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      The door to the law office swung open and the person entering walked right into Olivia West. “What the hell,” she shouted as she dropped the files she’d been carrying. She turned and glared at Carter Jackson…the bane of her existence. “What’s wrong with you?” She leaned down and picked up one of her scattered files. She didn’t want to fully bend over or he might stare at her ass or say something sexual about her position.

      “I’m sorry…” He glanced around, completely ignoring her. What an ass. He didn’t even offer to help her pick up her files…the ones she had dropped because of him. He glanced at her, but he didn’t seem to really see her. Something wasn’t right. Carter usually ogled her a little and made some sort of sexist comment. “Where’s my sister?” he demanded.

      “Busy.” Olivia stepped back and brushed down her shirt. She was being a bitch, but she didn’t care. He deserved it for being so careless. Besides, it wouldn’t stop him from barreling in to find Claire. “She won’t welcome the interruption either. What’s so important you think it’s all right to run someone over with your brawny muscles.” They were quite nice to look at too…

      He sneered at her. Why did the good lord make such a surly man so drop dead gorgeous. If he didn’t naturally spew total bullshit she might like him. Might being the essential word there... “I don’t want to repeat myself again. Where is Claire?”

      “She is in an—a…” She cleared her throat. “She and Matt are having a planning session in his office.” Right…planning. That sounded plausible. More like a makeout session…hell who was she kidding? They were having sex. She was jealous too. She couldn’t remember the last time she had good sex.

      “Was that so hard?” He spun on his heels to head toward Matt’s office.

      Olivia barely held in a chuckle.  “Be sure to knock first.” She was pretty sure he wouldn’t want to see his sister in an intimate situation…and well…naked. It might scar him for life. Hell, she shouldn’t have warned him. That might be funny to watch.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t you have someplace to be?” He could glower with the best of him, but Carter Jackson didn’t scare her. Innuendos aside, he was a soft touch. She’d seen him when he was vulnerable before.

      “Not really.” She put her hand on her hip. “I was hoping you’d be a gentleman and offer to help me pick up the files you knocked out of my hand, but that’s my bad. I should’ve known better than to expect anything remotely courteous from you.” She still hadn’t retrieved all of them from the floor. Olivia sighed. She should finish gathering them. Maybe after Carter left…

      Carter pinched the bridge of his nose between his forefinger and thumb. Awe, look, she’d irritated him. That was too bad. Turnabout was fair play. “I’ll help you pick up your damn papers after I talk to Claire. Some things are more important than you and your needs. Do you ever think of anyone other than yourself?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” She glared at him hoping that one look would unman him—a girl could hope. He was getting on her last nerve. “But by all means, take care of your needs first.” If that was any indicator of what type of lover he’d be it was a good thing she hadn’t given into her little crush and thrown herself at him. She wanted a lover that would see to her every need before his own…that wasn’t sounding like Carter, at all.

      “I will. Thank you very much.” Without another word he pounded on Matt’s door. “Claire!” Carter’s voice was so loud it reverberated through the room. Good grief the man could be ostentatious.

      “Do you really need to shout?” Olivia asked sardonically. “The whole office can hear you at this rate.”

      Carter seemed as if he was trying to ignore her. Should she make that difficult for him to accomplish? The sound of muffled voices echoed back at them. Carter knocked again, a little harder this time, then he jiggled the door handle and found it locked—Claire and Matt were definitely doing it. Olivia snickered. Carter was in for a bit of a surprise if he managed to break the door down. She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed the door was locked or not. She kind of wanted to see the look of abject horror on his face.

      “What’s the emergency?” Matt said after he opened the door. He stood in the doorway, glaring at Carter. “We were in the middle of something.”

      Olivia glanced past Carter and Matt. Claire was definitely a little disheveled… She was in the process of buttoning up her blouse and that didn’t go unnoticed by Carter—his nostrils were flaring as he stared in her direction. Busy all right…busy getting a little somethin’ somethin’.  She couldn’t blame them. They were young and in love. If she had found the love of her life, he’d probably do the same thing as they were about to or had finished doing.

      Carter managed to find his voice and said to Claire and Matt, “I have to tell you both something.”

      “Us first,” Claire said. Her lips tilted upward into a wide smile. She flipped her hand up and waved it in front of him. Her golden blonde curls were a disheveled mess, but she had never looked more radiant. “Look.”

      Oh…a lump formed in Olivia’s throat. They were engaged. That was oh, so, lovely. She was happy for them. They had come a long way to get to this moment. Claire had kept saying no every time Matt asked her to marry him. He  must have finally wore her down.

      Carter stared at the ring on Claire’s finger. It was a large square cut solitaire set on a yellow gold band. It sparkled in the light and was almost as brilliant as her smile. He grinned and then said, “You finally said yes?”

      She bobbed her head up and down enthusiastically. “We’re getting married.” Claire nearly squealed the words out.

      “Congratulations!” Olivia moved closer to them. “Let me look at that ring.” She lifted Claire’s hand to examine it. Happiness practically oozed from Claire as she allowed Olivia to ogle it. She sighed. It was such a beautiful ring and she wished, not for the first time, she had a man in her life. One that challenged her, and loved her to a distraction. One that wanted to marry her and spend the rest of their life with her. She glanced at Carter. It was too bad he was emotionally unavailable.

      Carter cleared his throat and said,  “I’m glad you two are finally making it official.” He shuffled his feet a little bit and frowned.

      “But you’re not smiling.” Claire stepped forward. “This must be serious. What is it?”

      Matt glanced at him and frowned. “Claire’s right. You look like you swallowed something foul and are about to bring it back up. What happened?”

      “It’s Nolan.” Carter said sullenly.

      Olivia and Claire gasped at the same time. Claire brought her hand up to her chest and held it there. “It’s not good, is it?” Olivia stepped forward and pulled Claire into a hug.

      Carter shook his head slowly. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Please tell me he’s dead. I realize that would be bad, but it would still be good in my book.” Matt’s mouth formed a thin white line. “He’s evil incarnate.”

      Olivia was against the death penalty, but even she had to agree with Matt. Nolan had terrorized Claire, and had almost killed her. If someone she loved had been treated the way Claire had, she’d wish death on them too.

      “I wish I could say that.” The court system had seen justice done, and Nolan should be rotting in prison for a very long time. Whatever Carter had to say must be bad. “I’m afraid that it’s much worse than you can imagine.”

      “I don’t know—I can imagine a lot.” Matt glanced at Claire then back at Carter and asked, “Do we need to be worried?”

      “Yes,” Carter answered.

      Claire swore and started to pace the room. Her hand shook as she reached up and brushed a curl behind her ear. She halted in the middle of the room. She held her chin high and asked, “What did Nolan do now?”

      “It’s complicated, but the short answer is, well, he’s not in prison.”

      “Then where the hell is he?” Matt demanded. His face reddened with the rage he must be feeling.

      “We don’t know.” Carter ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. “He could be anywhere.”

      “Wow,” Olivia said sarcastically. “How about a round of applause for the genius in the room.” She clapped her hands as she rotated her arms in a circle. “Perhaps you can tell us what you are doing about it?” She couldn’t stop being difficult. Olivia was as scared as Claire and she hadn’t been the one he’d stalked and held hostage.

      Carter glared at her and if he could, he probably would have strangled her with that glance. She didn’t blame him. Olivia was being quite difficult. It was her go to attitude, and it had served her well through law school, and well a few handsy men in college. She didn’t see any reason to change her methods now.

      “Everyone is on the lookout for him.” Carter sighed. “A hotline has been set up for people to call with any information on his whereabouts. Other than that, there isn’t much else we can do. The leads dried up, and he’s still at large.”

      “So, what about Claire and Reese?” Matt asked. Reese had been dating Nolan when he attacked Claire. She might be in danger too. There was no telling what that psychopath might do. “Surely, he’ll come after one of them, maybe even both.”

      Claire started to shake and sat in a nearby chair. “I can’t do this again.” Her voice wobbled as she spoke. “I barely survived the last time. How did this happen?”

      Carter took a deep breath. His face had lost all color. It must be killing him to watch his sister so shaken at the news…news he’d had to deliver knowing it would terrify her. “I promise I won’t rest until he’s found. I won’t let him touch you ever again.”

      “You can’t make that promise,” Claire said. “No one can. Maybe I should go away until he’s captured.”

      “You can’t live your life like that.” Olivia chewed on her bottom lip. “What if they never catch him? Are you going to run forever? What about your wedding?”

      “What about it?” Claire took a deep breath. “I don’t want a big ceremony anyway. We can take a vacation—maybe go to Vegas. While we’re there, we can elope and have a honeymoon. If we’re lucky, Nolan will be in a cage by the time we return.”

      “I hate to say this…” Carter blew out a breath. “But that’s not a bad idea. Why don’t you call Mother and have her set up a family dinner? We need to discuss everything first, and then, yes, go out of town for a few days.”

      Olivia wasn’t sure she’d run away if it was her, but she hadn’t had that experience to contend with. She didn’t blame Claire for wanting to hop on the next flight out of town. At least she had Matt to go with her. That would go a long way in alleviating some of her fears.

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of eloping,” Matt replied. “But I do like the idea of having you as my wife sooner rather than later. I wish we were doing this under better circumstances.”

      “That’s true,” Claire agreed. “We can decide later if we want to do the wedding thing. Vacation is on the table either way.” She turned to Olivia and met her gaze. “I’m going to leave it up to you to inform Dani of the situation and have Amy reschedule all of our appointments indefinitely. If something needs to be handled, you will be left in charge—Dani can handle anything else.”

      Daniella Sousa was Matt’s partner at the law firm. She didn’t do much since she started her foundation, but still handled some of the case load from time to time. Olivia didn’t know much about her other than she was the long lost daughter of the Brady family. Something they didn’t discover until they crossed paths several months ago. She’d married the love of her life—Rendall Sousa recently and seemed happy.

      “I’ll see to it all,” Olivia agreed. “Go take care of everything you need to go away. I’ll see Carter out.”

      He rolled his eyes and turned to Claire. Olivia wanted to smack him, but refrained. Telling his sister that Nolan Pratt was not in prison must have been an emotional rollercoaster for him. “Call me after you speak to Mother. I am going to check on Reese and tell her about your plans.”

      “Oh God, I didn’t even think of her…” Claire swallowed hard. “What if he goes to her instead of me?” She must not have heard Matt’s concern over her. Not that Olivia was surprised. She was fairly certain Claire had checked out of the conversation for a brief spell.

      “She’ll be fine,” Carter reassured her. “Dane is with her, and we will protect her. She’s stubborn and won’t want to leave her patients. You know how she is.”

      “I do,” Claire said. “All right. Promise you’ll call me every day while we are gone or I’ll return. I need to know everyone is safe.”

      He nodded. “You have my word. Now I must go.” Carter pulled her into a hug and then turned to leave. Olivia stayed hot on his heels to make sure he left. He stopped at the door and picked up all her papers and put them into a neat pile, then handed them to her. “There. Never say I didn’t do anything for you.”

      Ass…she hadn’t actually expected him to pick them up. Her mouth fell open, but no words came out. The smug bastard seemed a little too pleased with himself. She’d have to make sure he paid for that the next time they crossed paths. So what if he was hunting a maniacal killer. He could handle her on top of that. Otherwise he wouldn’t dish it out himself. She looked forward to their next interaction.
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