still worried about what happened to Penny?”

      Tanner bit into a muffin. “Sasha will get over the knife thing. Why are you worried about her?”

      Jason looked away from Tanner’s penetrating gaze. “Old demons have a habit of returning.”

      “Except in your case, they never left. What happened to your face?”

      Jason touched the bruise on his cheek. “My face connected with the edge of my dresser.”

      Tanner frowned. “I won’t ask how that happened. Have you been getting plenty of sleep?”

      “No.”

      “When did you last talk to Pastor Steven?”

      “It doesn’t help,” Jason muttered.

      “Really?”

      Each fortnight, a group of guys met at Pastor Steven’s home. They came for dinner and an informal counseling session. Living with post-traumatic stress disorder had changed them, and not for the better.

      “I thought I was okay. Until two weeks ago, I was sleeping through the night and not waking in cold sweats. Then everything changed and I’m back to where I was last year.”

      Tanner frowned. “What happened?”

      “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be talking to you.”

      “Call Pastor Steven. He’ll give you some strategies to deal with whatever’s triggered your PTSD.”

      “He’s too busy.” Jason’s cell phone rang. Pulling it out of his pocket, he looked at the caller ID. “I won’t be long.”

      “Do you want me to leave?”

      He shook his head as he answered the call. “Jason Smith speaking. How can I help?”

      “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

      The voice on the end of the phone brought back a lot of memories. “Corban? Why aren’t you working?”

      “I am. But before we get into that, what’s happening in the big smoke of Bozeman?”

      Jason almost smiled. “A lot more than you think.” He’d worked with Lieutenant Corban Miles for six years in the Detroit Police Department. They’d looked out for each other and were each other’s backup on more cases than he wanted to remember. If it hadn’t been for Corban, he doubted he’d be alive today.

      After five years of living in Montana, they still kept in touch. But Corban never called during the day unless it was important. “Has something happened?”

      “You could say that. Harry Caldwell left Detroit last week.”

      Jason sat heavily on the edge of his desk. He gripped the phone, swallowing the panic racing through him. “How did he get out of prison?”

      “He had information relating to another case. His sentence was reduced by the DAs office.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “No one knows. We’re tracking his bank accounts, but he must be using cash. I don’t need to tell you to be careful.”

      Harry Caldwell had turned Jason’s life upside down. While he was investigating the murder of a twenty-two-year-old woman, he’d stumbled across a cold case that had too many similarities not to be related. He’d asked questions, followed leads that had been left untouched for years. Caldwell had been circling around the edge of both investigations. He was interviewed by the police in both cases, but never suspected of anything beyond being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      The detective in charge had called it bad luck. Jason knew luck had nothing to do with it. He’d followed Caldwell, waiting for the moment he said or did something that would put him behind bars. But in the ten years between the two cases, Caldwell had learned a thing or two about staying under everyone’s radar. Until he got sloppy. And then he got even.

      “Are you all right?” Corban asked.

      Jason ran his hand around his neck. “I will be when I know where he’s gone.”

      “You aren’t the only one. If I hear anything, I’ll let you know straight away.”

      “Have you told Penny?” Jason’s ex-wife had been coming home from the Michigan Science Center when Caldwell had kidnapped her. He’d taken her to an abandoned warehouse, injected her with Ketamine, and waited for the paralyzing drug to soak into her system. To this day, Jason had nightmares about what could have happened if an undercover detective hadn’t seen them entering the building.

      “We called Penny this morning. She was upset.”

      Jason wasn’t surprised. Their lives had never been the same since the kidnapping. His PTSD had come back with a vengeance. He couldn’t give his wife the support she needed, and Penny couldn’t wait for him to recover. After Caldwell’s court case, she left Detroit and started a new life in California.

      They hadn’t been able to prove that Caldwell murdered the other victims, but he had been charged with kidnapping and felony assault. If justice had been served, he would still be in prison.

      Corban cleared his throat. “There’s more bad news. Before he left prison, Caldwell told another inmate that he killed six women.”

      Cold sweat trickled down Jason’s spine. “Did he tell anyone their names?”

      “He did a lot more than that. You should be careful. It looks as though we’ve got a serial killer on the loose.”

      Jason’s heart pounded as he remembered the details of the last two cases he’d investigated. If Caldwell had killed the other women, he was more than a murderer. He was a psychopath who kept his victims alive for hours while slowly torturing their paralyzed bodies.

      He closed his eyes and counted to ten. Deep, steadying breaths did nothing to stop the room from spinning. “I’ll call you back.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine.” Before he’d dropped the phone onto his desk, Tanner was beside him, pulling his chair close.

      “Sit here and stick your head between your knees. Your kids will think you’re a klutz if you fall and bruise the other side of your face.”

      He stumbled into the chair and focused on Tanner’s calm voice, telling him to take deep breaths.

      Five years ago, Jason hadn’t been able to protect the people he loved. This time around, he wouldn’t let Caldwell anywhere near his family.
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        * * *

      

      Claire pulled some folders out of her satchel. “I made two copies of the notes you sent me. Would you like one?”

      Jason nodded. “Thanks.”

      He hadn’t said much since she’d arrived for their meeting. She was worried that something had happened, that the proposal she’d sent him had even more issues than those he’d initially identified.

      As she sat behind her desk, she frowned. “You made a lot of comments about the security. Do you really think metal detectors and increasing the number of exit points in the hotel is necessary?”

      “From a security perspective, having the concert in the Bobcat Stadium at MSU will be difficult, but not impossible to manage. But the after-concert gala in the Baxter Hotel is completely different. It’s an old building. We’ve used it before for high-profile events and there hasn’t been a problem. But each of those events had a lot more security than you proposed.”

      She looked away from Jason’s steady gaze and opened another folder. “I don’t have a problem with extra security, but I’m worried about the cost. My company isn’t charging anything to organize the events, but we still have a budget to meet. The cost of additional security wasn’t factored into our original proposal.”

      Jason frowned. “Why aren’t you charging anything to manage the event?”

      “It’s for a good cause,” she mumbled.

      “I looked at your company’s website. Perfect Staging has organized a lot of charity events. You couldn’t have donated your time to each of them. Why are these events any different?”

      If Jason knew the answer to that question, he wouldn’t let her into the headquarters of Fletcher Security. Having a father who had been in and out of prison was bad enough. Her mother wasn’t much better. Denise Williams had serious drug and relationship addictions. She’d become co-dependent, needing her husband more than she needed her daughters.

      “Claire?”

      She pushed her disappointment away. “The hospital’s drug rehabilitation program is important to our community.”

      “So are a lot of things.”

      “Exactly.” Claire picked up a sheet of paper. “Which is why we need to finalize the proposal for the board of directors. Do you think Fletcher Security will provide the additional resources you’ve suggested?”

      Jason slowly nodded. “I don’t see why not. I asked our finance team to supply a draft budget for the additional security. Compared to the risk of something happening, the cost isn’t huge.”

      Claire’s gaze skimmed over the piece of paper Jason handed her. The final amount was almost half their entire budget. “Are you sure this will be okay?”

      “It has to be. Ryan Evans and Garth Brooks are superstars. They’re inviting their friends. By the time the guest list is complete, it could be a who’s who of the country music industry.”

      Claire tried not to let the number of celebrities worry her. She’d worked with famous people before. Most of them were no different from anyone else—they just had a lot more money. She glanced at Jason before opening her laptop. She had a feeling he still wasn’t happy about something.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked. “If you’d like to change anything, it’s easier to do it now.”

      Jason seemed surprised. “Why wouldn’t everything be okay?”

      “You don’t seem happy. Hannah and I went over this proposal many times, but if we’ve missed something, you can let me know. I won’t take offense.”

      “I’ve got something on my mind that isn’t work-related.”

      “Oh. Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      Her eyebrows rose. Jason’s reply was brief and to the point. “Well, whatever’s wrong, I hope it sorts itself out.” She looked around the office, hoping to find something that would distract him from what was worrying him. Her gaze landed on a painting hanging on the wall. “I like your picture.”

      He turned around and some of the tension left his face. “My daughter made it for me. It’s Lake Louise. We went there last summer.”

      “It’s lovely. How old’s your daughter?”

      “Sasha’s eight.”

      “Do you have other children?”

      Jason’s eyes narrowed just enough to let her know he wasn’t happy answering questions about his family.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “I don’t talk about my children.”

      “I understand.” Claire didn’t know what sort of security he specialized in, but whatever it was, keeping his professional and personal life separate must be important. “I only asked because my sister and I run children’s art workshops. We’re starting a new program this Saturday.”

      Jason frowned. “How do you find the time to run art classes?”

      “Sometimes it’s really difficult, but Hannah and I enjoy painting. The art classes are our way of filling our buckets.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Claire grinned. “Haven’t you heard of an emotional bucket?” When Jason still looked confused, she continued. “Everyone has an emotional bucket that gets drained by everyday things. Each time we give something of ourselves to another person or even work long hours, our bucket starts to empty. You have to find something to fill your bucket. For Hannah and I, that something is art.”

      “You sound like a psychologist.”

      “Or a new-age hippie,” Claire joked. “But it works. You should give it a go. What would fill your bucket?”

      For a split second, Jason dropped the professional mask he usually wore. He looked vulnerable and stressed, two things Claire understood.

      “I don’t need to fill my bucket,” he muttered. “What we need to do is work on your proposal.”

      Claire ignored his scowling face. As she handed him another folder, she hoped he found something to make him happy. “I took all your suggestions on board and redrafted the proposal. I’ve included the maps of the hotel you sent me and the proposed exit points.”

      Jason flicked through the papers. “What about other groups who might be renting rooms in the hotel?”

      “As of this afternoon, we have hired all three ballrooms and the two remaining suites. The restaurants on the ground floor will be open. The apartments above the ballroom are occupied, so I couldn’t do anything about those.”

      “You did well.” He turned to another page and frowned. “What’s this?”

      Claire leaned across his desk. “It’s a map of the other buildings close to the Baxter. The next page shows the events that are happening in those buildings on the night of the gala.”

      “That was good thinking.”

      A rush of pleasure made her smile. “I’ve watched too many movies where the baddies tunnel into a building from another location.”

      “It’s not as far-fetched as you think.”

      “You’ve seen someone do it?”

      Jason shrugged. “Something similar. I worked in the Detroit Police Department for ten years. There isn’t much I haven’t seen.” He closed the folder. “This looks much better than it did the other day. If I was on the board of directors, I’d approve your plan.”

      Claire tilted her head to the side. “I couldn’t have done it without you. Are you sure everything is all right?”

      Jason pushed the folder across the desk. “I’m sure. If you could send me some information about your art workshop, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I’ll do it as soon as I get back to my office. Thank you for helping me.”

      “You’re welcome. If you need any more advice, call me.”

      Claire took Jason’s card. After she’d packed away her laptop and left his office, she was still worried about him. Growing up in foster families had taught her two valuable lessons; never show anyone how upset you are and never admit defeat.

      At some stage in Jason’s life, he’d learned the same lessons. Only now, he looked as though he was struggling to make sense of anything.
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      By Thursday afternoon, Jason was ready for the weekend to arrive. For the last three days, he’d been working on a security plan for a high-profile client. Fishing for two weeks in Montana would be a dream vacation for most people. But the work needed to keep the prominent Republican out of harm’s way was incredible.

      He smelled coffee before he heard the knock on his door.

      “I thought you could do with a break.” Gloria Roberts walked into his office and handed him a cup of coffee. “How’s the plan coming along?”

      “Slowly. Thanks for this.” He took a sip from the cup and sighed. “Whoever bought a decent coffee machine for the staff room deserves a medal. It’s one hundred percent better than what I make in my coffeepot.”

      “It always tastes better when someone else makes it. I’ve got news for you.”

      Jason opened his top drawer and took out a plastic container. “So have I. Franky and Sasha did some baking yesterday. Would you like a cookie?”

      “Your news is so much better than mine. I’d love a cookie.” She dipped her hand into the container and smiled. “These are creative.”

      His children had decorated the cookies with bright yellow frosting and multi-colored sprinkles. “Franky and Sasha want to earn some extra pocket money, so they’re baking cookies. This is part of their test batch.”

      Gloria nibbled her cookie. “Put me down for a dozen.”

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “Yes, I do. They’re delicious. Besides, anyone who uses their initiative to raise money gets my support. You should put an ad in the staff newsletter. They’ll be sold within minutes.”

      “Franky has designed a flyer for our neighbors’ mailboxes. If there are any cookies left over, I’ll suggest the staff newsletter.”

      “Okay, but let me know how much a dozen will cost. I don’t want to miss out.” Gloria licked her fingers. “My news is almost as good as these cookies. The board of directors has approved Claire’s proposal. But they have one condition.”

      “What is it?”

      “They want you to help her manage the events. Before you ask why, there’s a valid reason for their caution.”

      It would have to be a good one. He was already fully booked for the next two months. Any extra work would mean something else had to go.

      “Don’t look so worried,” Gloria said. “John’s happy to rearrange your schedule so you can help Claire.”

      “Why does the board want me to work with her? Claire’s more than capable of managing the events.”

      “A lot of wealthy people will be at the concert and gala. If anyone wants to make a statement, targeting these events will make headlines across America.”

      The only event planning he’d done was focused on security and not entertainment. But if it was the only way Fletcher Security would approve Claire’s plan, he’d
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