
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


 


 


Treasure Me

 


The Me Series

Book 1

 


D.R. Grady



Table of Contents

Other Works by D.R.
Grady

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter
Thirteen

Chapter
Fourteen

Chapter
Fifteen

Chapter
Sixteen

Chapter
Seventeen

Chapter
Eighteen

Chapter
Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Epilogue

About the
Author

Home Song


 


 Other works by D.R.
Grady

 


 


The Morrison Family
Series:

 


The Nerd and the Marine

The Corpsman and the Nerd

The Nerd and the SEAL

The Nerd’s Pocket Pets

Shadows and Spice

Macy’s Parade

Bad Nerd Rising

 


 


The Me Series:

 


Treasure Me

Save Me

Trust Me

Heal Me

Love Me

 


 


The Abroad
Series:

 


Home Song

Bearer of My Heart

 


 


Please visit my website for updates on
all three series.

http://www.drgradybooks.com







 


 


 


 


This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, and incidents are all products of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Known locales are also used
fictitiously.

 


If you enjoy this book, please buy a
copy for someone else to enjoy. Please do not download or buy this
from anywhere except where the story is offered legitimately. All
rights reserved - including the right of reproduction in whole or
in part in any form.







Copyright 2011 by D.R.
Grady

Smashwords Edition

 


Please Note: While I had help with
this story from former Chief of Police Dennis Landvater, there are
still likely mistakes on my part. Authors also like to stretch and
change things to make their story work. So this book does not
necessarily reflect reality. I hope you enjoy it
nonetheless.


















Dedication

To Vicky Burkholder and Victoria Smith
for critiquing this story several times, with great advice and much
needed encouragement. Thank you!

To all of CPRW for offering advice,
and sharing their knowledge. I couldn’t have done this without
you!

To former Chief of Police Dennis
Landvater for answering all my many questions about police work,
emergency dispatch, and bad guys in general. Thank you!

To my hubby, Roy, for supporting me
all these years, even when this dream looked
unattainable.


 


 


 


 


Treasure Me

By: D.R. Grady

 



Chapter
One

 


The sound rumbled through the quiet of
the day, again.

Indefinable, obscure, but
unfortunately enough to send Jared McNeal’s most recent housekeeper
rushing to hand in her notice. Of one hour.

“I’m terribly sorry, Mr.
Jared, but that noise, it’s not right,” his
soon-to-be-ex-housekeeper exclaimed. “You’re a fine employer and
this is a nice house, but that noise.”

“I understand, Mrs.
Quinn.”

“It sounds just like that
panther that used to take my pappy’s livestock.” She went on, her
words jumbling together, undoubtedly attempting to justify her need
to leave both to him and to herself.

“We don’t have panthers in
Hershey, Mrs. Quinn.” Even he could hear the resignation in his
voice.

“Doesn’t matter.
That is what it
sounds like and it’s close, and it’s not safe here.” Mrs. Quinn’s
voice rose another decibel so Jared figured it best to simply agree
with her.

She had lasted four days. Longer than
the previous housekeeper who had stayed for seven hours, and given
notice of ten minutes. He couldn’t deny that the odd noises came
from his property. Neither could he deny they tended to be
ominous.

Jared sighed as he wrote Mrs. Quinn a
check for four days of service with the same questions running
through his brain. Was someone trying to scare him off his
property?

Why would someone try to run him off?

Finally, what did he plan to do about
it?







 


 


 



Chapter
Two

 


“Absolutely
not.” Abe Prentice roared with such force
the walls of his study shook.

“Dad, my going is the only
way.”

“No way. What does a biology teacher know about private
investigation?”

Annie Prentice grinned, because she
figured her father would ask that. With a triumphant tug three
books tumbled from her bag onto her lap. She placed them on her
father’s desk for his perusal.

“Private Investigating
Basics, All You Need To Know To Be A Private
Investigator, and, 1,2,3 Easy Steps To Private Investigating. You’ve learned how to find, capture, and incarcerate a
hardened criminal from three books on private
investigating?”

Annie chewed her bottom
lip as her father erupted with his usual overprotective fatherly
concern. She consoled herself with the thought that she had
expected this. “Yes.” Hmm, that could have come out a
little more
forcefully.

Her father massaged the bridge of his
nose. “Have you even read these books?”

“Of course.” She couldn’t
quite meet his eyes. At his raised eyebrow, she hedged. “I read two
of them, but I can’t stay awake through that middle one. It’s
boring.”

“Boring, right. You can’t read the second book, but you’re going to
capture Malcolm? After reading only two of the three books on
private investigating.” Defeat sounded clearly in her dad’s
voice.

“Dad, these books have
explained quite a lot about private investigation
techniques.”

“Why are you doing this
Annie?”

“Malcolm’s gotten away
with his crime for six years. Six
years.”

“What makes you think you
can accomplish what the police haven’t?”

“As it happens, I’m
helping the police on this,” Annie mumbled, because technically
that was true. She wasn’t about to admit that a certain police
chief had also erupted in overwhelming fatherly concern. Just
yesterday, in fact. Why give her dad more ammunition?

“What?” Abe Prentice exploded again.

Annie narrowed her eyes. Squaring her
shoulders, she looked him in the eye. “You know Dad, I didn’t come
here for permission. I came here to inform you of my intentions.
Andy’s killer is at the McNeal farm. Jared McNeal needs a
housekeeper and I’ve got the next three months off.” She sucked in
a breath before continuing, not giving him a chance to speak. “I’m
not going to be in danger as I’m just assisting. There will be no
heroics.” A certain police chief had made her promise that last
bit.

Her father rubbed his
temples as though a headache had begun to form. “I don’t like this
plan of yours. Yes, I’d like to see Malcolm caught. I’d like to see
that he’s no longer able to run free to harm other women,
but why you?”

“I’m the only person who
can do this right now.”

He looked like he wanted to argue.
“What kind of plan do you have?”

Leaning forward, enthusiasm coursed
through her as she warmed to her argument. “Besides cooking and
cleaning and doing laundry, I believe the first thing I need to do
is find Malcolm. My source believes he’s there. We have to verify
that.” Annie searched her father’s face. He didn’t look too upset.
She still left some pertinent facts out as it seemed best to play
it safe.

“You know Malcolm, any
sign of easy money, he’s there.”

“Easy money?” The area
between Abe’s eyebrows wrinkled.

“Yes, my source said
something about a McNeal Treasure. There’s a legend of it being
priceless. Malcolm is sure to go after something that
valuable.”

“Annie, what if this
treasure doesn’t even exist? You could be on a wild goose
chase.”

“Actually, I’ve done my
research on this, too. It only took a few minutes on the Internet
and sure enough, the treasure does exist. There are plenty of
accounts. Most of them are references from old timers in the
area.”

“What is the
treasure?”

She winced. “That’s a bit more
difficult. I couldn’t get any concrete information. The treasure
apparently does exist, it was common knowledge for years, but
lately no one seems to know much about it.”

“Ah. So why would Malcolm
run after this treasure, again?”

“In nearly every one of
the eyewitness accounts the word, priceless, is mentioned in addition
to the treasure. Malcolm wouldn’t be able to refuse. If he could
find this treasure...”

“Wouldn’t he just have to
track down one of those eyewitnesses to find out exactly what it is
and where?”

“Not exactly.”

“Explain, Annie.” Her dad
didn’t sound completely exasperated, just sort of, so Annie told
him.

“Well, they’re all... sort
of... um... dead.”

“They’re all ...
dead.” Annie thought she
heard him moan, but she couldn’t be sure because her dad’s head
clunked onto his arms on the desk, so his speech was
muffled.

“Yes, dead.”

“Why?” Still muffled,
still exasperated, and bordered on giving up, but Annie pressed her
luck anyhow.

“Well, most of the
accounts I found are from the 1800’s, maybe a few from the early
1900’s, they got scarcer as time progressed, you see. So naturally
everyone is dead, right?” Annie peered hopefully at her dad’s
graying hair. He still hadn’t raised his head.

“Naturally.” His head
sprang off his arms, but his dry tone worried her. “I
repeat, wild goose
chase.”

“No, actually the current
owner, Jared McNeal, is writing a book about the McNeal
treasure.”

“Okay. So he’s confirmed
there is a treasure?”

“Precisely.”

“Annie, that was a
question, not a comment.” Her dad’s voice still sounded
strained.

“He did more or
less.”

Her dad didn’t comment for a long
while. She bit her lip.

“But you don’t know what
the treasure is?” She’d known convincing her dad would be tough.
Although she did have to admit to herself in that tiny corner of
her mind that her enthusiasm for convincing him this was a good
idea was waning fast.

“Of course not. He isn’t
telling because then no one will buy his book.”

“That does make sense in a
perverse sort of way.” He sighed and stared at her. “Of course he
might just be keeping quiet to keep people off his
land.”

“I thought of that as
well. I suppose he wouldn’t want treasure hunters flocking to the
place,” Annie mused, her brow creased as she considered that angle.
“I think he’s planning to give an account of the
treasure.”

“What if this treasure
doesn’t exist?”

“Who cares? I’m not going
there to treasure hunt - I’m going to Malcolm hunt. All that
matters is that Malcolm
believes there’s something worth going
after.”

Silence again.
Uh-oh.

“Honey, have you
considered that you’re only going to be able to work for this
McNeal fellow for three months, and then you’ll need to go back to
school? What’s McNeal supposed to do then? I’m sure he’ll expect
you to stay on permanently.”

Her dad’s arguments impressed Annie.
But then they usually did. He would try to dissuade her, but she’d
already run through this conversation countless times in her
mind.

“First of all, he’ll have
a housekeeper who isn’t scared away for three months. And, after we
catch Malcolm there won’t be anyone to scare his next housekeeper
off. I’m doing him a favor by applying for this job. It’s a win-win
situation.”

Abe groaned again. “I wonder if I
should write the man and warn him.” He muttered more to himself as
his daughter swept to her feet, swooped a kiss on his head and
left. Causing the flurry of papers that fell gently to the floor
from his desk.

 


“I got the job, Dad, so
I’m off to Hershey. I’ll call you when I get there. I’ll have my
phone. Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

Abe started to worry as soon as his
daughter’s voice erupted over his voice mail a few days later.
Breezy and confident, as was Annie. Of course she had no need to
worry. He did enough fretting for both of them. He even had the
gray hair to prove it. He wondered with a minor touch of nausea how
much trouble she’d land in this time. Abe scooped up the phone and
dialed the police department.

His old buddy had a few questions to
answer.







 


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


Annie hung up the phone after leaving
her dad a message. Her little yellow bulldog stance car was packed,
she’d cleared out the refrigerator, forwarded her mail, and paid
the rent. She’d crossed off every line of her list. Annie loved
when that happened. This excursion could turn out to be an
amazingly awesome break. She’d never had a paying job during the
summer before. That meant more money for more shoes. Life was oh so
good.

It should take an hour to an hour and
a half to drive to Jared McNeal’s home in Hershey, Pennsylvania.
She lowered the windows completely and opened the sunroof once she
hit the outer limits of Hershey. The quaint town was deemed “The
Sweetest Place on Earth” and now Annie knew why. The aroma of
chocolate hung so heavy in the air that she figured the smell ought
to be illegal. Gulping huge breaths of the aromatic air, she
decided this job might be hazardous to her weight.

She didn’t have any difficulties
finding the place, thanks to the precise directions McNeal had sent
her. Upon arrival Annie did have difficulty taking in the scene.
Her cell phone rang as she prepared to leave the car.

“Hello?”

“Annie, have you left
yet?” her father asked.

“I’m here, and you should
see this place.”

“Tell me.”

“The farmhouse is an old
brick with ivy creeping over three stories of walls.” Annie swung
her head this way and that so she could see it all.

Her dad chuckled. “It’s just like home
then.”

“I guess I won’t miss
Lewisburg too much now,” she agreed. “There’s a white porch that
stretches around the house on two sides. And...” Annie
gasped.

“What? What is it?” Her dad sounded alarmed.

“Dad, I think I can see
the roof of an attached greenhouse around the other side.” Annie
swallowed with envy. And then... “I have three months to play in
there.”

She could hear her dad’s grin over the
phone. “That might keep you out of trouble.”

Her eyes alighted on something else
and she exclaimed, “Oh, and there are porch hooks that would be
perfect for hanging plants.”

Abe’s sigh wafted through the phone.
“My porch has hooks for flowers, too.”

Annie ignored him. “I can’t wait to
get to that project. Wow, think of all I could do here.”

“I hope Jared McNeal
doesn’t mind sharing his greenhouse.”

“He’s in trouble if he
does.” Annie chortled.

“I think I’ll send him a
sympathy card.”

“I just might need an
additional three months to find Malcolm, after I get finished
playing in all this glorious dirt.”

Her father cleared his
throat.

Annie decided she’d better end this
conversation so she could meet her new employer. She and her dad
hung up and Annie tucked her phone into her bag before exiting the
car.

She rang the doorbell beside the
wrought iron and glassed front door. The tones rang rich and
melodious inside and Annie sighed. Who cared if she had to clean
toilets for her room and board at this fantastic place?

A man with dark hair and gray eyes
opened the door. He had a square jaw, his lips were just right, and
his body muscular and filled out like that of a man well past his
adolescence. She placed him in his early to mid thirties. He wasn’t
overly tall, probably only average height, but had that look of
calm authority about him that would have made him stand out in a
crowd regardless.

He wore well-fitting jeans
and a dark green T-shirt. Serviceable brown boots completed what
she figured must be his work gear. Annie’s breath suspended in her
throat. She approved of the entire package. Heartily. His features didn’t
combine to be classically handsome, but they were having a profound
effect on her respiratory system. Definitely should have made the
time to meet him in person. Wow.

“Mr. McNeal, I presume?”
She was heartened to hear that her voice held only a trace of
breathlessness and awe.

“I am. You must be Annie
Prentice?” He spoke exactly as she remembered, deep and sonorous,
utterly masculine. Nice, very
nice. Her breath stalled again.

“Yes, I’m Annie Prentice.”
He took the hand she offered in a warm, confident handshake.
Annie’s insides skittered. Oh, this could be trouble. She’d come to
track down Malcolm, not to weave fantasies about this gorgeous man
in his greenhouse, with her. Hello? She hadn’t even seen the
greenhouse yet.

Remember Andy, she told
herself firmly. You need to be
professional. You’re supposed to picture people in their underwear
only when you’re giving an oral presentation and are scared out of
your mind. Annie swallowed. That hadn’t
helped. Oral presentation, underwear. Great.

Jared McNeal smiled as he
assessed the woman standing on his porch. She didn’t look like any
of his previous housekeepers. Her hair held such an intermingling
of red and gold that it would be impossible to tell whether the
color was actually red or blonde. She had pulled the tresses back
into a ponytail that cascaded in wavy abandon down her back. Her
eyes were a green not easily defined. Green with flecks of blue and
amber was the best he could come up with. She had a creamy
complexion and a small, compact body. A small, compact,
curvy body his mind
corrected him. As if he hadn’t already
figured that out.

Her voice was as pert as her attitude
and a sparkle surrounded her, or a glow, something like that. She
wore a long-sleeved yellow T-shirt, an ankle-length khaki skirt and
a pair of flimsy looking white sneakers with no backs.

Jared wondered if he should have
interviewed Annie Prentice in person. He feared she’d wreak havoc
with his concentration, much less with his hormones. With a mental
shrug, he asked the first question that popped into his head. “Did
you have any trouble finding the place?”

“Oh no. Your directions
were exceptional. Does it always smell like chocolate here?” Her
eyes were bright with that enthusiasm most women seemed to develop
whenever chocolate was mentioned, smelled, or seen.

Jared’s lips curled into a grin. “Most
of the time, yes.” Why hadn’t he thought of the chocolate angle
with the last two housekeepers?

“What a great
town.”

“I like it here,” he
replied, hoping he didn’t sound like a doofus. He couldn’t seem to
take his eyes off her. Belatedly, he realized she still stood on
the other side of the door.

He stepped back to offer her room to
maneuver through the entryway and beckoned for her to enter with
the sweep of his hand. She laughed and complied.

He watched her drink in his home with
the same fascination a child would reserve for a toy store. Her
gaze swept over the generous foyer, with the gleaming oak staircase
disappearing into the shadows of the second floor. A hall formed
off the foyer and Jared knew she could glimpse the kitchen at the
end of the oak lined hall. With a gesture of his hand Jared pointed
out each room, experiencing a curious satisfaction to be sharing
his home with her.

“My study is the first
door on the left. The next doors are closets. The last is the
dining room, which also has access from the kitchen.” At her nod,
he indicated the right side of the hall. “The far door is the
downstairs bedroom and the middle a bathroom. The door closest to
us is the parlor.” He watched her face and caught a glimpse of her
eyes widening and a suspicious curvature of her lips.

 


Front
parlor? Annie contained her amusement,
barely. Who had parlors anymore? Behave
yourself, she scolded
internally.

She received the impression of
graceful lines, elegant furniture, and airy, peaceful rooms. She
decided she could indeed work in this environment.

McNeal led her upstairs to
show her to her room. While busy gawking at the family pictures
lining the way, she still didn’t miss his denim-encased
backside. Nice, exceptionally nice
actually. Her female hormones purred.
Annie shushed them, with difficulty.

“There are four bedrooms
up here.” McNeal explained, hopefully unaware of her inner
skirmish.

He pointed down the hall to the master
bedroom before showing her a small landing with a doorway leading
off it. He gestured for her to follow. Inside the bedroom contained
window seats and a double bed with swirly, frothy white curtains
hanging from an old wooden frame. Matching curtains hung from the
windows. The chest of drawers, dressing table, small secretary
desk, and bedside tables matched the oak bed. A small blue and
green fainting couch graced one corner, under the eaves. Two doors
leading off one wall revealed a small, cozy bathroom and a
comfortably sized walk-in closet.

Annie stood entranced with her
wonderful bedroom. It was perfect. She still loved the room even
after McNeal’s next comment.

“The cottage you can see
from this window is usually reserved for the housekeeper. But as
it’s under construction, I thought you might be more comfortable in
the house. Is this suitable?”

“Oh, it’s wonderful. It
will do very nicely, thank you,” Annie replied in her most
professional voice. Yes the little cottage and private space would
have been nice, but her room was lovely.

This stay wouldn’t be a
camping trip. Thank
goodness. She already adored the house and
keeping after it would be a labor of love. A greenhouse, a dream
kitchen (from what she could tell), a cute little bedroom with its
own bathroom, a gorgeous employer...what more could a girl want? No
suffering here for sure.

So she had to clean toilets, at least
she’d be paid to do that chore, which had never happened before.
And she’d do a little investigating on the side. Life couldn’t be
better.

It looked promising that
she would still have plenty of time to find Malcolm. She’d been
waiting for years to finally confront him and tell him to his face
what a slimeball he was and how it would be her privilege and
pleasure to see him thrown into prison. That time was now at hand.

“Need help?” McNeal asked,
when she reached the bottom of the stairs. She paused in the
process of emptying her car.

Annie had already made several trips
to her little car, which McNeal instructed her to pull into bay
three of the garage once she had the vehicle emptied. A building
she hadn’t even noticed upon arrival. A garage.

She’d never had one of
those. Wow. No scraping ice, no struggling through snowdrifts,
no...oops, Annie belatedly remembered she'd only be here for the
duration of the summer. Can’t have
everything there girl, and what you've got is pretty
good. Of course, her butt probably
wouldn’t fry when she got into her car this summer.
This was good.

“What? Oh, no. I’m fine.
But thank you.” Manners were always good. Or so she was
told.

“Okay. I’m going out to
the west field,” he gestured behind him, “go ahead and make
yourself at home. I’m usually ready to eat around six. Poke around
the kitchen if you’d like. Or we can order in for your first
meal.”

“No, I intend to explore
the kitchen and six shouldn’t be a problem. That will give me
plenty of time to unpack and familiarize myself with what’s in
there. Thank you.” Annie’s thanks were heartfelt. He planned to pay
her for this?

“Great. If you need me,
there’s a two-way radio in the kitchen, by the desk, just press the
button. I carry another radio with me all the time. Or you can call
my cell phone.” His forehead wrinkled in the cutest way when he
thought.

She just nodded dumbly.

Then had to keep reminding
herself to be relieved when McNeal finally exited the house ahead
of her. She did need a break from all that wonderful masculinity.
With two brothers and a father, she should
be used to men.

Just not potent ones like Jared McNeal
apparently. She was here to find a murderer, not lust after her
employer. Annie hadn’t anticipated this little twist. A biology
teacher might not know much about private investigating, but they
sure did know a thing or two about chemistry.

That’s what worried her.



 


 


 



Chapter
Four

 


It didn’t take Annie long to unpack
her things.

“Spoiled is what you are,”
she told herself contentedly as she surveyed the room with her
things now accompanying the shelves and tables. This place already
felt like home.

She decided to go downstairs and check
out that wonderful kitchen. The greenhouse would have to wait until
she could really spend some time there. Annie couldn’t resist a
quick peek, however. She caught the impression of a cozy space that
still afforded plenty of room to work. With a lusty sigh, she
backed out of the room, promising herself some quality time there
later.

The kitchen itself was a muted yellow
with gingham curtains and gleaming white appliances. Plants
abounded in hanging baskets and planters. A breakfast nook looked
out onto an expanse of immaculate lawn and consisted of a cozy
round table with a round bench circling the wall. A huge island
formed a formidable workspace to one side of the room and contained
the stove and a grill. The counters were of sand colored granite
with traces of blue and green. A plethora of light oak cabinets
complete with a cleverly disguised pantry lined the large outer
wall.

Annie enjoyed cooking and looked
forward to working in this spacious, sunny kitchen. Her hand
trailed lovingly over the granite countertop before she opened the
refrigerator and assessed the contents. Next, she opened the
freezer and then the pantry. She even went downstairs to check out
the cold room and the shelves lining the walls. She had no doubts
that McNeal was one who appreciated being well stocked. She figured
she could handle a Greyhound Bus’s worth of people for dinner if
necessary.

It wasn’t until she reached the top of
the stairs, holding a jar of peaches in one hand and one of green
beans in the other that she heard the noise. Stopping, Annie tilted
her head to better hear. She couldn’t place the strange sound at
first. The more she listened, however, the more she thought she
should recognize the sound. She’d heard enough tales as a child
from her grandmother to place that noise.

Her eyes narrowed as she moved to the
island and dumped her bounty from the cellar. She stalked to the
window and looked around. The noise held an eerie, animal like
quality. Annie bet the locals hadn’t heard the likes of that cry
for at least a century, if not longer. In different spurts, she
heard a woman screaming, and a baby crying.

The growl that followed could not be
defined as human, but very feline in nature instead. And definitely
not the cry of a small feline - those cries were made only by a
panther. A black panther. Annie found it difficult to say those
noises were human manufactured. They sounded very real, yet she was
fairly certain they were not.

Satisfaction flooded into her veins,
drenching her in the onslaught. While she hadn’t seen any evidence,
Annie somehow knew Malcolm was close. She could feel his vile
presence. Only he would attempt to scare people off their own
property in such a nebulous way. For a man who claimed to be
intelligent, he could be hopelessly ignorant of people and their
motivations.

Yes, he had been successful with the
previous housekeepers. The cries were distressing. Just bad enough
to send cold shivers down her spine, but even if Annie didn’t have
a good idea who the originator was, she’d still have seen the
potential danger as a great adventure.

Unfortunately, as a scientist, she had
a curiosity that often landed her into trouble. Her father
frequently scolded her about not letting things well enough alone.
How right he was. Every bit as curious as a cat, and much to
Malcolm’s disadvantage, she planned to be every bit as dangerous.
Annie smiled.

 


During the preparation of ham and
green bean soup, pork chops, salad, fresh biscuits and peach
compote, Annie had time to consider her course of action. She
needed to determine for certain that Malcolm was here, with
concrete evidence to back her up. PI’s always had to have concrete
evidence. Both of the books she’d read had stressed the importance
of evidence.

She’d take her camera, and snap
pictures of him on the McNeal property, provided the flash didn’t
give her away. Annie presumed McNeal and his neighbors would call
what Malcolm was doing trespassing. That would enable her to
legitimately call the police in. Once they had Malcolm in custody,
she would call her Uncle Dan and he could take over.

“I’m wondering how you get
out to see all of your property?” Annie questioned McNeal while
they were eating. She didn’t know whether it was common for the
housekeeper to eat with her employer but assumed McNeal would
inform her if she shouldn’t. He didn’t seem to notice.

“I have a four-wheeler and
some tractors if there’s a job to be done, plus a few horses, which
is my favorite method of traveling. Do you ride?”

“Actually, yes, I do. My
aunt owns a small farm not far from my father and we grew up
mucking stables, exercising the horses, helping the vet.” She
smiled at the memory. Then her eyes widened. “I’m not in the stable
mucking business these days though,” she informed him with mock
sternness.

McNeal laughed outright.
“Well shoot, here I thought I’d found myself a competent
housekeeper and stable hand.”

“I think not,” Annie
returned in her most cultured voice. She wished she wore pearls and
had twisted her hair into an elegant updo to complete the snooty
affect. Oh well, he got the point. “I can, of course, do my own
saddling and grooming,” she hastened to assure him.

“Fair enough. Anyone who
can cook like this shouldn’t have to muck stalls. But if you change
your mind...” he tried to entice her. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be
too hard, providing he offered the correct enticement, Annie knew.
Like himself...

“I won’t,” she assured him
stoically, before returning to the meal, trying to keep tempting
images of the two of them from moving too freely through her brain.
She needed to concentrate on the task at hand, not Jared McNeal,
she repeated to herself for at least the twelfth time in as many
minutes.

Now she had the means to go searching
for Malcolm, since McNeal had horses and she enjoyed riding. She
ruthlessly pushed all tempting images from her mind when another
image popped into her head. She focused on her current need to find
Malcolm. Barely.

What else did she
need?

“How much property have
you got here?”

“One-hundred and twenty
five acres.”

“How do I tell your
boundaries?”

“The ridge at the top of
the north and west ranges, to the east the road, and the south by
the stream and fences that run along there. It’s fairly easy. Most
of the surrounding farms are dairies, so you’ll see fences
enclosing herds of cattle. A fairly decent indication of property
in this area will be a fence, lawn, body of water, or building. No
one will mind if you cross their land, especially if you’re on
horseback. Just be careful on foot. Some of these farmers still
believe in old fashioned cow breeding methods.”

“Bulls,” Annie replied
succinctly, a grin pulling at her lips.

“Yes. Avoid all of them,
even if the farmer tells you his is friendly. He’s lying,” McNeal
informed her seriously.

Annie laughed nonetheless. “I grew up
in farm country. The farm next to my aunt’s is a dairy and they
used a bull. Old Brutus was nasty and crotchety, despite Mr.
Zimmerman’s assurances that he wouldn’t eat us.”

“Said nothing about goring
you, or trampling you though, did he?” McNeal’s smile set her
nervous system to quivering.

“Well, he left the options
open to our own interpretation. He made us aware there could be
worse things than being eaten by something that outweighed us by at
least three quarters of a ton.”

“Smart man.”

“Yes.”

“You mentioned us. Do you
have brothers and sisters?”

A warning dinged in Annie’s brain as
she accepted his question. “Yes,” she replied, hoping her voice
remained calm, friendly. “I have two brothers, one younger, one
older. I had a sister, but she’s gone.”

“I’m sorry.” Sincerity
rang in his voice.

“You didn’t know. It’s
been a while now.”

“Where you
close?”

“Yes, twins.”

McNeal’s eyebrows hiked nearly to his
hairline. “Identical?”

“No, fraternal.” Annie
didn’t want to give too much away. She felt uncomfortable with his
questioning; not certain where his inquiries would lead. Fear rose,
reminding her that she could unintentionally blow her cover before
she’d even begun.

Apparently he took notice of her
apprehension because he changed the subject. “Have you settled in
yet?”

She grasped the politely
offered tension trimmer with both hands. “Oh yes. I love your home. Your
larder is well stocked, and the kitchen is a dream to work in. All
that space. I’ll be spoiled before I know it. Actually, I might be
now.” A sheepish grin accompanied her admission.

“No problem there. We’re
fairly quiet around here, but there are shopping outlets nearby and
the park of course.”

“Oh yes, Hershey
Park.”

“That’s right. Have you
been there before?”

“When I was a kid. Is it
still a huge tourist attraction?”

“Definitely.”

“Are you an amusement park
go-er?” Annie asked, interest lacing her question.

“I’ve been there a few
times. Whenever my nieces and nephew come we make a day of the
park. I prefer Chocolate World.”

“I’ve heard about
Chocolate World.” What woman hadn’t heard all about a ride that
told you how chocolate was made at Hershey and then gave you a free
sample at the end of the ride?

“We’ll go soon,” Jared
promised. He didn’t know it, but he might have more trouble getting
rid of her than keeping her.

*****

Annie casually mentioned to McNeal
that she liked riding at night. She wanted to be certain he didn’t
mind if she took a horse out in the late evenings. She had to get a
feel for the land during the day, but also understood the need to
approach wherever she thought Malcolm might be during the night.
Surprise was the only element she had at the moment, and she
intended to use any advantages.

Malcolm had been blessed with
arrogance as large as the Red Sea, so he shouldn’t suspect anyone
was looking for him. Provided he remained true to form. He believed
he’d gotten away with his murderous activities years ago and would
never guess anyone from the Prentice family would even remember
him, much less want him imprisoned for his malefactions. Annie
figured he was convinced he’d committed the perfect
crime.

But she knew better. She simply had to
find him, then set the police on him. The only reason Malcolm
wasn’t behind bars now was because he had fled the scene of his
crime and hadn’t had the decency to turn up since. He had no idea
that while there weren’t eyewitnesses, they had indisputable proof
to the felony he’d committed years ago. Annie suspected he believed
everyone else thought it had been a tragic accident.

Her mouth twisted down. Before she
finished, Malcolm would know better, too. He’d also be behind bars,
and would hopefully never see the light of day again. There would
be no more attacks on innocent women. In Andy’s memory, Annie would
see justice for her death and would therefore protect countless
other women.

She’d been following his little career
and knew he’d been accused of at least one other murder. He was
just slippery enough to slide through the cracks to freedom each
time the authorities closed in. But no longer. Annie would see him
stand trial for her sister’s death. She was committed. And she’d
see Malcolm committed, as well. That meant she probably had better
get on with things.

 


She called the Derry Township Police
Department.

“Yes, hello. I’m looking
for Detective Owen O’Maley, please,” she politely told the man who
answered the phone. She was transferred moments later.

“O’Maley.” A brusque male
voice answered.

“Detective O’Maley, my
name is Annie Prentice. Chief of Police Daniel Landover asked me to
call you?”

“Yeah?” Apparently not a
man of many words, Detective O’Maley.

“I just wanted to keep you
informed of what we’re doing.”

“Right. Landover here
yet?”

“No, but I am.”

“You’re what?”

Annie thought they were
making progress; he’d just spoken more than one word in a
sentence, twice.
“I’m here, in Derry Township. I’m going to be keeping house for
Jared McNeal this summer. He’s not aware that I’ll only be here for
the summer, but it’s the best way we could come up with so that I
can watch for Simon Malcolm.”

“Gotcha. You’re doing
surveillance, only,” he more commanded than asked.

“That’s what I’m
told.”

“Okay. Nothing dangerous,
no heroics, no sacrifices. You just tell us if you
see or hear
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