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PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF KAY HOOPER

BLOOD SINS


“Disturbing … Hooper pulls out all the stops.” —Publishers Weekly




“Fans of Kay Hooper won’t be disappointed.” —The Romance Reader




“Another solid entry.” —Booklist



BLOOD DREAMS


“You won’t want to turn the lights out after reading this book!” —Romantic Times




“A good read for fans of other serial-killer books and the TV show Criminal Minds.” —Booklist




“Spectacular … With its fast pace, high-adrenaline plot, cast of well-developed characters, and fluid dialogue, Blood Dreams fills every expectation a reader could have…. I highly recommend.” —Romance Reviews Today



SLEEPING WITH FEAR


“An entertaining book for any reader.” —Winston-Salem Journal




“Hooper keeps the suspense dialed up…. Readers will be mesmerized by a plot that moves quickly to a chilling conclusion.” —Publishers Weekly



CHILL OF FEAR


“Hooper’s latest may offer her fans a few shivers on a hot beach.” —Publishers Weekly




“Kay Hooper has conjured a fine thriller with appealing young ghosts and a suitably evil presence to provide a welcome chill on a hot summer’s day.” —Orlando Sentinel




“The author draws the reader into the story line and, once there, they can’t leave because they want to see what happens next in this thrill-a-minute, chilling, fantastic reading experience.” —Midwest Book Review



HUNTING FEAR


“A well-told scary story.” —Toronto Sun




“Hooper’s unerring story sense and ability to keep the pages flying can’t be denied.” —Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine




“Hooper has created another original—Hunting Fear sets an intense pace…. Work your way through the terror to the triumph … and you’ll be looking for more Hooper tales to add to your bookshelf.” —Wichita Falls Times Record News




“It’s vintage Hooper—a suspenseful page-turner.” —Brazosport Facts




“Expect plenty of twists and surprises as Kay Hooper gets her series off to a crackerjack start!” —Aptos Times



SENSE OF EVIL


“A well-written, entertaining police procedural … loaded with suspense.” —Midwest Book Review




“Filled with page-turning suspense.” —The Sunday Oklahoman




“Sense of Evil will knock your socks off.” —Rendezvous




“A master storyteller.” —TAMI HOAG



STEALING SHADOWS


“A fast-paced, suspenseful plot … The story’s complicated and intriguing twists and turns keep the reader guessing until the chilling end.” —Publishers Weekly




“This definitely puts Ms. Hooper in a league with Tami Hoag and Iris Johansen and Sandra Brown. Gold 5-star rating.” —Heartland Critics



HAUNTING RACHEL


“A stirring and evocative thriller.” —Baton Rouge Advocate




“The pace flies, the suspense never lets up. It’s great reading.” —Palo Alto Daily News




“An intriguing book with plenty of strange twists that will please the reader.” —Rocky Mountain News




“It passed the ‘stay up late to finish it in one night’ test.” —The Denver Post



FINDING LAURA


“You always know you are in for an outstanding read when you pick up a Kay Hooper novel, but in Finding Laura, she has created something really special! Simply superb!” —Romantic Times




“Hooper keeps the intrigue pleasurably complicated, with gothic touches of suspense and satisfying resolution.” —Publishers Weekly




“A first-class reading experience.” —Affaire de Coeur



AFTER CAROLINE


“Harrowing good fun. Readers will shiver and shudder.” —Publishers Weekly




“Kay Hooper has crafted another solid story to keep readers enthralled until the last page is turned.” —Booklist




“Kay Hooper comes through with thrills, chills, and plenty of romance, this time with an energetic murder mystery with a clever twist. The suspense is sustained admirably right up to the very end.” —Kirkus Reviews
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For Linda




ONE

SHE WATCHED THE tall, dark, undeniably handsome man enter the restaurant, watched his graceful progress through the crowded room. She watched the fawning waiters and noted the interested stares of fellow diners. She studied the man’s companion for a brief moment. Blondes, she thought. Always blondes. Doesn’t his taste vary? She looked across the table at her own companion. Another blonde. But the face she studied now was the opposite in every way—except one—from the face belonging to the blonde across the room.

The one similarity was beauty.

Masculine beauty met her thoughtful gaze as she studied her companion. His was an arresting face: lean, classical of feature, tanned, with a determined jaw and humor playing about the curved lips and gleaming in green eyes. A face capable, certainly, of haunting dreams and breaking hearts.

He was a tall man, athletic, with broad shoulders and a lithe way of moving. Thick, silvery blond hair. A man in his mid-thirties who was obviously strong, tough, and determined.

She looked once again at the dark man across the room. Slowly she began to smile.

“You’re smiling,” her companion observed in a tone of immense foreboding.

She laughed softly and looked across the table at him, her gray eyes as deceptively unthreatening as a silent mountain fog.

“Why are you smiling?” he demanded, anxiety mixed with amusement in his deep, pleasant voice.

“I’m not blond, and I don’t have blue eyes.”

“That’s why you’re smiling?” He glanced at her wineglass suspiciously, obviously wondering how much was too much.

Her smile widened. “Brian, you’re a lovely man. I don’t know what I would have done without you these last weeks.”

Far from being flattered by these soulful remarks, Brian Ashford began to frown in earnest. “Rena, you’re up to something,” he said uneasily. “The last time you told me I was a lovely man, I had to bail you out of jail the next day.”

Serena Jameson waved a slender hand in a dismissing gesture. “That was a misunderstanding.”

“You bet it was. You misunderstood that cop when he arrested you, so you punched him in the eye.”

Serena gave him another of the gentle, unthreatening smiles he’d learned to mistrust. “He was going to arrest Sam, and I couldn’t allow that.”

Brian sighed. “I know, I know. Sam was in trouble, so you got yourself into trouble to keep him out of trouble—which is the way your mind works. You’re frightening, d’you know that?”

“Nothing terrible’s happened, so—”

“I know nothing terrible’s happened … this week. Unlike last week. And the week before. Rena, I’m going to apologize to your father if I ever live to see him again. I believed—truly believed—that he was showing needless concern by requesting someone to accompany you from Europe to New York and then on to the West Coast.”

“Brian—”

“I never thought,” he went on cordially, “that six weeks in the company of a rather lovely twenty-six-year-old woman could hold anything remotely resembling danger. Piece of cake, I thought. Oversee the travel arrangements, keep the lady company, see some of the country I’ve never seen, and just make sure the genius’s daughter doesn’t fall down and break a leg during the trip. Easy. Simple. Safe.”

“Brian—”

“However, no one warned me that you bleed when somebody—anybody—gets cut. No one warned me that your gentle smile and soft voice cloak the heart of an army general bent on victory. No one warned me that the genius’s daughter inherited more than her fair share of the parent’s brains, and his lack of common sense! And no one warned me that you get into more trouble than a shipful of sailors on liberty.”

Serena looked mildly shocked. “Not that kind of trouble, Brian.”

Brian gazed imploringly toward the ceiling and whatever lay beyond. “She’s going to get me killed,” he murmured.

Reaching across the table to pat his hand comfortingly, Serena said, “Daddy won’t blame you, Brian, whatever happens. He’s used to me.”

Brian employed his free hand to rake through his thick blond hair. “No man in his right mind could ever get used to you,” he told her frankly. Then he shook his head as if to clear it. “Look, Rena—your father is very important to my company. If that microchip he’s developing really works, it’ll definitely revolutionize the computer industry. And I really don’t mind taking an extended vacation and accompanying you across the country. I could even enjoy it, except for the fact that I’m slightly concerned about two possibilities.”

“Which are?” She was gazing thoughtfully across the room, her hand still resting gently on his.

Brian waited until she returned her gaze to him. “One, that you’ll get me killed. Two, that I’ll murder you.”

Serena sat back, her hand sliding smoothly over his as it withdrew. She was still smiling. “Nonsense, Brian.” She summoned a waiter with a glance, a trick she had learned from her charismatic father. “You’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.”

As if he were approaching senility and needed extra sleep, Brian thought irritably. “Rena—” He broke off with a sigh as the waiter approached.

With the gently wistful smile that always won her instant slaves of the male sex, Serena spoke to the waiter. “Would you please have a bottle of your finest champagne sent over to Mr. Long’s table and put it on my bill?”

“Certainly, Miss Jameson.”

The waiter, Brian observed sourly, was ready to die for her. Then her request sank in, and he began to feel seriously alarmed.

Serena added sweetly, “And when he asks who sent it, just tell him an admirer, would you, please?”

“Of course, Miss Jameson.” The waiter, a silly smile on his face, departed.

“What,” Brian asked evenly, “was that all about? Who’s Long?”

Wide gray eyes gazed at him innocently. “Joshua Long,” she murmured. “He’s staying here at the hotel, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Brian glanced across the room and frowned. He waited until the waiter appeared again, following the man’s progress as he carried champagne to another table. When he got a good look at the recipient of that expensive bottle, his frown deepened. “I know the name.” Then he looked back at her quickly. “Of course I know the name. Rena, he’s the closest thing this century’s seen to a rake.”

“Exciting, isn’t it?”

He stared at her. “I knew you were up to something. Dammit, what’re you up to?”

Serena returned the stare, her expression utterly guileless. “Well, Brian, you’ve convinced me that I need … someone to take care of me.”

“And so?” Foreboding was heavy in his voice.

“I thought I’d get married,” she told him in the casual tone of one deciding which wine might go with dinner.

After a long moment Brian—not trusting his voice—sent an inquiring glance toward Long’s table before staring again at Serena.

She nodded. “I should think he’d know how to manage me, wouldn’t you?”

Brian ignored the question to ask one of his own. “And is he aware of the treat in store for him?”

If Serena was irritated by his sarcasm, it certainly didn’t show on her lovely face. “Not yet. But he will be soon. Very soon.”

“Rena, we’re going on to Flagstaff tomorrow,” he reminded her carefully.

“You can, if you want,” she murmured in an absent tone, her eyes once more fixed on the table across the room. “I like Denver. I think I’ll stay on here for a few days. Or a week.”

“Rena—” Brian began to rise as she did, but he was delayed by the necessity of signing the check. By the time he could catch up to Serena, she was already halfway out of the restaurant. With a choice of two exits, she had chosen the one across the room, which meant she would pass Joshua Long’s table. And pass it she did, Brian reflected, unsure of his own emotions as he watched her gliding, graceful movements. She walked, he thought, the way Eve must have walked for Adam.

Long’s gaze was drawn away from his blond companion to appreciatively observe that walk, and Brian was near enough to see the arrested expression in the other man’s cool blue eyes as Serena sent him a glance over her shoulder.

Catching up to his wayward charge, Brian grasped her elbow firmly and steered her hastily from the restaurant.

“You spoiled the effect,” she told him in mild annoyance as they stood inside the elevator and he released her arm. She rubbed it, sending him a reproachful look, and added, “Brute.”

“I am not,” he said coldly, “going to let you get into trouble again. Especially not with Joshua Long. You were unattached when I met you in London, and you’ll be unattached when I deliver you to your father in California.”

“Deliver me,” she murmured. “Like a parcel all tied up with string.”

Something about her gentle voice sent Brian’s inner alarms—sharpened by the past three weeks—jangling. He backed up rather hastily. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Didn’t you?” The deceptively tranquil gray eyes studied him for an unnerving moment. “I believe you did, Brian.”

He could think of no response until the elevator let them out on their floor. Then, as he walked beside her down the hall, he said carefully, “Rena, we’ve gotten to be friends these last weeks, haven’t we?”

She sent him a glance. “You’ve threatened to murder me at least half a dozen times. I suppose that constitutes friendship. Of a sort.”

Brian cleared his throat strongly. “The point is that friends watch out for each other. And I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I let you … get involved with a man like Long. My responsibilities to your father aside, Long would only hurt you.”

Serena halted at her door, digging in her spangled evening purse for her key. “I can take care of myself, Brian. I am, as you pointed out earlier, twenty-six, and I’ve seen something of the world.” Locating her key, she unlocked the door and sent him a last, direct look. “I don’t need a Galahad.”

Brian gritted his teeth. “Long was with someone. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

Reflectively she said, “I’m not planning to dye my hair blond, so I suppose I’ll have to teach him to love brunettes.”

“Rena, he’ll only hurt you.”

“You forget, Brian”—she stepped inside the door and smiled very gently at him as she started to close it—“I’m not in his web. He’s in mine. Good night.”

Serena tossed her bag on the wide bed and stood for a moment in her dimly lighted room gazing at her reflection in the mirror over the dresser. Her thoughtful gray eyes met the reflected ones briefly, then went on to study the rest of herself methodically and critically.

The thick hair piled atop her head was an unusually dark, rich brown, almost black at certain times, but showing coppery highlights in strong light. Her face was delicate, the features finely formed; her large, tranquil gray eyes gave her the unguarded look of a kitten.

She was a tiny woman who appeared amazingly fragile, but her slender figure boasted startling curves that were shown to advantage in the midnight-blue dress she wore; it was low cut and clinging, and though jeans inevitably made her look sixteen, a dress such as this one turned her into a smoky-eyed siren.

Serena sighed softly and shook her head. She wasn’t given to longing for what she didn’t have, but a few more inches of height and ash-blond hair would have served her purpose better at the moment.

Remembering the blondes Joshua Long had escorted around the hotel during the past three days, Serena sighed again. She glanced at the clock on the nightstand and then sat down on the bed. He’d bribe the waiter to tell him who had sent the champagne, she knew, and would either call or knock on her door. In the meantime, however, she really should talk to her father.

Before Brian did. Serena knew her parent too well to think he’d give Brian permission to spirit her away to California, but she’d always kept him informed of her plans, and this plan was no exception. She placed the call, and shortly heard her father’s vague, affectionate voice.

“Hi, honey. Brian hasn’t murdered you yet?”

Serena laughed and leaned against the pillows banked up behind her. “Not yet, Daddy. He’s threatened to, though.”

“Yes, he’s called every other day or so,” Stuart Jameson said in an absent tone. “He seemed to think I’d be angry that he hadn’t kept you out of jail and out of the Mississippi.”

“He’s being very stuffy,” Serena told her father severely.

“Rena, stop playing your tricks on the man.” Her father’s tone matched hers now. “I’ve had twenty-six years to learn how to cope, but he hardly knows you.”

“He’s learning.” She was unrepentant.

“In self-defense, I’m sure.”

She laughed. “He’s holding up, Daddy. He may be calling you tonight, by the way.”

“What’ve you done now?”

“Nothing,” Serena answered placidly. “Not yet, anyway. It’s just that I’ve decided to get married, and Brian thinks I’ve chosen the wrong man.”

As her father had said, he had been granted some years to become accustomed to her sudden fits and starts. So he didn’t deafen her with exclamations of horror or surprise. He merely said politely, “You’re getting married?”

“I thought I would.”

“And who is it that Brian disapproves of?”

“Joshua Long.”

There was a long silence, and then her father murmured, “Joshua Long. I see. He’s in Denver? You are still in Denver?”

“Yes to both questions.”

“And you told Brian you’d decided to marry Joshua Long?”

“Uh-huh.”

“He believed you?”

“He doesn’t know me very well,” Serena explained tranquilly. “Not yet, anyway.”

“I see,” her father murmured. “I think. Brian disapproved—uh—strongly of these impending nuptials, I take it?”

“Well,” she said, faintly dissatisfied, “not strongly enough. But I expect he’ll get better at it.”

“With a nudge from you?”

“That,” she said, “is the plan.”

There was silence, and then a soft chuckle. “Rena, when you were a child, I believed you’d gotten few of my brains but all of your mother’s sweet temperament. Through the years, I’ve had to revise that deduction. You got your mother’s temper, all right—and my brains—and the cunning of the two pirates and three politicians on the family tree.”

“Thank you,” she responded gravely. Then her amusement faded. “Daddy? Any more calls?”

Stuart Jameson sobered as well, but his voice was reassuring. “No mention of you since New York, honey. You’ve lost them, I’d say. Does Brian know—?”

“No, I haven’t really found the right opportunity to tell him. I think it’s time, though. He’s going to be angry when he finds out he’s been in the dark during all of this.”

“I have a feeling,” the elder Jameson said dryly, “you’ll know how to handle him.”

“Well, I’ll certainly try. D’you think it’ll be all right for us to stick around here for a while?”

“Yes, but keep your eyes open, honey.”

“I always do.” Serena smiled to herself. “We’ll stay awhile, then, Daddy.”

He laughed again. “Then I won’t look for you until I see you. Should I start shopping for a wedding present?”

“Just be ready to give me away.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he offered dryly. “Otherwise I’ll have to get ready for a funeral. Yours. One of them’s bound to kill you.”

“Oh, I think I know what I’m doing. See you, Daddy.”

“Bye, honey.”

She had barely cradled the receiver when a knock sounded on her door. Smiling, she went to answer it, and found a tall, dark, undeniably handsome man leaning against the jamb.

“Thanks for the champagne,” he drawled, blue eyes quizzical.

    Coat and tie discarded, Brian paced his room restlessly. He was briefly tempted to call the genius who was in charge of the research and development division of Ashford Electronics and give him a piece of his mind. Several reasons kept him from making that call, one of which was Stuart Jameson’s probable response. He’d laugh.

Brian had already given up attempting to understand the workings of Jameson’s mind. On the one hand, he’d seemed indulgently amused by Serena’s plan for a leisurely trip across the country; on the other hand, he had hinted strongly that if someone—unnamed—didn’t watch out for his daughter, he wouldn’t be able to concentrate on his work. His important work.

He was not the type of genius who threw temper tantrums in order to get what he wanted, or threw his weight around in any other fashion; Brian simply assumed strong paternal feelings and volunteered to escort Serena home from Europe. Jameson accepted the offer instantly, fixing Brian with his vague gray eyes and assuring him that he knew his daughter would be safe in his hands. Completely safe.

The last comment Brian had taken to mean that Jameson wasn’t worried his daughter would acquire an electronics magnate as a lover along the way. It hadn’t been an implied warning; Stuart Jameson never implied anything. He either said something flat out or said nothing at all. If he said his daughter would be safe in Brian’s hands, then that was what he meant. Period.

Finding his charge waiting for him at Heathrow in London, Brian had mentally reminded himself of Stuart’s confidence. He’d had no idea of Serena’s age then, and had assumed she was leaving school in Europe to come home. When he’d found her in the airport surrounded by the baggage she’d just brought over from Paris, he’d seen instantly that Daddy’s little girl was little only in terms of physical size; there was nothing small about her effect on people. Particularly men. Like an oasis of calm in a violent storm, she sat atop a large suitcase and listened with apparent interest while a Frenchman and an Englishman argued in earthy terms about who would have the privilege of carrying her luggage out to the taxi queue. Since both men were dressed in immaculate three-piece suits, Brian gathered they didn’t usually do this sort of thing.

Their meeting, Brian knew now, should have warned him of things to come. She had sweetly dismissed her knights-errant upon spotting Brian—she’d seen his picture in the newspapers, she told him blithely—and two skycaps had appeared out of thin air when she glanced around once with a lifted brow.

“Would you have let them fight it out?” Brian had asked her curiously on the way to the hotel they would stay in for several days.

Serena had smiled guilelessly at him. “Of course not, Brian.”

She hadn’t explained how she would have prevented it, but Brian knew—now—that she would have.

They were three weeks into the trip at this juncture, and Brian had learned that Serena Jameson could do just about anything she wanted—the consequences be damned. He had bailed her out of jail for punching a policeman in the eye, fished her out of the muddy Mississippi River—“But I’ve always wanted to swim in it, Brian.”—watched her single-handedly start a soup kitchen for street people in one large city and refurbish an orphanage in another city, and carried her bodily from a picket line she’d joined after hearing ten minutes of passionate rhetoric on a street corner.

He was torn between an urge to tie her up and load her instantly on a plane to California, and the fascinated desire to see what she’d do next.

Serena never tried to get into trouble, Brian thought with a sigh as he paced. She was soft-spoken, sweet-natured, tenderhearted, polite … and somewhere underneath all those gentle layers was the soul of a kamikaze pilot.

She could punch a cop in the eye for threatening to arrest a derelict old man (whom Serena had just met), then tie on an apron and ladle out soup in a kitchen founded—in a single afternoon out of Brian’s sight—in an abandoned building while various bewildered businessmen found themselves unloading their personal cars full of contributions of canned goods or their personal wallets of dollars for Serena’s cause.

She could dive gleefully over the side of a steamboat on the Mississippi because she wanted to swim, then offer to baby-sit three toddlers so that their mothers could have an hour or so of peace on the boat. She could defeat Brian soundly at poker by dealing with a dexterity that would have had her instantly blackballed in any casino in the world, then drag him to a movie during which she could cry silently over the death of the hero.

She could stand up to the Scrooge-like administrator of a tumbledown orphanage and call him names that had made Brian blush, then sit among a group of enthralled children while telling gentle fairy tales.

Three weeks …

Brian felt that he hadn’t quite dared to breathe during those weeks. It was an emotion somewhere between fascination and horror, leaving him with sleepless nights but a smothered chuckle somewhere deep inside him.

And now—now—this enigma of a woman, this gentle, kind, compassionate, sweet, ruthless woman had her sights set on the playboy of the Western world. She thought she’d get married. As simple as that.

Restless, Brian paced over to the sliding glass door leading out to his balcony. He went out into the warm night, leaning against the railing and gazing absently over the secluded garden three floors below. Moments later he stiffened unconsciously, his eyes following two people as they walked along one of the winding paths.

The man was tall but virtually unrecognizable in the soft lights concealed in the shrubbery, but Brian knew the woman; he would have known that midnight-blue evening gown anywhere.

He barely felt the railing cut into his hands as he gripped it, and only half heard the soft curses that escaped without his volition. Damn the woman, he thought, she was really going to do it.

She was going to try to catch a rake.
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