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Prologue

 


As a child, Olivia Thackery believed
in Santa Claus, the tooth fairy, and ghosts, although not
necessarily in that order. She surrendered Santa Claus at eleven
after finding gifts hidden in her mother’s closet, realized the
tooth fairy was legend, not living, when she caught her dad sliding
a crisp bill under her pillow, but she hadn’t given up on ghosts
until Riley Scanlon died but never haunted her.

Since they were in love and had
planned to marry, Olivia figured if anyone could come back from the
dead, Riley would. But as the days, then weeks and months passed,
he didn’t, so she decided ghosts were another figment of the
imagination.

Olivia wished he would haunt her. Even
a transparent image might be a comfort and at least she’d know some
essence of Riley had survived death. She would take a music box
playing on its own as a sign or welcome an eerie whisper at the
wolf hour. At night she dreamt of him, wish dreams in which he
remained alive and well. She always woke with a brief burst of joy,
which faded into tears when reality returned.

She mourned him, hard, so much that
grief robbed her appetite and drained away any pleasures. Through
it all, though, Olivia had the odd sense that Riley wasn’t gone
even though she knew he was. She had wept over his casket and been
at his funeral. Olivia had stood beside his open grave, damp with
an unseasonably chill early summer rain. He was dead and she knew
it. The problem was, she didn’t feel it.

And in her stubborn heart, despite the
facts, she didn’t believe it.


Chapter One

 


May

Arkansas

Together, Riley and Olivia had
transformed the derelict old house into a home, one they would
share. With Riley’s help, she’d cleared rubbish, replaced broken
windows, cleaned, and scrubbed and put down new flooring from the
porch to the kitchen. They’d painted inside and out. The exterior
that had been weathered to a rustic gray was now a light blue with
deeper navy trim. Olivia had chosen bright, pretty colors inside,
ranging from pale yellows and peach to greens, pinks, and blues. In
the bedrooms, she’d chosen wallpaper and they’d managed to hang it,
but not without many mishaps and a lot of swearing tempered with
laughter.

On Friday, just before the long
Memorial Day weekend, Olivia moved in and she was home. All the
furniture, both old and new, was in place along with all the
kitchen items, her personal things including clothing, right down
to rugs on the floor and pillows tossed onto the couch. By
Saturday, she’d settled in for the most part with some boxes left
to unpack. They’d put things away and did chores around the place
on both Sunday and Monday.

The deck Riley built was also finished
and on Monday evening to celebrate, Olivia had two T-bone steaks on
the charcoal grill. He slouched in one of the two red plastic
Adirondack chairs, sipping red Moscato, eyes
half-slitted.

“Tired?” Olivia asked as
she flipped the meat.

“Yeah,” he said, his
Southern-accented deep voice reminiscent of Elvis, not surprising
since both the King and Riley had Mississippi roots. “And starving.
The steaks smell good.”

“They’ll be done soon,”
she said. “Medium rare the way you like, plus twice baked potatoes
and a tossed Greek salad.”

He nodded his approval.

They ate inside because the mosquitos
were biting and the heat had turned humid. Riley said little and
midway through the meal, Olivia realized the conversation came from
her. She scrutinized him, noting the dark circles beneath his eyes.
He paused to rub his forehead more than once although he ate with
appetite.

“Are you worn out from
moving?

“No, not at all,” he said.
“I have a little headache and this case is wearing on me. It’s
always stressful, this one more than most, and I haven’t been
sleeping all that great.”

As a DEA agent, Riley worked long
hours. Although the agency had a regional office in Fayetteville,
he put in a lot of miles traveling to Little Rock. For once, he had
the three-day weekend off, but they’d spent all day Friday moving
and most of Saturday. On Sunday, they’d added some finishing
touches and he’d completed the deck. Today had been a day to
recharge and unwind.

“Anything I can do to make
life easier?”

Riley grinned. “You’re doing it. Good
food, excellent wine and some loving is what I needed, that and to
just kick back and chill a little. Lord knows, I needed
that.”

Olivia dismissed any ideas she’d had
about preliminary wedding shopping. Although she’d chosen a dress,
one she wouldn’t let Riley see until the wedding day, she had
wanted to browse cakes, flowers, candelabras, and other items.
Although the wedding wasn’t until next April, there were so many
choices and plans to be made and she wanted Riley to make them with
her.

“I thought we’d sleep in,
have brunch, hang out and maybe take long naps.”

“And make love,” Riley
added.

She thought he’d meant later but
before she’d finished putting away the leftovers and loading the
dishwasher, Riley grasped her in his arms and kissed her with an
intensity she hadn’t anticipated. His style of lovemaking was
usually gentle, something to savor in slow measure. Now, however,
his mouth claimed hers with force, his lips feverish against hers.
His fire kindled her passion and Olivia kissed him back, her
nipples hardening. Riley, without breaking the kiss, stripped away
her t-shirt and bra, one hand caressing her breasts and stroking
the nipples until they ached. She fumbled at his shirt, but,
impatient, he stripped it off, ripping it in the process. He tossed
it aside and pushed down her shorts, the panties along with
them.

In one thrust he took her, lifting her
against the counter to make entry and packed her full, his cock
tight in her box. Olivia cried out as he entered her, aroused by
the wild, fast act and if he hadn’t held her, she would have
collapsed, boneless and sated, to the floor afterward.

Riley swept her up into his arms and
carried her into the bedroom. He put her on the bed and she smiled
at him. “That was amazing.”

“That was round one,” he
told her with a wicked grin. “Now let’s do it right.”

They got naked, fast.

Now he took his time, his hands slow
and steady across her body, fingering her nipples, stroking her
skin until Olivia wanted to scream. Riley kissed her again, first
her mouth where he lingered, his lips hot and fierce. Then he
lowered his lips to kiss down her throat, his teeth taking tiny
bites as he descended, each nibble sparking sensations that sent
delicious chills through her body. He left his love tattoos there,
in places that wouldn’t show and then used his tongue to lave
around her nipples.

She moaned from the sheer pleasure and
slow torture that tongue delivered, but when he went lower and used
it to snake in and out of her pussy, flicking the clit with it, she
shrieked like a banshee at midnight. By the time he thrust into
her, his cock both hard and hot as a blacksmith’s hammer, Olivia
thought she’d die from wanting. Once he was inside, he moved with
slow, calculated force, enough to make her body tense then release
in a sweeping tide of passionate release. She cried, she begged,
she whined as tears ran down her cheeks with the effort and at the
ultimate moment, she screamed and so did he.

With her last scrap of strength, she
cuddled up against Riley, tight in his arms, short of breath and
body still quivering with the aftereffects. His breath blew hot
against her skin and they lay without moving for a long time. They
dozed a little, then rose and showered together, then had another
glass of wine, this time on the front porch.

“I needed that,” Riley
told her as they sipped the Moscato.

“Rough week?”

He nodded. “That’s an understatement.
You know I can’t really talk about details, but I will say that
we’re finding the drug runners, but we can’t get to the leaders,
the ones who orchestrate bringing in drugs from Mexico and South
America. That’s who we need to nail, not these penny ante ones. I
have a lead on someone who might be in charge and if so, he’s a
mean motherfucker. But I think I have everything I need for an
arrest, trial, and conviction.”

Since Riley seldom talked about his
job, Olivia knew it must be complex.

“Dangerous?”

He shrugged. “No more than usual, I
suppose. Don’t worry about it—sooner or later, we’ll get him and
then it’ll be on to the next one. I don’t even want to talk about
it anymore.”

Olivia nodded. She’d rather not think
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