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Someone is stalking the little town of Silence. Three victims have fallen to a killer’s savage
vengeance. Each of the dead men was a successful and respected member of the community—
yet each also harbored a dark secret discovered only after his murder. Were their deaths the
ultimate punishment for those secrets? Or something even more sinister? Nell Gallagher has
come home to Silence more than a decade after leaving one dark night with her own painful
secrets. Forced now by family duty to return, she has also come home to settle with the past. But
past and present tangle in a murderer’s vicious attacks, and to find the answers she needs, Nell
must call on the psychic skills that drove her away years before. She must risk her own life and
sanity, and regain the trust of the man she left behind so long ago. For the killer she seeks is
seeking her, watching her every move, preying upon her every vulnerability—and already so
close she’ll never see death coming . . .

“Kay Hooper keeps me guessing until the very end.” —Linda HowardFrom the Paperback
edition.From Publishers Weeklyages upon pages of pseudoscientific explanations and stale
dialogue clutter up Whisper of Evil, the newest in Kay Hooper's paranormal mystery series (after
Touching Evil). Reluctant psychic Nell Gallagher never planned to return home to Silence,
especially not to settle the affairs of her father, whom she hated, or to help solve a string of
murders that has the local sheriff scratching his head. But before long, she teams up with her old
high school flame, Max Tanner, to root out the killer. While the romantic tension between Nell
and Max is strong, the book's action is virtually nonexistent. Instead, Hooper fills her story with
unwieldy discussions of psychic powers, energy fields and electric brain impulses.Copyright
2002 Cahners Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to the mass_market edition.Excerpt.
© Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter OneTuesday, March 21Whoever had
dubbed the town Silence must have gotten a laugh out of it, Nell thought as she closed the door
of her Jeep and stood on the curb beside the vehicle. For a relatively small town, it was not what
anyone would have called peaceful even on an average day; on this mild weekday in late March,
at least three school groups appeared to be trying to raise money for something or other with
loud and cheerful car washes in two small parking lots and a bake sale going on in the grassy
town square. And there were plenty of willing customers for the kids, even with building clouds
promising a storm later on.Nell hunched her shoulders and slid her cold hands into the pockets
of her jacket. Her restless gaze warily scanned the area, studying the occasional face even as
she listened to snatches of conversation as people walked past her. Calm faces, innocuous talk.
Nothing out of the ordinary.It didn't look or sound like a town in trouble.Nell glanced through the
window of her Jeep at the newspaper folded on the passenger seat; there hadn't been much in
yesterday's local daily to indicate trouble. Not much, but definitely hints, especially for anyone



who knew how to read between the lines.Not far from where she stood was a newspaper vendor
selling today's edition, and she could easily make out the headline announcing the town
council's decision to acquire property on which to build a new middle school. There was, as far
as she could see, no mention on the front page of anything of greater importance than that.Nell
walked over to buy herself a paper and returned to stand beside her Jeep as she quickly
scanned the three thin sections. She found it where she expected to find it, among the
obituaries.George Thomas Caldwell,42, Unexpectedly, at Home.There was more, of course. A
long list of accomplishments for the relatively young man, local and state honors, business
accolades. He had been very successful, George Caldwell, and unusually well-liked for a man in
his position.But it was the unexpectedly Nell couldn't get past. Someone's idea of a joke in very
poor taste? Or was the sheriff's department refusing to confirm media speculation of only a day
or so ago about the violent cause of George Caldwell's death?Unexpected. Oh, yeah. Murder
usually was."Jesus. Nell."She refolded the newspaper methodically and tucked it under her arm
as she turned to face him. It was easy to keep her expression unrevealing, her voice steady.
She'd had a lot of practice--and this was one meeting she had been ready for."Hello,
Max."Standing no more than an arm's length away, Max Tanner looked at her, she decided,
rather the way he'd look at something distasteful he discovered on the bottom of his shoe.
Hardly surprising, she supposed."What the hell are you doing here?" His voice was just uneven
enough to make it obvious he couldn't sound as impersonal and indifferent as he wanted to."I
could say I was just passing through.""You could. What's the truth?"Nell shrugged, keeping the
gesture casual. "I imagine you can guess. The will's finally through probate, so there's a lot I have
to do. Go through things, clear out the house, arrange to sell it. If that's what I end up doing, of
course.""You mean you're not sure?""About selling out?" Nell allowed her mouth to curve in a
wry smile. "I've had a few doubts.""Banish them," he said tightly. "You don't belong here, Nell.
You never did."She pretended that didn't hurt. "Well, we agree on that much. Still, people
change, especially in--what?--a dozen years? Maybe I could learn to belong."He laughed
shortly. "Yeah? Why would you want to? What could there possibly be in this pissant little town to
interest you?"Nell had learned patience in those dozen years, and caution. So all she said in
response to that harsh question was a mild "Maybe nothing. We'll see."Max drew a breath and
shoved his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, gazing off toward the center of town as if
the bake sale going on there fascinated him.While he was deciding what to say next, Nell
studied him. He hadn't changed much, she thought. Older, of course. Physically more powerful
now in his mid-thirties; he probably still ran, still practiced the martial arts that had been a lifelong
interest. In addition, of course, to the daily physical labors of a cattle rancher. Whatever he was
doing, it was certainly keeping him in excellent shape.His lean face was a bit more lived-in than it
had been, but just as with so many really good-looking men, the almost-too-pretty features of
youth were maturing with age into genuine and striking male beauty--beauty that was hardly
spoiled at all by the thin, grim line of his mouth. The passage of the years had barely marked that
face in any negative way. There might have been a few threads of silver in the dark hair at his



temples, and she didn't remember the laugh lines at the corners of his heavy-lidded brown
eyes. . . .Bedroom eyes. He'd been known for them all through school, for bedroom eyes and a
hot temper, both gifts from a Creole grandmother. Maturity had done nothing to dampen the
smoldering heat lurking in those dark eyes; she wondered if it had taught him to control the
temper.It had certainly taught her to control hers."You've got a hell of a nerve, I'll say that for
you," he said finally, that intense gaze returning to her face."Because I came back? You must
have known I would. With Hailey gone, there was no one else to . . . take care of things.""You
didn't come back for the funeral.""No." She offered no explanation, no defense.His mouth
tightened even more. "Most people around here said you wouldn't.""What did you say?" She
asked because she had to."I was a fool. I said you would.""Sorry to disappoint you."Max shook
his head once, an almost violent negation, and his voice was hard. "You can't disappoint me,
Nell. I lost ten bucks on a bet, that's all."Nell didn't know what she would have said to that, but
she was saved from replying when an astonished female voice exclaimed her name."Nell
Gallagher? My God, is that you?"Nell half turned and managed a faint smile for the stunning
redhead hurrying toward her. "It's me, Shelby."Shelby Theriot shook her head and repeated, "My
God," as she joined them beside Nell's car. For a moment, it seemed she would throw her arms
around Nell in an exuberant hug, but in the end she just grinned. "I thought you'd probably show
up here eventually, what with the house and everything to take care of, but I guess I figured it'd
be later, maybe summer or something, though I don't know why. Hey, Max.""Hey, Shelby." He
stood there with his hands in his pockets, expressionless now, dark eyes flicking back and forth
between the two women.Nell kept her own gaze on Shelby's glowing face. "I thought about
waiting until fall or until storm season was mostly past," she said easily, "but it worked out that I
had some time now before beginning a new job, so I came on down.""Down from where?"
Shelby demanded. "Last we heard, you were out west somewhere.""Heard from Hailey?""Yeah.
She said you were--well, I think the word she used was entangled, with some guy in Los
Angeles. Or maybe it was Las Vegas. Anyway, out west somewhere. And that you were taking
college courses at night. At least, I think that's what she said."Rather than commenting on the
information, Nell merely said, "I live in D.C. now.""Did you ever get married? Hailey said you
came close once or twice.""No. I never married."Shelby grimaced. "Me either. Matter of fact, half
our graduating class seems to be single these days, even though most of us have hit thirty.
Depressing, isn't it?""Maybe some of us are better off alone," Nell offered, keeping her tone
light."I think there's something in the water," Shelby said darkly. "Honest, Nell, this is getting to
be a weird place. Have you heard about the murders?"Nell lifted an eyebrow. "Murders?""Yeah.
Four so far, if you count George Caldwell--remember him, Nell? 'Course, the sheriff hasn't been
eager to put this latest death on the list with the others, but--"Max cut her off to say, "We've had
killings here before, Shelby, just like any other town.""Not like these," Shelby insisted. "People
around here get themselves killed, the reason why is generally pretty obvious, just like who the
killer is. No locked-room mysteries or other baffling whodunits, not in Silence. But these deaths?
All fine, upstanding men of the town with reputations the next best thing to lily-white, then they're



murdered and all their nasty secrets come spilling out like a dam broke wide open.""Secrets?"
Nell asked curiously."I'll say. Adultery, embezzlement, gambling, pornography--you name it,
we've had it. It's been a regular Peyton Place around here. We haven't heard anything about poor
George's secrets so far, but it's early days yet. The other three, their secrets became public
knowledge within a couple of weeks of their deaths. So I'm afraid it's just a matter of time until we
find out more about George than we ever wanted to know.""Have the killers been
caught?""Nope. Which is another weird thing, if you ask me. Four prominent citizens killed in the
last eight months, and the sheriff can't solve even one of the murders? He's going to have a hell
of a time getting himself reelected."Nell glanced at Max, who was frowning slightly but didn't
offer a comment, then looked back at Shelby. "It does sound a little strange, but I'm sure the
sheriff knows his job, Shelby. You always did fret too much."Shelby shook her head but laughed
as well. "Yeah, I guess I did at that. Oh, hell--is that the time? I've gotta go, I'm late. Listen, Nell, I
really want to catch up--can I give you a call in a day or two, after you've settled in? We can have
lunch or something.""Sure, I'd love to.""Great. And if you get lonesome in that big old house and
want somebody to talk to in the meantime, you call me, okay? I'm still a night owl, so anytime's
fine.""Gotcha. See you later, Shelby."With a wave to Max, the redhead rushed off, and Nell
murmured, "She hasn't changed much.""No."Nell knew her best bet would be to get in her car
and just leave, but she heard herself saying slowly, "These murders do sound pretty unusual.
And to go unsolved for so long . . . Doesn't the sheriff have at least a few suspects?"Max uttered
an odd little laugh. "Oh, yeah, he has a few. One, in particular.""One?""Yeah, one. Me." With
another laugh, he turned on his heel and walked away.Nell gazed after him until he disappeared
around the next corner. Then she looked at the busy little town that seemed oblivious to the
storm clouds moving in and, half under her breath, murmured, "Welcome home, Nell. Welcome
home."Ethan Cole stood at the window of his office and looked down on Main Street. He had an
excellent view of most of the street, especially the area around the newsstand. So he saw the
visibly tense encounter between Nell Gallagher and Max Tanner, saw Shelby Theriot join them
for a few moments before hurrying on in a characteristic rush. Saw Max stalk away and Nell
watch him until she could no longer see him.Well, now. How about that?Ethan had known Nell
was coming back to Silence, of course. Wade Keever wasn't as closemouthed as he should
have been about the legal affairs he handled, especially with a couple of drinks in him, and
Ethan usually bought him a couple or three at least twice a month, just to keep on top of things.
So he knew that Nell had--somewhat reluctantly, according to Wade--agreed to come home at
least long enough to clear out the old house, see what family possessions she wanted to keep,
do whatever else needed doing by the last blood Gallagher left with ties to this place.Hell,
maybe she'd just have a big-ass yard sale and then set a match to the ancestral home and drive
back to D.C. purged of the past.Ethan doubted she'd want to keep much, at least if all the old
stories and rumors had any truth to them. And since she hadn't returned home even for family
funerals in the past twelve years, it certainly looked like at least some of those stories were
true.Ethan pursed his lips unconsciously as he watched Nell get back into her very nice Grand



Cherokee and drive away. He'd run the plates later, he decided, just to make sure, but he didn't
expect there'd be anything he didn't already know.He knew a lot.Being sheriff of a small,
generally close-knit community required that, of course. Good police work in Lacombe Parish,
and particularly here in Silence, so often came down to what he knew about the people here
long before he had a crime to solve. So he made it his business to know what most everybody
was up to, whether or not it was illegal."Sheriff?"He turned from the window to find one of his
CID detectives, Justin Byers, standing in front of the desk. He encouraged his people to come
seek him out if they needed to talk, avoiding the outdated intercom system mostly because it
was outdated but also because he hated the tinny, almost eerie sounds of voices run through the
things."What's up, Justin?""I'm having a little trouble running down all the financial information on
George Caldwell. Nothing really suspicious, just some pretty scattered investments and a few
too many details unexplained for my taste. I thought maybe if we got a warrant for his personal
records--"Ethan smiled. "I appreciate your enthusiasm, Justin, but I doubt Judge Buchanan will
issue a warrant based on our uneasiness. Find out what you can, but don't push anybody, and
don't call on his widow, okay?""Does Sue Caldwell even consider herself his widow? I mean,
they'd been separated--what?--two or three years?""About that." Ethan shrugged. "But they were
still married, and she's his legal heir. From what I hear, she's grieving. So leave her alone.""Okay,
sure. Just so you know, it's going to take a while to gather all the info you wanted--" --This text
refers to the mass_market edition.About the AuthorKay Hooper, who has more than thirteen
million copies of her books in print worldwide, has won numerous awards and high praise for her
novels. She lives in North Carolina. --This text refers to the mass_market edition.From the Inside
Flaptalking the little town of Silence. Three victims have fallen to a killer’s savage vengeance.
Each of the dead men was a successful and respected member of the community--yet each
also harbored a dark secret discovered only after his murder. Were their deaths the ultimate
punishment for those secrets? Or something even more sinister? Nell Gallagher has come
home to Silence more than a decade after leaving one dark night with her own painful secrets.
Forced now by family duty to return, she has also come home to settle with the past. But past
and present tangle in a murderer’s vicious attacks, and to find the answers she needs, Nell must
call on the psychic skills that drove her away years before. She must risk her own life and sanity,
and regain the trust of the man she left behind so long ago. For the killer she seeks is seeking
her, watching her every move, preying upon her every vulnerability--and already so close she’ll
never see death coming . . . --This text refers to the mass_market edition.From the Back
CoverSomeone is stalking the little town of Silence. Three victims have fallen to a killer's savage
vengeance. Each of the dead men was a successful and respected member of the community--
yet each also harbored a dark secret discovered only after his murder. Were their deaths the
ultimate punishment for those secrets? Or something even more sinister? Nell Gallagher has
come home to Silence more than a decade after leaving one dark night with her own painful
secrets. Forced now by family duty to return, she has also come home to settle with the past. But
past and present tangle in a murderer's vicious attacks, and to find the answers she needs, Nell



must call on the psychic skills that drove her away years before. She must risk her own life and
sanity, and regain the trust of the man she left behind so long ago. For the killer she seeks is
seeking her, watching her every move, preying upon her every vulnerability--and already so
close she'll never see death coming . . . --This text refers to the mass_market edition.Read more
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didn’t know which was worse, the nausea or the terror. One threatened to choke her, while the
other was a cold ache deeper than her bones.There was so much blood.How could one body
hold so much blood?She looked down and saw a ribbon of scarlet reaching slowly across the
wooden floor for the toe of her pretty shoe. The floor was old and out of level, just enough. Just
enough. That was the logical reason, of course, the mind’s understanding that the blood wasn’t
actually reaching out for her, it was just flowing along the line of least resistance, downhill, and
she happened to be in the path.Her mind knew that.But terror pushed aside logic and all
understanding. The blood was a crimson finger curling toward her, searching for her, slow,
accusing. It wanted to touch her, wanted to ... mark her.I did it. I did this.The words echoed in her
head as she stared at the accusing finger of blood. It was almost hypnotic, watching the blood
inch toward her, waiting for it to touch her. It was almost preferable to looking at what else was in
the room.She moved before the blood reached her, stepping to one side in a slow, jerky motion.
Escaping. And made herself look up, look at the room. Look at it.The room itself was a
shambles. Overturned furniture with ripped fabric and scattered cushions, ancient newspapers
and musty-smelling magazines tossed about, the few rag rugs on the floor bunched up or
draped absurdly across an upended table. And everywhere, crimson smears darkening and
turning rusty as they dried.There was a red, desperate handprint on the wall near where the
phone was supposed to be, though that instrument had been ripped from the wall and now lay in
an impotent tangle near the fireplace. The pale curtains on the front window also bore a bloody
handprint, and the rod had been pulled loose at one side, obviously from the futile attempt to
signal for help or even to escape.There had been no help, no escape.No escape.Death hadn’t
come quickly. There were so many stab wounds, most of them shallow. Painful, but not fatal—at
least not immediately. The once-white shirt was almost completely red, glistening here and there
where the blood was still wet, darkened to a rusty crimson where it had begun to dry. And the
garment was ripped and torn, like the pants, both riddled with those knife slashes of fury.Rage.
So much rage.She heard a whimpering sound, and for an instant the hairs on the back of her
neck rose in the terrifying idea that the dead could make pitiful noises like that. But then she
realized the sound came from her own throat, from deep inside where there was no language,
only primitive horror.My fault. My fault. I did it.That’s what her mind kept saying, over and over,
dully, like a litany, while from the depths of her soul that wordless whimper quavered like some
creature lost and in pain.She looked around almost blindly, trying not to see the blood, the rage,
and the hate, and a glint of something metallic abruptly caught her eye. She focused on that.
Silver. A silver chain with a heart-shaped locket lying near the body, just inches from
bloodstained fingers.It took her several long seconds to recognize and understand what she was
seeing. Silver chain. Locket.Silver chain.Locket.“No,” she whispered.Numbly, she looked down
again and saw the finger of blood turn suddenly, curl toward her with determination, and before
she could move, it touched the pale toe of her party shoe. The thin material soaked up the blood
quickly, the scarlet stain spreading, wrapping her shrinking flesh.My fault. My fault.I did it.She
moaned and lifted shaking hands to cover her face, unable to watch an instant longer. Waiting



for the blood to cover her foot and then begin to inch up her bare leg, defying gravity in its
determination to swallow her.She waited for that cold, wet sensation. But it never came. The
silence closed over her, thick and curiously muffled, the way a snowy morning sounded when
the earth was insulated by inches of the white stuff. She realized she was listening intently,
waiting for ... something.It was worse, not seeing. Her imagination saw more than the blood
reaching out for her, saw a bloody hand, an accusing face streaked with scarlet lifting toward
her, suffering eyes filled with condemnation—She gasped and jerked her hands away from her
face.There was no body.No blood.No violently disturbed room.She stared around at a room that
looked as it always did: spare and a little shabby, the floral fabrics on the couch and at the
windows faded by time and the sun, the rag rugs a cheerful attempt to bring in color and hide the
bad places on the old wooden floor.She looked down to find her party shoe pristine, not marked
by blood or even dirt, because she’d been so careful, so determined to look her best tonight. To
be perfect.Very slowly, she backed out of the house. She gave the undisturbed room another
long look, then pulled the door closed with a hand that wouldn’t stop shaking. She stood on the
porch, staring at the door, and slowly the whimper deep in her throat bubbled into a laugh.Once
it started, she couldn’t stop it. Like something with a life of its own, it flowed out of her, the sound
of it high, so high she was sure it would fall to the hard wooden porch and break into a million
pieces any second. She clapped her hand over her mouth and still the laughter bubbled out,
until her throat hurt, until the sound of it frightened her almost more than the inexplicable scene
she had witnessed.Until, finally, it died away.Her hand fell limply to her side, and she heard
herself murmur hoarsely, “God help me.”MARCH ... PRESENT DAYIt was late when George
Caldwell got to bed, mostly because he’d been surfing the Internet looking for the best travel
deals. He was planning a trip to Hawaii.He was always planning something. He loved lists, loved
managing details, loved making plans. Sometimes the event itself was less fun than planning it.
Well, most of the time, if he was honest about it. But not this time. This was going to be the trip of
a lifetime, that was the plan.When the phone rang, he answered it from the depths of what had
been a pleasant dream. “Yeah, what?”“You’ll pay.”Caldwell fumbled for the lamp on his
nightstand and blinked when the light came on and nearly blinded him. It was a moment before
he could focus on the clock well enough to see that it was two o’clock. In the morning.He pushed
the covers aside and sat up. “Who is this?” he demanded indignantly.“You’ll pay.”It was a low
voice, a whisper really, without identifying characteristics; he couldn’t even tell if he was
speaking to a man or a woman.“What are you talking about? Pay for what? Who the hell is
this?”“You’ll pay,” the caller breathed a final time, then hung up softly.Caldwell held the receiver
away from his ear and stared at it for a moment, then slowly hung up the phone.Pay? Pay for
what, for Christ’s sake?He wanted to laugh. Tried to. Just some stupid kid, probably, or a crank
caller old enough to know better. Instead of asking if his refrigerator was running, it was just a
different idiotic question, that was all it was.That was all.Still, Caldwell wasted a minute
wondering who he’d pissed off lately. Nobody sprang immediately to mind, and he shrugged as
he got back into bed and turned off the lamp.Just some stupid kid, that’s all.That’s all it was.He



put it out of his mind and eventually went back to sleep, dreaming once again about Hawaii,
about tropical beaches and white sands and clear blue water.George Caldwell had plans.He
hadn’t planned on dying.CHAPTER ONETUESDAY, MARCH 21Whoever had dubbed the town
Silence must have gotten a laugh out of it, Nell thought as she closed the door of her Jeep and
stood on the curb beside the vehicle. For a relatively small town, it was not what anyone would
have called peaceful even on an average day; on this mild weekday in late March, at least three
school groups appeared to be trying to raise money for something or other with loud and
cheerful car washes in two small parking lots and a bake sale going on in the grassy town
square. And there were plenty of willing customers for the kids, even with building clouds
promising a storm later on.Nell hunched her shoulders and slid her cold hands into the pockets
of her jacket. Her restless gaze warily scanned the area, studying the occasional face even as
she listened to snatches of conversation as people walked past her. Calm faces, innocuous talk.
Nothing out of the ordinary.It didn’t look or sound like a town in trouble.Nell glanced through the
window of her Jeep at the newspaper folded on the passenger seat; there hadn’t been much in
yesterday’s local daily to indicate trouble. Not much, but definitely hints, especially for anyone
who knew how to read between the lines.Not far from where she stood was a newspaper vendor
selling today’s edition, and she could easily make out the headline announcing the town
council’s decision to acquire property on which to build a new middle school. There was, as far
as she could see, no mention on the front page of anything of greater importance than that.Nell
walked over to buy herself a paper and returned to stand beside her Jeep as she quickly
scanned the three thin sections. She found it where she expected to find it, among the
obituaries.GEORGE THOMAS CALDWELL,42, UNEXPECTEDLY, AT HOME.There was more,
of course. A long list of accomplishments for the relatively young man, local and state honors,
business accolades. He had been very successful, George Caldwell, and unusually well-liked for
a man in his position.But it was the unexpectedly Nell couldn’t get past. Someone’s idea of a
joke in very poor taste? Or was the sheriff’s department refusing to confirm media speculation of
only a day or so ago about the violent cause of George Caldwell’s death?Unexpected. Oh, yeah.
Murder usually was.“Jesus. Nell.”She refolded the newspaper methodically and tucked it under
her arm as she turned to face him. It was easy to keep her expression unrevealing, her voice
steady. She’d had a lot of practice—and this was one meeting she had been ready for.“Hello,
Max.”Standing no more than an arm’s length away, Max Tanner looked at her, she decided,
rather the way he’d look at something distasteful he discovered on the bottom of his shoe. Hardly
surprising, she supposed.“What the hell are you doing here?” His voice was just uneven enough
to make it obvious he couldn’t sound as impersonal and indifferent as he wanted to.“I could say I
was just passing through.”“You could. What’s the truth?”Nell shrugged, keeping the gesture
casual. “I imagine you can guess. The will’s finally through probate, so there’s a lot I have to do.
Go through things, clear out the house, arrange to sell it. If that’s what I end up doing, of
course.”“You mean you’re not sure?”“About selling out?” Nell allowed her mouth to curve in a wry
smile. “I’ve had a few doubts.”“Banish them,” he said tightly. “You don’t belong here, Nell. You



never did.”She pretended that didn’t hurt. “Well, we agree on that much. Still, people change,
especially in—what?— a dozen years? Maybe I could learn to belong.”He laughed shortly.
“Yeah? Why would you want to? What could there possibly be in this pissant little town to interest
you?”Nell had learned patience in those dozen years, and caution. So all she said in response to
that harsh question was a mild “Maybe nothing. We’ll see.”Max drew a breath and shoved his
hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, gazing off toward the center of town as if the bake
sale going on there fascinated him.While he was deciding what to say next, Nell studied him. He
hadn’t changed much, she thought. Older, of course. Physically more powerful now in his mid-
thirties; he probably still ran, still practiced the martial arts that had been a lifelong interest. In
addition, of course, to the daily physical labors of a cattle rancher. Whatever he was doing, it was
certainly keeping him in excellent shape.His lean face was a bit more lived-in than it had been,
but just as with so many really good-looking men, the almost-too-pretty features of youth were
maturing with age into genuine and striking male beauty—beauty that was hardly spoiled at all
by the thin, grim line of his mouth. The passage of the years had barely marked that face in any
negative way. There might have been a few threads of silver in the dark hair at his temples, and
she didn’t remember the laugh lines at the corners of his heavy-lidded brown eyes....Bedroom
eyes. He’d been known for them all through school, for bedroom eyes and a hot temper, both
gifts from a Creole grandmother. Maturity had done nothing to dampen the smoldering heat
lurking in those dark eyes; she wondered if it had taught him to control the temper.It had certainly
taught her to control hers.“You’ve got a hell of a nerve, I’ll say that for you,” he said finally, that
intense gaze returning to her face.“Because I came back? You must have known I would. With
Hailey gone, there was no one else to . . . take care of things.”“You didn’t come back for the
funeral.”“No.” She offered no explanation, no defense.His mouth tightened even more. “Most
people around here said you wouldn’t.”“What did you say?” She asked because she had to.“I
was a fool. I said you would.”“Sorry to disappoint you.”Max shook his head once, an almost
violent negation, and his voice was hard. “You can’t disappoint me, Nell. I lost ten bucks on a bet,
that’s all.”Nell didn’t know what she would have said to that, but she was saved from replying
when an astonished female voice exclaimed her name.“Nell Gallagher? My God, is that
you?”Nell half turned and managed a faint smile for the stunning redhead hurrying toward her.
“It’s me, Shelby.”Shelby Theriot shook her head and repeated, “My God,” as she joined them
beside Nell’s car. For a moment, it seemed she would throw her arms around Nell in an
exuberant hug, but in the end she just grinned. “I thought you’d probably show up here
eventually, what with the house and everything to take care of, but I guess I figured it’d be later,
maybe summer or something, though I don’t know why. Hey, Max.”“Hey, Shelby.” He stood there
with his hands in his pockets, expressionless now, dark eyes flicking back and forth between the
two women.Nell kept her own gaze on Shelby’s glowing face. “I thought about waiting until fall or
until storm season was mostly past,” she said easily, “but it worked out that I had some time now
before beginning a new job, so I came on down.”“Down from where?” Shelby demanded. “Last
we heard, you were out west somewhere.”“Heard from Hailey?”“Yeah. She said you were—well, I



think the word she used was entangled, with some guy in Los Angeles. Or maybe it was Las
Vegas. Anyway, out west somewhere. And that you were taking college courses at night. At least,
I think that’s what she said.”Rather than commenting on the information, Nell merely said, “I live
in D.C. now.”“Did you ever get married? Hailey said you came close once or twice.”“No. I never
married.”Shelby grimaced. “Me either. Matter of fact, half our graduating class seems to be
single these days, even though most of us have hit thirty. Depressing, isn’t it?”“Maybe some of
us are better off alone,” Nell offered, keeping her tone light.“I think there’s something in the
water,” Shelby said darkly. “Honest, Nell, this is getting to be a weird place. Have you heard
about the murders?”Nell lifted an eyebrow. “Murders?”“Yeah. Four so far, if you count George
Caldwell— remember him, Nell? ’Course, the sheriff hasn’t been eager to put this latest death
on the list with the others, but—”Max cut her off to say, “We’ve had killings here before, Shelby,
just like any other town.”“Not like these,” Shelby insisted. “People around here get themselves
killed, the reason why is generally pretty obvious, just like who the killer is. No locked-room
mysteries or other baffling whodunits, not in Silence. But these deaths? All fine, upstanding men
of the town with reputations the next best thing to lily-white, then they’re murdered and all their
nasty secrets come spilling out like a dam broke wide open.”“Secrets?” Nell asked curiously.“I’ll
say. Adultery, embezzlement, gambling, pornography —you name it, we’ve had it. It’s been a
regular Peyton Place around here. We haven’t heard anything about poor George’s secrets so
far, but it’s early days yet. The other three, their secrets became public knowledge within a
couple of weeks of their deaths. So I’m afraid it’s just a matter of time until we find out more
about George than we ever wanted to know.”“Have the killers been caught?”“Nope. Which is
another weird thing, if you ask me. Four prominent citizens killed in the last eight months, and the
sheriff can’t solve even one of the murders? He’s going to have a hell of a time getting himself
reelected.”Nell glanced at Max, who was frowning slightly but didn’t offer a comment, then
looked back at Shelby. “It does sound a little strange, but I’m sure the sheriff knows his job,
Shelby. You always did fret too much.”Shelby shook her head but laughed as well. “Yeah, I guess
I did at that. Oh, hell—is that the time? I’ve gotta go, I’m late. Listen, Nell, I really want to catch up
—can I give you a call in a day or two, after you’ve settled in? We can have lunch or
something.”“Sure, I’d love to.”“Great. And if you get lonesome in that big old house and want
somebody to talk to in the meantime, you call me, okay? I’m still a night owl, so anytime’s
fine.”“Gotcha. See you later, Shelby.”With a wave to Max, the redhead rushed off, and Nell
murmured, “She hasn’t changed much.”“No.”Nell knew her best bet would be to get in her car
and just leave, but she heard herself saying slowly, “These murders do sound pretty unusual.
And to go unsolved for so long . . . Doesn’t the sheriff have at least a few suspects?”Max uttered
an odd little laugh. “Oh, yeah, he has a few. One, in particular.”“One?”“Yeah, one. Me.” With
another laugh, he turned on his heel and walked away.Nell gazed after him until he disappeared
around the next corner. Then she looked at the busy little town that seemed oblivious to the
storm clouds moving in and, half under her breath, murmured, “Welcome home, Nell. Welcome
home.”Ethan Cole stood at the window of his office and looked down on Main Street. He had an



excellent view of most of the street, especially the area around the newsstand. So he saw the
visibly tense encounter between Nell Gallagher and Max Tanner, saw Shelby Theriot join them
for a few moments before hurrying on in a characteristic rush. Saw Max stalk away and Nell
watch him until she could no longer see him.Well, now. How about that?Ethan had known Nell
was coming back to Silence, of course. Wade Keever wasn’t as closemouthed as he should
have been about the legal affairs he handled, especially with a couple of drinks in him, and
Ethan usually bought him a couple or three at least twice a month, just to keep on top of things.
So he knew that Nell had—somewhat reluctantly, according to Wade— agreed to come home at
least long enough to clear out the old house, see what family possessions she wanted to keep,
do whatever else needed doing by the last blood Gallagher left with ties to this place.Hell,
maybe she’d just have a big-ass yard sale and then set a match to the ancestral home and drive
back to D.C. purged of the past.Ethan doubted she’d want to keep much, at least if all the old
stories and rumors had any truth to them. And since she hadn’t returned home even for family
funerals in the past twelve years, it certainly looked like at least some of those stories were
true.Ethan pursed his lips unconsciously as he watched Nell get back into her very nice Grand
Cherokee and drive away. He’d run the plates later, he decided, just to make sure, but he didn’t
expect there’d be anything he didn’t already know.He knew a lot.Being sheriff of a small,
generally close-knit community required that, of course. Good police work in Lacombe Parish,
and particularly here in Silence, so often came down to what he knew about the people here
long before he had a crime to solve. So he made it his business to know what most everybody
was up to, whether or not it was illegal.“Sheriff?”He turned from the window to find one of his
CID detectives, Justin Byers, standing in front of the desk. He encouraged his people to come
seek him out if they needed to talk, avoiding the outdated intercom system mostly because it
was outdated but also because he hated the tinny, almost eerie sounds of voices run through the
things.“What’s up, Justin?”“I’m having a little trouble running down all the financial information on
George Caldwell. Nothing really suspicious, just some pretty scattered investments and a few
too many details unexplained for my taste. I thought maybe if we got a warrant for his personal
records—”Ethan smiled. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Justin, but I doubt Judge Buchanan will
issue a warrant based on our uneasiness. Find out what you can, but don’t push anybody, and
don’t call on his widow, okay?”“Does Sue Caldwell even consider herself his widow? I mean,
they’d been separated—what?—two or three years?”“About that.” Ethan shrugged. “But they
were still married, and she’s his legal heir. From what I hear, she’s grieving. So leave her
alone.”“Okay, sure. Just so you know, it’s going to take a while to gather all the info you wanted
—”“Understood.” Ethan’s easy smile remained until the detective left the room, then faded. He
didn’t entirely trust Justin Byers. Then again, he didn’t entirely trust at least three of the six new
people he’d had to hire on since the new highway had made this a far more busy town in the last
year. Ethan liked to have people he knew around him, and three of the most recent hires—
including Byers—had not been born and raised in Silence.Not a crime, that, and all had boasted
fine credentials and recommendations, to say nothing of experience to spare.Still.Returning to



his comfortable chair behind the desk, Ethan unlocked and opened the center drawer and drew
out a dull brown folder. Inside were copies of three reports his office had submitted, as required,
to the district-court prosecutor.The report of the first death was straightforward enough. Peter
Lynch, fifty, had died suddenly, apparently of a heart attack. Only at the insistence of a hysterical
wife had an autopsy been performed, resulting in the unexpected finding of poison. Since the
house hadn’t been treated as the scene of a crime at the time, going back to search later had
turned up nothing useful in proving what had happened, but the medical examiner believed
someone might have slipped a few capsules of nitroglycerin into one of the vitamin bottles.
Lynch had been known to take vitamins by the handful, and no other drugs, prescription or
recreational, had been found, so there was certainly a possibility the ME was right.The really
interesting thing was that once they began seriously searching his house to find out if Lynch had
kept and used any drugs, they had discovered in the bottom of his closet a concealed cubbyhole
hiding a stash of truly sick porn.Little girls dressed up and painted up to look like whores, then
photographed with men who might have been their fathers. Or grandfathers. Doing things that
still made Ethan’s stomach churn just to think about.“Sick bastard,” he muttered under his
breath.Lynch’s wife had been understandably appalled and mortified, especially when that first
discovery had led to others, including evidence of trips Lynch had taken out of town that had
nothing to do with business and everything to do with his abnormal pleasures. Not only had he
frequently visited a house down in New Orleans that catered to men with his particular sexual
proclivities, he had also kept a mistress in that city. A girl younger than his own youngest
daughter.Frowning, Ethan turned to the second report, which, again, had seemed
straightforward in the beginning. Luke Ferrier, thirty-eight, had apparently committed suicide by
driving his car into a bayou. Water in his lungs proved he’d drowned, and the conclusion of
suicide seemed accurate enough. But a coworker insisted—loudly—that he hadn’t been
suicidal, so Ethan’s people had taken a closer look.Figuring money was the most likely reason a
young and healthy man without many family ties would choose to kill himself, they had looked
into his financial records and those of the company he worked for. Again, what they found had
surprised them—not because they discovered evidence of embezzlement, but because it
appeared Ferrier had repaid every penny he had “borrowed” months before his supposed
suicide.No one had suspected him, and he’d been home-free.So why commit suicide?The ME
had allowed as how there were certainly barbiturates and muscle relaxers that didn’t linger in the
body; Ferrier might have been doped and his car pointed at that bayou while he was out cold,
with nothing to show up in the autopsy afterward. It was possible.But the real clincher had come
when they dug a little deeper—and discovered not only an apparently chronic gambling habit
but also a fat bank account in Baton Rouge and a lockbox containing, among other things, a
plane ticket to the south of France dated a month after Ferrier’s death. More paperwork in the
box further indicated he’d been just about ready to pull up stakes and leave Silence.So why
commit suicide?“Not suicide,” Ethan said, again half under his breath. “Goddammit.”The third
report concerned the death of Randal Patterson, forty-six, which had occurred just two months



ago. By that point, with uneasiness in the town palpable and gossip running rampant, Ethan’s
deputies and detectives hadn’t made the mistake of assuming anything—except the worst.
Finding a relatively young, seemingly healthy adult male dead of any cause would have been
enough to alert them; finding said adult male electrocuted in his Jacuzzi courtesy of a live wire
dropped into the tub from a nearby window sent up a huge red flag.And the flag was fairly waved
in their faces when the subsequent investigation uncovered Randal Patterson’s dirty little secret:
a well-equipped room in his basement containing a number of sadomasochistic apparatus and
devices, and a great deal of rubber and black leather. Whips. Masks. Chains.So far they hadn’t
been able to find out who Patterson had played his little games with, but it was only a matter of
time.Only a matter of time.“Shit,” Ethan muttered softly.There was, of course, no complete report
on George Caldwell as yet. It had been only a few days, after all, since he’d been found. Shot
through the head, with no gun in sight. Hard to call that anything but murder.But, so far, nothing
obscene or illegal had turned up.So far.Ethan closed the folder and stared rather grimly across
his office. He didn’t like this.He didn’t like this one little bit.Nell got out of her Jeep and stood
gazing at the big white clapboard house that was set back from the road and surrounded by
towering oak trees. The house sprawled without much architectural integrity, which wasn’t
surprising considering that the original hundred-year-old building had been remodeled and
expanded several times in the past decades as the family within it had also grown.Ironic, Nell
thought, that here she stood, a century after the first Gallaghers had put down roots in this place,
presumably with high hopes and determination to build a family. Here she stood. Alone. Last of
the line, at least in Silence.And stood reluctantly, at that.Nell sighed and went around to open
the Jeep’s cargo hatch. The space was full, holding her suitcase and laptop case, as well as
several bags of groceries she’d stopped off in town to buy. She was just about to grab a couple
of the bags and head for the house when a sense other than hearing made her turn and look
toward the road.A sheriff’s department cruiser was turning into the driveway.Not really surprised,
Nell leaned back against the floor of the open hatch and waited.The cruiser pulled up behind her
Jeep, and two deputies got out. The taller of the two, unexpectedly, was the woman; she had to
be close to six feet tall, Nell judged, and boasted centerfold measurements that had
undoubtedly been more of a bane than a blessing in her chosen profession. She was also lovely
in a darkly exotic way that spoke of a Creole heritage very common in the area.Her older partner
was probably five-nine or -ten, blond, and good-looking in a boyish way, with a wide and
welcoming smile. He was one of those men who would look almost exactly the same between
twenty and sixty, only then appearing to age.“Hey, Miss Gallagher. I’m Kyle Venable, and this is
Lauren Champagne.”Nell couldn’t help lifting a brow at the woman, who responded with a dry,
“One of my many crosses.”“Nice to meet you both,” Nell said with a faint smile. “I think. Did I run a
stop sign or something?”“Oh, no, ma’am,” Deputy Venable assured her hastily. “Sheriff just
wanted us to come out and check the place over for you. It’s stood empty awhile, you know, and
careful as we are to keep an eye on things, there are still vagrants about—especially out this far.
If you’ll let us have the key, we’ll make sure everything checks out before you move in.”Nell didn’t



hesitate to reach into the pocket of her jacket and produce a key. “Thanks, I appreciate it,” she
said.“It won’t take long, ma’am,” Venable said, accepting the key and touching his hat brim
politely before he and his partner strode up the flagstone walkway to the front door.Remaining
where she was, Nell watched them disappear into the house. Useless to pretend even to herself
that she wasn’t incredibly tense; all she could do was try not to look it. She felt an all-too-familiar
twinge in her left temple and massaged the area in a soothing circular motion with three
fingers.“Not now,” she whispered. “Christ, not now.” She rubbed harder, willing her body and
mind to obey the desperate command.It was probably no more than ten minutes before the
deputies reappeared, though it seemed longer.“Clear,” Venable said cheerfully as they rejoined
Nell at the vehicles. “Looks like all the windows and doors have pretty solid locks, but you might
want to consider installing a good security system, Miss Gallagher. That or get yourself a big
dog.”“Thanks, Deputy.” She included them both in her smile and nod of gratitude as he returned
the key, adding, “I probably won’t be here long enough to do anything permanent, but I’ll
certainly keep the house locked up while I’m here.”“We’ll be passing by pretty often on regular
patrols, so we’ll keep an eye on the place.” Venable gestured toward the packed cargo area. “In
the meantime, we’d be happy to help you carry some of this stuff inside.”“Oh, no, thanks, I can
manage. I do appreciate the offer, though.”He touched his hat brim again, smiling. “Okay, but
don’t hesitate to holler if you need anything. Anything at all.”“I won’t.”The two deputies got back
in their cruiser, and Nell deliberately turned to unload the Jeep rather than watch them leave. By
the time she reached the front porch with an armful of groceries, she was aware that the cruiser
and its deputies had reached the end of the long drive and pulled out onto the road heading
back toward town.She didn’t look after them.They had left the front door standing open, guarded
only by the old screen door, and for just a moment she stood there trying to brace herself both
mentally and emotionally.Another twinge in her temple urged her into the house before she was
entirely ready to go, which was probably just as well. Without some sort of spur, she wasn’t at all
sure she would have been able to do it.She stepped into an open foyer that was disconcertingly
familiar with its polished wooden floor and round, pedestal-leg table. There should have been
flowers on the table, of course, and hadn’t there been a rug underneath?Shaking off the vague
musings, Nell moved purposefully past the stairs toward the kitchen, deliberately not looking
through any doorways she passed. Formal dining room on one side, living room on the other,
half bath under the stairs—and no need to check out any of those rooms.Not yet. Not yet.She
put the grocery bags on the kitchen counter and spared only one quick look around the bright
yellow-and-white kitchen, then immediately headed back out to the Jeep. She needed to get
everything inside, and as soon as possible; the twinges in her temple had become a painful
throbbing as rhythmic and inevitable as her heartbeat.She barely made it, dumping her luggage
in the foyer and locking the front door before moving unsteadily back to the kitchen. She fumbled
through the bags for the few perishables that needed to go into the refrigerator, fighting the
dizziness grimly even as she told herself she should at least find a chair before—Blackness
washed over her, and Nell crumpled silently to the dusty tile floor.CHAPTER TWOIt was a bit like



meditation, he had decided. If he closed his eyes and concentrated, really concentrated, his
body seemed to grow very light, almost weightless, and some part of him was able to float away
for a while. Sometimes he just floated without direction, not really caring where he went, enjoying
the sensations of drifting along without any ties of the flesh.True freedom. He’d had no
idea.Sometimes, however, he focused all his energy and will on controlling his direction,
concentrated on reaching a particular place, because there was someone special he had to
find.Like her. She was easy to find. The effortless connection established so long ago led him to
her quickly.She was moving about the kitchen, putting groceries away. Preoccupied, maybe
even upset or unnerved by the storms rumbling all around on this restless spring night. She
looked a little pale, he thought, and there was a square of adhesive bandage on her forehead
just above her right eyebrow.He wondered if she had fallen. Wondered what would happen if he
reached out and touched her.He nearly did reach out but stopped himself. No. Not now. Not
yet.There were things he had to do first. A job he had to finish. He wasn’t the sort of man to avoid
his responsibilities, after all. That was not the way he’d been raised, and not his character. A man
finished what he started.Besides, there was plenty of time for Nell. Time to find out the truth
about why she’d come home. Time to find out how much she remembered.She walked past him,
intent on placing a couple of boxes into an upper cabinet, and he was almost certain he could
smell her hair, a clean scent like sunshine.He almost reached out and touched
her.Almost.WEDNESDAY, MARCH 22Nell woke so abruptly that she heard the broken-off
ending of her own strange, muffled cry. She sat there in her bed, staring at the hands that were
still raised and stretched out before her as though she had been reaching for something. Her
hands were shaking visibly. She felt stiff, so tense her muscles protested with sharp twinges. Her
fingers curled slowly, and she made herself relax her arms, lower them. Stop reaching.The
bedroom was flooded with morning light, the previous night’s storms long gone, and through her
slightly open window a cool, moist breeze fluttered the curtains. It smelled damp and earthy, like
spring.She didn’t have to try to remember the dream. It was always the same one. Little details
varied, but the basic framework of the dream had never changed. And even though it wasn’t an
every-night occurrence, it happened often enough to be all too familiar to Nell.“I shouldn’t have
come back here,” she heard herself murmur.She had hoped that after so many years, coming
back here wouldn’t have made it worse. But she should have known better than that. Even
driving down here she had known, had felt the wrenching sensation she had lived with for so
long begin to intensify, as if a cord tied to something deep inside her were being tugged
insistently.Now the pull was steady, urgent. Impossible to ignore.Stiffly, Nell slid from the bed and
went to take a shower, allowing the hot water to beat down on her while she concentrated on
shoring up her defenses. It was hard, harder than it had ever been before, but by the time she
was dressed and on her way downstairs, the pull inside her was at least tolerable, pushed down
and quieted so that it no longer made her feel she would be torn in half.I shouldn’t have come
back here. How can I do what I have to with this inside me?“Nell.”Halfway across the foyer, she
stopped with a jerk and turned completely around, staring behind her, all around her. But there



was no one there. Absolutely no one.“I shouldn’t have come back here,” she murmured.“It’s a
simple enough question.” Ethan smiled easily as he gazed across his desk at Max Tanner.
“Where were you Saturday night, Max?”“You mean, where was I when George Caldwell was
shot?” Max offered the sheriff a smile no more real than his own. “I was at home, Ethan.
Alone.”“No witnesses.”“And so no alibi.” Max shrugged, keeping the gesture as relaxed as he
could. “Sorry, didn’t know I’d need one.”“Didn’t you?”“No.”Ethan nodded, mouth pursed in what
was probably supposed to be thoughtful consideration. “You and George had your differences, I
believe.”He believed. He fucking well knew but had to play his little games. So Max played
along.“He wanted to buy a piece of property here in town and I didn’t want to sell it. He doubled
his offer, I said no sale—and that was it. Hardly anything to kill a man over.”Ethan nodded again,
lips still pursed. “But there was something else, wasn’t there? Something about a note on that
ranch of yours?”“He called in the loan. I paid it. End of story.”“Is it? Way I heard it, you had to sell
off a third of your cattle to pay that note.”“So? It left me with two-thirds of the herd and free of any
debt to the bank.”“But you lost money on the deal. Prices for beef were way down when you had
to sell.”“The timing could have been better,” Max admitted. “But it was business, Ethan, nothing
more than that. George called in the note; I paid it. He was within his rights; I honored my
obligations.”“You were pissed as hell, everybody knew that. Called poor George a bloodsucker,
is what I heard.”Max thought grimly how easy it would be to become paranoid in a town where
the sheriff “heard” a hell of a lot—including far too many private conversations. But all he said
was, “I was pissed. I got over it. And that was two months ago.”Ethan frowned slightly, and Max
knew he was, however reluctantly, at least half convinced that although Max might well act
violently out of temper, he was unlikely to do anything rash once the anger was past.Try as he
might, the sheriff couldn’t even persuade himself that he had found a motive for Max to have
murdered George Caldwell, far less any evidence he might have done so. Not yet, anyway.Still,
Max didn’t relax. He knew Ethan Cole.Abruptly, the sheriff said, “So, Nell Gallagher’s back in
town.”“Yeah. I saw her yesterday.”“Spoke to her too, didn’t you?”Max glanced toward the front
window of Ethan’s corner office and realized what a nice, clear view of Main Street it offered.
“We said hello. Not much more than that.”“I guess she’s home to clear out the old house, settle
the family estate.”“So she said.”“Home for good?”“I doubt it.”“She still as pretty as she was back
then?”“I’d call her gorgeous,” Max replied calmly. “Just like she always was.”Reflectively, Ethan
said, “Yeah, but she was a bit odd, as I remember. Not so much shy as . . . withdrawn. A loner.
With that face, though, she had boys chasing after her from about the age of twelve. All those
years, and none of us made much headway with her—except for you, that is.”Since it had been a
statement rather than a question, Max merely said, “She wasn’t easy to get close to.” He wasn’t
about to admit that he had gotten close in the truest sense only once—and paid a very high
price for it. “Considering her family’s history and how they tended to isolate themselves out
there, probably not so surprising.”Ethan eyed him with lifted brows. “You think that was it? Well,
maybe. The family did scare at least a few would-be suitors away from those girls, that’s for sure,
especially that spooky old grandmother of theirs. And I remember Dad warning me not to do



anything to piss off Adam Gallagher—which taking notice of either of his girls was liable to
do.”Max shrugged. “He was more possessive of Hailey, I always thought. Maybe because she
was older and pretty much took her mother’s place after Grace ran off.”“Running off seems to be
a family trait.”Knowing what was coming, Max waited.“It was the night of Nell’s senior prom,
wasn’t it? She packed a bag and ran off—and left you standing there all dressed up nice and
fancy with no place to go.”“That’s about it,” Max replied.“Rumor had it you two had a big
fight.”“Rumor got it wrong, as usual.”“So what did happen?”“Beats me.”“You really never knew
why she bolted?”“I really never knew.” With another shrug, Max said, “I heard a bunch of garbled
rumors afterward just like everybody else. Maybe one of them was true. Maybe her father did
throw her out for some reason. Maybe there was someone she liked a lot better than me, and
she ran off with him that night. Or maybe she found out where Grace was and wanted to be with
her mother, and picked that night to go. Maybe one of those rumors was the truth. Or maybe not.
The only person who could have told the truth was far away— and didn’t bother to write, at least
not to me.”“Ouch.” Ethan smiled. “You should have aimed for the older sister instead. I always
wondered why you didn’t, considering you went through school with her.”“You were always more
interested in Hailey than I was.”Dryly, Ethan said, “Everything in pants was interested in Hailey.
She wasn’t much to look at, but, Christ, that girl did put out some powerful signals. Hard to take
your eyes off her when she walked down the street.”Max remained silent.“Think there’s any truth
to the stories about her?”“God knows. Something made her father disinherit her.” Max offered
the sheriff a wry smile. “I would have thought you’d know the truth about it if anybody would,
Ethan, considering how well informed you are about everything else in Silence.”“Oh, I imagine I’ll
get the truth of it eventually.” Ethan returned the smile. “I always do.”Deciding the interview was
over, Max rose to his feet. “Yeah, well, I know you have other things to think about these days.
With four suspicious—and unsolved—deaths in the last eight months, we all know where your ...
attention needs to be focused.”Ethan rose as well and didn’t offer to shake hands. “I don’t need
you to remind me what my job is.” As Max turned away, he added in the same pleasant tone, “Oh
—Max? I did tell you not to leave town, didn’t I?”“You told me. And you don’t have to worry. I’m
not going anywhere.”“Make sure you don’t.”All too aware that the sheriff was determined to get
the last word no matter what, Max simply nodded and left the office. He hadn’t realized how
tense he’d been until he was outside, around the corner, and out of sight of that office window
and found himself shifting his shoulders in a half-conscious effort to relax.Damn Ethan Cole.Bad
enough to watch a boy you’d liked grow up into a man you didn’t; give that man a badge and
almost unlimited authority, not to mention a grudge, and things could get ugly in a hurry.Trying to
shake off a useless bitterness, Max walked to where he’d left his truck parked and got in. He
started the engine but didn’t put it in gear right away. Instead, he found himself thinking about
Nell. Again.All last night, listening to storms rumbling around and through Silence, he had tossed
and turned and thought about Nell. Wondered. What sort of life had she made for herself in the
last dozen years? Why had she failed to come home even for the funerals of her father and
grandmother? What lay behind Hailey’s odd, brittle smile whenever the subject of her younger



sister had come up?Most of all, he had wondered if any other man had managed to get close to
her even once.She had changed, that had been plain to see. Still beautiful, he hadn’t lied to
Ethan about that. But the incredible green eyes that he remembered with rather terrifying
intensity were guarded and wary now, and there was an air of stillness, of composure, about her
that had not been present years before.She had been anything but still back then.Max thought of
the sixteen-year-old girl he had first noticed that hot summer day nearly fourteen years ago,
riding a little roan mare bareback, her indecently short shorts baring most of her long, tanned
legs and the white cotton blouse she wore far too sheer for his peace of mind. She had seemed
wild to him, a little fey, her smile uncertain and her sudden, almost uncontrolled laughter
quicksilver in the heavy, damp air. Her honey-colored hair had swung free about her shoulders,
glistening in the sunlight, and her wide green eyes had stared at him with a strange look of
shock, of . . . recognition.Half eager, half fearful.Max shook off the memory of that haunting look
and grimly put the truck in gear. Enough. Enough of this. Nell Gallagher was back home just long
enough to collect a few photographs and dolls from her childhood, and then she’d leave Silence
for good.He wasn’t fool enough to get involved with her.“Not this time,” he heard himself mutter.
“Not again.”The house roused surprisingly few memories in her, good or bad, possibly because
it had been heavily redecorated since she’d last seen it. It was easy to see Hailey’s preferences
in the dark fabrics and patterned wallpaper most of the rooms boasted, and in fact the sense of
her sister was almost overpowering.It made Nell uncomfortable in a way she hadn’t expected,
and that as much as anything else eventually drove her out of the house later that morning.The
Gallagher house sat on property that had once, long ago, been a thriving sugarcane plantation.
Over the years, land had been sold off, and what farming was done on the remaining family
property was handled by tenant farmers, most of them raising soybeans and sweet potatoes.
What family wealth still existed in the last twenty-five years had consisted of income from the
tenant farmers and dividends from Adam Gallagher’s highly successful ventures into the stock
market.There had almost always been enough money, and frequently more than enough, to live
comfortably. She and Hailey had owned horses in childhood and, upon their seventeenth
birthdays, had been presented by their father with very nice cars—their use of which had been
strictly supervised to the extent of Adam holding the keys most of the time.According to the
inventory Nell had been provided by the family attorney, the horses and cars were long gone;
Adam Gallagher’s old Lincoln was the only vehicle left, and it was sitting on a car lot in Silence
waiting to be sold.Other things would have to be sold as well. Nell had no idea what would be left
by the time debts and taxes were paid, and she didn’t think much about it. She hadn’t come
home hoping to profit from her father’s death, after all.She walked away from the house now
without looking back, allowing instinct or her subconscious to choose between one of several
faint paths into the woods. There were probably fifty or so acres of forest separating the
Gallagher house from the surrounding farms and ranches, the canopy of greenery high above
creating a cool, dim haven where Nell had spent many childhood hours, especially during the
hot and humid summers.It didn’t feel quite as peaceful now as it had then.Even so, Nell kept



walking, conscious of a restless urge too familiar to be ignored. She stopped several times,
looking around her with a searching gaze, but all she saw was the motionless green
undergrowth, some of it still wet from the previous night’s storms.That realization had barely
crossed her mind when Nell heard a deep, rolling rumble of thunder. She blinked, and between
one second and the next the scene around her abruptly changed.It was night, not day, and it was
storming. She could feel the wind-lashed rain stinging her skin, even blinding her momentarily
until she could turn her back to the force of it. She wiped the rain from her eyes and blinked,
trying to see, in the strobelike flashes of lightning, what she was meant to.A figure wearing a
dark rain slicker moved along a path diverging from the one she stood upon. She thought it was
a man but couldn’t be sure; the slicker he wore had a hood that covered his head, and since he
was moving away from her at an angle, his face wasn’t visible.The body over his shoulder was
very visible.It was a woman, Nell was sure of that. Bare arms dangled, and long, wet hair
streamed down. She seemed to be wrapped in a sheet or some other pale cloth that was
clinging wetly to her skin, and she was limp. Very limp.“Nell?”Ignoring that summons, Nell tried to
move forward, to follow him and find out where he was going. Was he going to bury a murder
victim? Was he carrying an unconscious woman deeper into the woods to—do whatever it was
he intended to do to her? Who was he? Who was the woman?She tried to follow, but something
grabbed at her, stopped her, and when she looked down it was to see thick vines twining about
her wrists, holding her still. She managed to lift her arms slightly, fingers curling into fists with the
effort, but the vines held on tightly.“Nell!”She looked quickly through the driving rain, trying to at
least see which direction the shrouded figure took through the woods. But there was so much
movement of the thick, wind-blown undergrowth, and so much distortion caused by the heavy
rain and brilliant flashes of lightning, that she couldn’t see him now.He was gone. . . .“Nell!”She
blinked. The day had returned. The storm was gone. No rain, no thunder or lightning, no wind.
And the vines gripping her wrists were two powerful hands.She looked up to find Max frowning
down at her, and she spared a moment to think wryly that the universe had a bizarre sense of
humor. Either that, or it was out to torment her.“I’m all right,” she said, dismayed by the
unsteadiness of her voice. “You can let go of me now.”“I’m not so sure.” If anything, his frown
deepened. “What the hell just happened, Nell? You were about a million miles away.”She was
tempted to tell him she’d been farther away than miles could ever measure, but instead said,
“Daydreaming, that’s all.” And immediately went on the defensive. “What are you doing out
here?”“I was out riding and heard something,” he said, not apologizing for riding on Gallagher
land rather than his own considerable spread. He seemed to realize for the first time that he was
holding her wrists and abruptly released them.“Heard what?” Nell asked, more rattled than she
wanted to admit to either of them. She absently massaged her wrists as she noted the presence
of a big, muscled bay gelding standing patiently ground-tied a few yards away.“You. You cried
out.”“What did I cry out?” she asked, reluctant but needing to know.“No. You said it a couple
more times before I got to you, then went silent. Daydreaming? Don’t give me that bullshit, Nell.
You sounded like something or someone was hurting you, and you were white as a sheet. Still



white, if it comes to that.”Choosing her words carefully, Nell said, “I have very ... vivid ...
daydreams. But, as you can see, no one is hurting me. No one is bothering me. I’m perfectly all
right. I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine.”“Are you? What about that?” He indicated the Band-
Aid above her right eyebrow.Nell shrugged. “I’m not ... reacquainted with the house yet, and a
cabinet door caught me when I wasn’t looking. It’s just a scratch.”Max wasn’t frowning now, but
his gaze was disconcertingly steady. “It’s still happening, isn’t it?”“I don’t know what you
mean.”“The blackouts. You blacked out, that’s how you hurt yourself.”She almost denied it but
finally shrugged again and made her voice wryly dismissive. “We all have something. I pass out
from time to time, that’s all.”“Did you ever find out what causes it?”“Stress, the doctors say. I
guess coming back here was more stressful than I realized.”“Is that what happened here, just
now?” But he shook his head before she could respond, and answered himself. “No, you weren’t
unconscious. Your eyes were wide open. But your pupils were dilated, and I got the feeling ... you
were somewhere else.”“Obviously I wasn’t somewhere else. I was right here.” Nell wasn’t entirely
sure why she was clinging stubbornly to the fiction that everything was fine— and normal—with
her. Depending on how much he remembered, Max knew things about her that no one else in
Silence knew. But as long as he didn’t admit to the knowledge, she wasn’t about to remind
him.He half nodded as though expecting the denial, but said, “Yeah, you were here. Why, Nell?
With everything you have to do at the house, what brought you out here?”“I wanted to go for a
walk, that’s all.” Again, she went on the defensive. “What’s with you, Max? This is still Gallagher
land, and I’m perfectly entitled to walk on it. I haven’t sold out to you yet.”His mouth tightened. “In
case you’ve forgotten what Shelby told you yesterday, people have been dying around here
lately. It’s not especially safe for you to wander around out in the woods by yourself.”“Men have
been dying, according to you and Shelby. Not women.”“So far. But there’s no reason to push your
luck, Nell.”“I can take care of myself.”“Can you?” He laughed shortly. “You were oblivious when I
got here. Anyone could have walked up and— done anything at all to you.”“I’m fine, and I can
take care of myself,” she insisted, and took a step back away from him to emphasize that
independence. “Don’t let me keep you from your ride, Max.”For a moment, it seemed he would
argue with her, but then he muttered a curse under his breath and went to remount his horse. He
gathered up the reins and turned the horse back toward his own property but paused to deliver a
last, flat warning before riding away.“Be careful, Nell. Whoever killed those men seems to want to
get secrets out in the open. And we both know you have plenty of secrets to protect.”She didn’t
move or say anything in response, just watched him ride away until the forest swallowed him
up.Was his arrival here as casual as it appeared, or more deliberate? And what about the vision
he had interrupted? Had she seen the postscript of a murder here in these woods, or something
every bit as evil? Who was the man, the woman?Nell stood where she was for several minutes,
looking around her, searching for some sign that might answer her questions. But the forest was
peaceful and unrevealing now, and the peculiar doorway in her mind refused to open.Great. Just
great. The universe was willing to give her a glimpse, but no real help.As usual.Sighing, Nell
looked around once again and only then realized just where she was. Twelve years had changed



everything, so perhaps that was why she hadn’t immediately recognized it.The big oak tree
didn’t look so very different; a dozen years in the life of an oak was hardly any time at all. There
were vines twining about its base that hadn’t been there before, vines Nell had to pull aside in
order to find the roughly carved heart and its two sets of initials.He had caught her here on an
autumn day long ago, carving her hopes into the tree with a rusty pocketknife, and after that
there hadn’t been much use in pretending.Nell watched her fingers trace the NG and MT, then
sighed and allowed the vines to hide it once again. And it was only then that she recognized the
vines.Poison ivy.She had to laugh, albeit ruefully. The universe, she decided, was definitely out
to torment her. She turned and made her way back through the woods toward the house, hoping
to wash the plant oils off her hands before her lack of caution resulted in a rash.A bad
one.CHAPTER THREEEthan Cole looked up from his desk and only just managed not to scowl
as the mayor of Silence walked into his office. Like him, she disliked intercoms; unlike him, she
also disliked phones and so tended to arrive with absolutely no warning.He could have used a
little warning.“Ethan, is there any more information about George Caldwell’s death?” she asked
without preamble.Ethan made a token attempt to rise, mostly wasted since she immediately
sank into one of his visitor’s chairs, then he sat back down and made a show of pulling a folder
off a stack in his in-box and frowning over the contents.“Well, no, Casey, I don’t see anything
here you don’t already know. Which I could have told you and saved you the trip if you’d called
me.”Mayor Lattimore shrugged, her dark blue eyes fixed on his face. “I was coming over this way
and figured I’d stop in. Ethan, I’ve had a dozen calls today—and not a single answer for any of
the questions I’ve been asked.”“What questions?”“What you’d expect. What’s going on? Why
can’t we figure out who killed George Caldwell and the others and stop him before he kills
somebody else?”Ethan stiffened. “Even assuming all four of these men were killed, who’s to say
they were killed by the same person?”“Jesus, Ethan, I hope you’re not suggesting we’ve got four
separate murderers running around Silence.”“It might be the lesser of two possible evils,” he said
with a sigh. “All we need is for the phrase serial killer to start making the rounds to damned sure
put this town in a panic.”“Maybe we’re already in a panic,” the mayor suggested. “People are
scared, you can hear it in their voices.”“I know that.”“So what do I tell them?”Irritably, Ethan said,
“Tell them to lock their doors at night, be careful, and mind their own business.”“And what do I
say when they ask me why we elected officials aren’t doing the job we were voted in to do?”“Say
we’re damned well doing our jobs. Look, Casey, I don’t know what else to tell you. My people are
busting their asses trying to get this thing figured out. I haven’t taken a day off since January, and
my overtime budget went out the window months ago. We’re working the investigations—and
that’s all we can do. If anybody else has a practical suggestion, I’d love to hear it.”“You still don’t
have a suspect for even one of the murders?”He hesitated, then said, “I’m looking at Max Tanner
for the Ferrier and Patterson deaths.”She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Last I heard, you weren’t
even admitting Luke Ferrier’s drowning was anything but suicide or an accident.”“A few things
have come to light that make murder at least as likely as an accident.”“I see. And what’s the
connection to Max Tanner?”Ethan was not required to explain either himself or his investigations



to the mayor—not directly, at any rate—but he’d learned that when Casey Lattimore asked
questions she expected answers. And she could be a royal pain in the ass until she got them.So,
reluctantly, he answered. “It seems Ferrier borrowed money from Max a few weeks before he
died.”“You got that from Max?”“No. From someone who overheard Max telling Ferrier he wanted
the loan repaid pronto.”The mayor frowned. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but wouldn’t killing Ferrier
be a stupid way to get a loan repaid?”“Max has a temper, everybody knows that. He could have
struck first and regretted it later.”“Struck by pushing Ferrier’s car into a bayou? Wouldn’t that
theory make more sense if somebody’d beat the hell out of Ferrier rather than trying to drown
him? I mean, if you suspect Max of the killing?”Ethan hated logical women. “I said I was looking
at Max, not that I considered him a solid suspect.”Without commenting on his disgruntled tone,
she merely said, “And the Patterson death? What makes you suspect Max of being involved in
that one?”“We know the killer stood outside that bathroom window for a while before he dropped
the electrical wire in, and we found a footprint. Style and size match up with the boots Max
usually wears.”“I assume you checked Max’s boots?”“Yeah.”“And?”“And nothing. We can’t prove
just from the print that it was him standing outside that window.”“What else have you got?”“Not
much,” Ethan admitted.Rather than question him further on that point, she merely sighed and
said, “I gather you’re still against calling in outside help?”His jaw tightened. “I am. These are
grudge killings, and that means all the answers are right here in Silence. Whether there’s one
killer or more than one, no outsider is going to be better or quicker than we are in putting the
pieces together.”“It’s been eight months, Ethan.”The sheriff drew a breath and said carefully,
“And the first forty-eight hours after a murder are critical. Yes, Casey, I know that. I also know that
you feel qualified to comment on the investigation because you took that FBI course last
year.”“That isn’t—”“I’m not saying it wasn’t a smart thing for you to do. A mayor should feel
qualified to oversee most aspects of town management. But law enforcement is a specialty, and
one course in Criminal Investigation Techniques 101 hardly equates to fifteen years of
experience on the job.”Perfectly aware that he was putting her on the defensive deliberately,
Casey Lattimore nevertheless heard herself say, “I never claimed to be an expert, Ethan. And I’m
certainly not trying to tell you how to do your job.”
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Gypsy, “Evil Trilogy Book 2/ Bishop/SCU Novel Book 5 Starts slow but surprise ending is good.
Nell Gallagher has inherited the Gallagher curse and at 17 she has a vision of broken furniture
and bloody murder in her ancestral home. Twelve years later and the murder happens and Nell
has to return to the little town of Silence to close out the house.There has been 4 murders in the
last 8 months. The mayor of Silence calls the SCU and Bishop sends hometown girl Nell
Gallagher to investigate in secret.Max Tanner is the sweetheart Nell left standing alone at their
prom night 12 years ago. Upon arrival Max tells Nell to leave because she is not welcome but
when Nell has her visions Max shows up to be her lifeline. Max has a bond with Nell and
together they visit the places connected to the murders to see if Nell can pick up extra clues
with her curse/gift.What Nell finds out is that her family has more skeletons in their closet than a
graveyard. THERE are some interesting twists and turns withing all those secrets. ONE is who
murdered Nell's parents? Why is the sister her father disowned, Hailey seem to have be
involved with all the murdered men? Nell also discovers she has a half brother, Kyle, who is the
newest deputy in Silence and best of all may be DOES Max still hate Nell after a dozen years
have passed?.”

Sheila M, “So Close to Being So Good. The Bishop/Special Crimes Unit series is a paranormal
suspense series that includes romances but at times drifts between wanting to focus on the
romance and then pulling back, wanting to focus on the crime mystery but then pulls back. At
times the books feel like there is a deep struggle for what the focus of the book is.THE STORY:
Nell Gallagher returns to her hometown after the death of her father to settle the estate. It is not
a good time to be in town because there have been four murders of prominent men who appear
to have been killed because of secrets they possessed. It is quickly revealed that Nell actually
works for the SCU and is in town undercover to help solve the murder. Her paranormal talent is
that she can see scenes in locations that happened in the past and sometimes in the future. Her
talent, however, makes her vulnerable because it takes a lot of energy. Returning has been
difficult for Nell especially because of the presence of the man she left behind.Max Tanner was
in love with Nell as a young man and was puzzled and devastated when she abandoned him
and left town. Now that she has returned, he has questions that he wants answered. But more
than anything, he wants to protect Nell from the evil that is in town.OPINION: This book was so
close to be a great read. The relationship between Nell and Max was great. I liked the angst
between them and how they find their way together again. I was intrigued by such a close
psychic relationship between a non-talent and a talent. Unfortunately, the trouble in the
relationship is really about Nell keeping secret information about their pasts. For much of the
book, the question is what happened to make Nell leave. By the time the information is
revealed, I just didn't feel that disclosure satisfied the buildup. I was disappointed because I
really liked the couple and wished that the book had embraced their relationship more.The story



of the murders was interesting, but there was no way that a reader could have guessed the
identity of the murderer. At the same time, the story was very creepy and the investigation
stretched Nell's abilities and I wanted to know the solution.I did like the book, I just felt that it
could have been great rather than just good.WORTH MENTIONING: I loved the cameo
appearance of Bishop and Miranda. Their appearance makes every book better.FINAL
DECISION: I have more mixed feelings about this book than my final decision. I would read this
book again even though I was somewhat disappointed it. Nell and Max are one of my favorite
couples of the series even though I wish there was more about their relationship development in
this book.CONNECTED BOOKS: This book is the fifth book in the Bishop/Special Crimes Unit
series. It can be read independent of the other books in the series although there are some
overlapping characters.STAR RATING:  I give this book a solid 4 stars.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “delightful psychic thriller. The small Louisiana town of Silence is anything
but quiet these days. Four men in eight months have been killed and the townsfolk are afraid;
they want the police to catch the killer quickly. The only problem is the police are totally stymied
so the mayor has asked the FBI to come in since their profile suggests that the murderer is a
local cop.Nell Gallagher ran away from Silence when she was seventeen, but has returned
twelve years later to settle the family estate. Since she is also a FBI agent, she is able to work
undercover without anyone questioning her motives. She must deal with rancher Max Tanner,
who needs to know why Nell closed the door on their relationship to run away after they made
love for the first time.Kay Hooper's, psychic thrillers are always a delightful reading experience
and WHISPER OF EVIL is no exception. Characters from previous works lend a sense of
continuity to the story line and readers will be glad to reunite with favorites who feel like friends.
The plot is complex and has so many unexpected twists and turns that readers won't be able to
predict what happens next. This is a one sitting read that will find its' way to the reader's keeper
shelf.Harriet Klausner”

Ebook Tops Readerkim, “Read all of Kay Hooper Books Love them. K.C. Read all of Kay
Hooper Books and love them all!This time I downloaded them to read from my tablet it's like the
4th time I have read each book and still very exciting each time! I Love them all!Thankyou Kay
HooperKim C.”

Cathy P, “Loved all the twists. This vocab lots of twist and Let's look at lots of twist and turns. And
lots of murders. I love the ending. Definitely recommend the book. They're just getting better and
better. Told for multiple POVs. No cliffhanger.”

Audrey Martin, “Another Bishop/SCU. Nice twist at the end and the story flows so well. When
you're reading trying to keep track of all the characters and figure out who the agents are you
have to be a detective yourself!”



Terry, “A very good read.. Excellent in all respects”

Macavry, “Five Stars. Great read”

Floss, “Four Stars. A good read”

Amrita, “Edge of the seat... Kay Hooper delivers another gripping thriller .. I lived the protagonists
life as I read the story and couldn’t wait for the next shocker to be delivered . The paranormal
world, the gift of additional senses packed in a crime drama .. makes for a gripping read.”

Candace, “Super duper worth it!. Keeps you on the edge of your seat! (Or couch in my
case!)Well written!”

The book by Kay Hooper has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 348 people have provided feedback.
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