





MURDER ON ICE

Savannah stepped inside the freezer and instantly
felt a chill that made her shiver underneath her silk
nightclothes. But her shudder had nothing to do with
the temperature inside the walk-in.

On the floor to her left lay a body, sprawled on its
back, staring with glazed eyes at the ceiling.

“Lance, take a look at this,” she called.

A few seconds later, Lance appeared at her side. He
gasped when he saw the body. “Oh, my god. What. ..
what happened?”

“I don’t know,” Savannah replied, but the mental
computer inside her head was already clicking away,
processing the possibilities.

“Should we . . . . ?” Lance said, reaching a hand toward
the body, then withdrawing it. “I'll go call 9-1-1, have
them send an ambulance.”

“No point in that,” Savannah said.

“You mean . ..?”

“Yes.” Savannah had seen enough corpses in her life
to know this person was no longer among the living.
And while the head was covered with blood and the
face contorted with whatever pain the victim had felt
when exiting the world, the orange hair and tangerine
suit were unmistakable.

“Tess is dead,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do
for her now . . . except call the coroner.”
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Chapter

1

As Raff, the swarthy pirate king, pulled Lady
Wimblety against him, she could feel the depth,
and more impressively, the length, of his rising
need, pressing against her thigh. Or it might have
been his sword, she wasn't sure; nor did she care.
She was far beyond caring. Trembling—Lady
Wimblety that is, not his fingers, because Raff the
pirate king's fingers never trembled—his rough,
battle-scarred fingers tugged at the lacing on her
bodice and—

¢ ¢ Y wish you wouldn’t read those stupid books when
you’re on stakeouts with me,” Dirk mumbled as
he nudged Savannah in the ribs hard enough to make
her drop her paperback novel onto the sand beside her.
Swatting his hand away, she reached for the book
and brushed away the wet, cold grit, making sure not to
smudge the image on the cover. After all, it was the
cover art that had enticed her to buy the novel in the
first place.
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Raff the pirate king in all of his raven-locked, bulging-
biceped, sapphire-eyed, burgeoning-manhooded glory
had once again seduced her into forking over her hard-
earned money. She had run into her local drugstore for
a bottle of aspirin and come out with two paperbacks:
Love s Tempestuous Tempest and Flickering Tongues of
Flaming Passion.

She simply couldn’t help herself; the same male model
graced both covers. And whether Lance Roman was
dressed—or pretty much undressed, as the case might
be—as a ravaging pirate who was ravishing a lust-be-
sotted gentlelady with a ripped bodice, or as a New York
City fireman rescuing a damsel with scorched hair and
ripped T-shirt, he was positively irresistible. If Lance
Roman was on the cover, Savannah Reid bought the
book. Savannah and a million other faithful, some might
say fanatical, admirers.

So, when Detective Dirk Coulter, Savannah’s friend
and former partner on the police force, called and
asked her to accompany him on a beach stakeout, she
had welcomed the chance to catch up on her reading.

She brought Tempestuous Tempest, knowing that
Dirk would never let her live down Flickering Tongues. It
was the lesser of two evils.

“You’re supposed to be keeping a heads-up with me,”
Dirk said, “watching out for these punks. But you’re
sitting there, getting off on that junk and ignoring me.”

She glanced over at the little pile of goodies he had
brought along to while away the boring stakeout hours.
On his ragged, Harley-Davidson beach towel lay two
empty soda cans, a deflated tortilla chip bag, a CD
player and two Grateful Dead CDs.

“You forgot to bring your boxing and wrestling
magazines, didn’t you?” she observed.

He scowled and nodded, “And I just got the latest
edition of The Ring, t00.”
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“So, now I’m supposed to sit here and entertain you?”

He reached down and zipped up the front of his
leather bomber jacket. The beach weather had been
cool all afternoon by Southern California standards,
and with the sun setting, the temperature was dropping
to downright chilly. “You don’t gotta entertain me,” he
said. “You’re just supposed to be helping me keep an
eye out for these thugs, not reading about Muscleman
Goldilocks there.”

Savannah laughed. “He’s no Goldilocks. Lance’s hair
is ebony black, and you’re just jealous.”

“Jealous? Of what? I got muscles like that.”

Savannah could have pointed out that Dirk used to
have muscles like that. But in the years she had known
him, he had gone from “ripped” to . .. well . . . “not so
ripped.” But she didn’t care. He had never minded her
extra poundage. True buddies never noticed such
things.

“And the dude’s hair looks like a girl’s,” he contin-
ued, poking a finger at the cover, “hangin’ down in
his eyes like that.”

Again, Savannah took the high road and decided not
to mention that Dirk’s hair didn’t exactly hang down
anywhere. His remaining precious strands were care-
fully combed to make the most of an ever-decreasing
population.

Lovingly, she placed the novel into her backpack
and pulled out a Snickers and a can of Coke. “Looks
like this is going to be dinner again, big boy,” she told
him as she unwrapped the chocolate bar.

“Yeah. I was hoping for better. I thought if I sug-
gested we pose as a couple on the beach, youd bring
along a picnic,” he said, “some fried chicken, potato
salad, stuff like that.”

“Get real,” she said, her Georgian drawl thick as she
popped open the soda can. “I cooked for you Friday
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night when you came over to watch the heavyweight
bout on my HBO. And I made you biscuits, eggs, and
grits on Sunday morning.”

“I hate grits.”

“You ate them.”

“I didn’t know what the white goop was, or [ wouldn’t
have.”

“Eh, you’ll eat anything if it’s free.” She reached
into the pack and brought out another candy bar. It was
smashed nearly flat and its wrapper was torn. She held
it out to him. “Here, want this?”

He snatched it out of her hand. “Sure.”

They both munched for a while, quietly surveying
their surroundings. Anchor’s Way Beach was one of the
favorite playgrounds in the small California seaside
town of San Carmelita. And usually it would have been
full of sunbathers, even on a day like today, when there
were more clouds than sun and a chill wind blowing in-
land. But the swing sets were empty, the volleyball nets
deserted, and the die-hard surfers were hanging ten a
few miles south at Pelican Ridge State Park.

A couple of robbers—a pair described by witnesses
as “one white male, late teens, wearing a red baseball
cap; one black male, late teens, hooded sweatshirt with
a Rams insignia”—had been holding up beachgoers,
striking randomly, but usually just after sundown. Their
favorite victims had been lovers taking a moonlight
stroll or snuggling on the beach.

So Dirk, who had been assigned the case, had called
Savannah that morning and suggested they do some
beach snuggling and see if they could lure the bad guys
out of hiding.

Savannah had gladly accepted the invitation to take
down the bad guys. As far as the beach-blanket cud-
dling, she told him she would listen to the weather
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report and if it was, indeed, a cold day in hell, she was
up for that, too.

“How long do you figure we’ll have to wait for these
guys to show their ugly mugs?” Dirk asked while he
licked the remaining chocolate from his thumb and
forefinger.

“Five days. A week tops,” Savannah replied as she
watched a seagull swoop low over their blanket. She
covered the top of her Coke can with her hand, just in
case. She had gotten over the romance of beach seagulls
long ago, after one dropped some “special sauce” on her
hamburger. She hadn’t eaten a Big Mac or fed a bird a
french fry since.

“A whole week? That long?” Dirk said with a whine
in his voice that irritated the daylights out of her. To
Dirk Coulter, “wait” was a four-letter word.

Actually, she expected they might have a nibble from
their teenybopper hoods a lot sooner, but she had learned
long ago to prepare Dirk for the worst. That way he would
delay his three-year-old, spoiled-baby routine of, “Can
we go now? Can we go now? Can we, huh, huh, huh?”

It was a litany that made her crazy and caused her to
entertain homicidal thoughts about strangulation and
dismemberment. She thought it better to lie to him
than murder him.

“Yeah, that long,” she said. “Even if they’re out
here, they’ll probably want to check us out a few times
before they jump us.”

“Assuming they’re smart, and they probably aren’t,
or they'd have real jobs.”

Savannah grinned. “Like us?”

“Well, like me.”

She slugged his arm. “Hey. Just because I'm self-
employed now doesn’t mean I don’t work. It’s not easy
being a private detective.”
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“What’s hard about it?”

She sighed. “Not being able to pay the bills when
you don’t have any clients.”

“Yeah, but if you had work, you’d miss out on all
this. .. ” He waved his arm wide, indicating the de-
serted, wind-swept beach. “Not to mention my com-
pany.”

She looked around at the palm trees, swaying in the
evening breeze, black silhouettes against a coral- and
turquoise-streaked sky. On the far horizon the Avalon
Islands floated on a layer of ocean mist and a light-
house blinked into the gathering darkness. She smiled
at him. “Like I said, it’s not an easy life. Sometimes [
suffer.”

“Yeah, yeah. It sucks to be you. I’ve heard it all be-
fore.”

Savannah took a deep breath, drinking in the fresh
salt air. For just a moment she could see Lance Roman
strolling down the beach wearing nothing but a ragged,
bloodstained pair of tights, his hair sweeping back
from his rugged face with . . . a red baseball cap turned
backward, walking with a guy in a Rams sweatshirt . . . ?

“Don’t look now,” she said, “but we’ve got company.”

Dirk didn’t move, but his eyes brightened, and he
smiled a nasty little grin. “Oh yeah? Where?”

“Over your right shoulder about sixty feet back.
Salt-and-pepper team walking this way.”

“Fit the description?”

“Yep. And they’re checking us out.” Her mouth had
suddenly gone dry. She took a long drink from her
cola, then set the can on the sand beside her. “How do
you wanna play this one, big boy?” she asked him.

“You mean I get to be in charge this time?”’

“It’s your gig. You call the shots.”

He chuckled. “Since when?”
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“Now. And you’d better call it, because they’re clos-
ing in fast.”

“I don’t wanna be sittin’ when they get here,” he
said.

“Me either.”

“So, let’s stroll, act lovey-dovey.”

“You got it.”

He stood and extended his hand to her. Pulling her
to her feet, he said, “You want to walk down to the
water or stand here and make out?”

She moved a step closer to him until they were nose
to nose. “I wouldn’t want them to think we were trying
to get away,” she said.

“Me either.” He reached out his left arm, wrapped it
around her waist and pulled her against him.

He smelled like chocolate, leather jacket, and after-
shave, not a bad combination, she had to admit. He was
also deliciously warm, she decided as she involuntarily
snuggled closer . .. and felt a long, hard object be-
tween them.

“Is that a pistol in your pocket, or are you just happy
to see me?” she asked in her best Mae West impres-
sion, while keeping an eye on the approaching twosome
in her peripheral vision.

“Actually, it’s my Smith and Wesson,” he replied as
his hand slipped between them and moved slowly be-
neath her breasts.

“Then you'd better be reaching for it, boy, and not
coppin’ a feel.”

“Who? Me? Naw, | wouldn’t take advantage of a sit-
uation like that.”

“Oh yes, you’re above all that. You—"

Her words were cut off by his lips covering hers.
Before she knew what was happening, Good OI’ Dirk
was kissing her. And even though she was trying to
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concentrate on the pair on the beach and attempting to
pull her own 9mm Beretta out of its holster beneath her
sweater, she couldn’t help noticing that he had a tasty
smear of caramel on his lower lip.

Oh yes . .. and that Dirk was an especially and un-
expectedly good kisser.

Who woulda thunk it? The words ran through her
jangled mind a half-second before she reluctantly ended
the kiss, Beretta in hand, but still concealed within her
sweater.

“Ready?” she said, a bit breathlessly.

She could have sworn she heard him chuckle.
“Sure,” he said. “Are you?”

She felt the press of his weapon against her midriff.
They were both as ready as one could get to be robbed.
“Yessiree.”

And the dreadful duo had arrived, stopping about
six feet away from them.

The white kid in the baseball cap pulled a knife
from beneath his oversized windbreaker and held it out
in front of him. “Give it up, bitch,” he said. “Your purse
and your jewelry. Now!”

The black teen produced a length of chain and
began to twirl it in a circle in front of him like a cow-
boy with a lasso. “Your wallet,” he told Dirk, “and your
watch.” He swung the chain in Savannah’s direction.
“Do it, bitch, or we’ll mess up your face bad.”

“Naw,” she responded, her drawl even thicker than
usual. “I don’t think so.”

She and Dirk pulled away from each other and turned
toward the pair. In one fluid movement they both pointed
their weapons in the robbers’ faces and enjoyed watch-
ing their cocky smirks dissolve into looks of shock and
profound dismay.

With his left hand, Dirk produced a badge. “San
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Carmelita Police Department, and you girls are under
arrest.”

The black kid dropped his chain onto the sand. He
started to back away, his hands held up in front of his
face. “No,” he said, “I ain’t goin’ in. No.”

“Freeze!” Dirk shouted. “Right there! Don’t you
move!”

“You can’t shoot us, man,” the other boy said, mov-
ing away with his friend. “It’s against the law for you to
shoot us when we’re not no threat to nobody and we’re
not—"

A shot crackled in the air, stunning him into silence.
The round sizzled as it hit the surf right next to his
foot.

Smoke curled from the barrel of Savannah’s Beretta.

“Believe me, darlin’,” she said, “I missed you be-
cause I intended to. Next shot takes your head clean
off.”

“But . . . but cops can’t—" he argued.

“I’m not a cop. Not anymore.” Even in the near-
darkness her eyes blazed as she stared the kid down.
“I’m just a plain ol’ citizen who’s sick to death of folks
not being able to enjoy their beaches because of the
likes of you.”

“But you can’t just shoot me!”

“Oh, but I will. And I’ll say you rushed me with a
knife. It was all I could do. And you’ll be dead, so who’s
gonna say otherwise?”

The boy looked to his friend, who simply shrugged.
Turning to Dirk, he said, “So, what’re you gonna do?
I’'m a juvenile! Are you gonna just stand there and let
her shoot a kid?”

Dirk grinned. “Yep. She’s a good shot, too . . . hangs
out at the range more than I do. She’ll take you down
with one, two tops.” He moved closer to them, stuck
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his badge back in his pocket, and produced a pair of
handcuffs. “Or you can just turn around, put your
hands up and spread your legs.”

“Oh, man, this sucks,” the black kid complained as
Dirk cuffed him.

Savannah did the same to his partner and said, “That
oughta teach you guys a lesson: Never bring a knife
and a chain to a gun fight. Better yet, get a real job at
Burger King and work for a living like everybody
else.”

Ten minutes later, Dirk was shoving his prisoners
into the backseat of a patrol car while Savannah
watched, content and cheerful. She was looking for-
ward to the rest of the evening. Dirk had promised to
buy her dinner, and after a satisfying meal—okay, it
would be a hot dog if Dirk was buying—she would
head home where she’d relax in a bubble bath, then
cozy up in bed with her Lance Roman paperbacks and
her two cats to keep her feet warm.

Could life get any better?

“I can’t believe it!” she heard one of the robbers say
just before Dirk slammed the door in his face. “The
cops are having their girlfriends shoot people now!
Man, that’s not even fair!”

She laughed and laced her arm through Dirk’s. Yes,
life was good. Very good, indeed.

By the next afternoon, Savannah’s pleasant “catch-
the-bad-guys buzz” had worn off and things were back
to their mundane humdrum. She sat in her overstuffed,
rose chintz easy chair, her feet on an equally over-
stuffed ottoman, with an enormous black cat in her lap.
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The feline was as cushy as the chair and footstool, but
not nearly as comfortable.

“Ow!” Savannah yelped as needle-sharp teeth sank
into her thumb. “Dang it, Cleopatra! You’ve got to take
this medicine! Now open up those jaws before I skin
you alive!”

Another black cat, as well-fed as the one being
dosed on her lap, sat on a sunlit window perch nearby,
grooming itself and oblivious to the drama in the chair.
Savannah gave it a nasty look. “Yeah, Diamante, just
wash your face like nothing’s happening. But you’re
next.”

Across the living room, a slender young woman sat
at a rolltop desk, a computer screen in front of her. With
her long blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, she
looked like a teenager, but the expression on her face
as she studied the screen was all business. Tammy Hart
took her job as Savannah’s assistant in the Moonlight
Magnolia Detective Agency far too seriously, much to
Savannah’s amusement. Savannah was convinced that
the kid had read too many Nancy Drew books in her
lackluster childhood. Tammy was the only person
Savannah had ever known in law enforcement or pri-
vate detection who actually referred to themselves as a
“sleuth.”

As Tammy pecked at the keyboard, she said, “Too bad
you don’t want to expand the agency’s horizons a little,
try something new. We could make a bundle.”

“I’ve told you before,” Savannah said, grimacing at
the drop of blood appearing on her thumb, “the day |
have to resort to taking dirty pictures of wayward
wives, I’ll go get a job cleaning hotel toilets.” To the
cat, she said, “Look at that! You hurt Mommy. And if it
gets infected, Mommy’s gonna take you to the pound
and tell them she doesn’t know you, that you’re a good-
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for-nothing varmint that she found rummaging in her
garbage can.”

The cat growled and laid back her ears.

“Don’t you sass me, young lady!” Savannah told
her. “There are plenty of good cats in the world who
don’t bite their owners. You’ll find yourself walking
that long green mile yet.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tammy muttered. “Like you don’t
threaten those panthers of yours every day. Yesterday, if
they didn’t stop scratching the sofa, you were going to
stretch their hides out to dry on the barn wall. And you
don’t even have a barn.”

“Well, they don’t know that, and the garage would do
in a pinch.” Having successfully shoved the pill down
the cat’s throat, she gave it a kiss on its glossy black
head. “There you go, sweet pea. That wasn’t so bad,
huh?”

“Really, Savannah,” Tammy said, “you should try to
think outside the box with this business if you’re ever
really going to succeed. I've been researching all
morning, and I’ve found something that would be a lot
of fun.”

Savannah placed the cat on the rug beside her chair,
rose and walked over to the window perch. “I’m afraid
to ask,” she said, “but what is it?”

“Well, like I said, it would be fun. We’d get to role-
play, dress up, and go to fancy bars and clubs and—"

“I’m getting too old to play hooker. Those four-inch
heels kill me, and I swore that once my leather
miniskirt didn’t fit anymore I'd find a new undercover
persona.”

“No, we wouldn’t be posing as hookers, just really
hot chicks. And we’d be doing the community a great
service.”

Savannah raised one eyebrow. “The community? A
service? What are you talking about, girl? Spit it out.”
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Taking a deep breath, Tammy launched into her
spiel. “Some detective agencies are making handfuls
of money by sending out females to ... well. .. sorta
‘test’ certain men . . . to see if they re faithful husbands
and boyfriends. They come on to the guys in bars and
see if they’ll go for the bait. And, of course, the whole
thing is being taped so that the wife can hear what her
man says when he’s presented with a temptation that—"

“No!” Savannah reached out and snatched the
preening cat off the perch, grabbing her in mid-lick.
“I'd rather hose out the dog cages at the pound. I'd
rather test urine and stool samples at a local lab. I'd
rather—”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to be gross. I get the
point. Sheez, try to suggest something novel around here
and you get shot down every time.”

“We catch bad guys,” Savannah told her. “We don’t
use our God-given feminine wiles to turn good guys—
or even morally mediocre guys—into bad guys.”

“It wouldn’t bother me,” Tammy said. “If they
weren’t already bad, they wouldn’t go for it.”

Savannah grinned. “Hey, with legs like yours, and
boobs like mine, no man could resist, good or bad.
With the way you and I look, darlin’, it would be pure
entrapment.”

Laughing, Tammy said, “So true, so true.”

Savannah had just settled down in her chair,
Diamante tucked tightly in the crook of her left arm, a
pill in her right hand, when the doorbell rang.

“Tarnation!” she said. “Would you get that, Tammy?”

“Sure!” With a high degree of energy and enthusi-
asm that frequently irritated Savannah, Tammy bounded
from the desk, across the living room, and into the
foyer, leading to the front door.

Savannah’s grumpiness evaporated instantly at the
sound of a couple of familiar, deep voices.
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“Hi, Tammy,” said the first, decidedly male, visitor.
“How’s it going?”

“Good afternoon, my dear,” added the second man,
his voice dripping with a deliciously classy British ac-
cent. “We were in your neighborhood and thought we'd
call on Savannah. Is the lady at home?”

“Ryan! John!” Savannah heard Tammy say, followed
by an embarrassing amount of adolescent giggling.

Tammy was a sucker for handsome hunks. Unlike
Savannah, who was cool, calm, and collected no matter
the circumstance.

Savannah jumped out of her chair, spilling Dia-
mante onto the floor, and shoved the pill into her
jeans pocket. Running her fingers through her hair and
tucking in her T-shirt, she hurried to the door, nearly
stumbling over the indignant cat.

“Hey, fellas! What a great surprise!” she said as she
rounded the corner and soaked in the sight that always
made her a bit weak in the knees. To say that Ryan
Stone and his life partner, John Gibson, were easy on
the eyes, was a monumental understatement.

Long ago, she had decided that one look at Ryan, the
quintessential “tall, dark, and handsome” romantic
leading man type, could set her world right. And John,
though older than Ryan, was no less debonair with his
mane of thick silver hair, lush mustache, and aristo-
cratic, English manners.

The gorgeous twosome was always dressed impec-
cably. Today they apparently intended to play tennis
and were smartly attired in white shorts and polo shirts
that set off their tans to perfection.

“Come in,” Savannah cried, throwing the door open
and ushering them inside. “When did you get back
from New York?”

“This morning,” Ryan said, his shoulder brushing



MURDER |, LA MODE 21

Savannah and giving her a thrill that—she hated to
admit—was so intense as to be pathetic. “We caught a
red-eye and got into LAX about three.”

“You must be exhausted! We’re just so honored
that you’d rush over here right away like this. Let me
make you a pot of coffee . . . a cup of Earl Grey for
you, John . . . and I've got some chocolate pecan pie
that I baked last night. I could—"

“No, no, love,” John said, taking her hand and usher-
ing her like a princess to the sofa. “We didn’t drop by
to have you entertain us.”

“Or feed us either,” Ryan added, “although I can’t
believe I’m turning down anything you baked!”

“We have a birthday gift for you.” John pulled a
small box from behind his back. It was white and tied
with a lavender ribbon.

Savannah sat on the sofa, and they settled on either
side of her. Tammy perched herself on the edge of the
ottoman, an excited grin on her face.

“But it isn’t my birthday,” Savannah said, grabbing
the box with an eagerness that could hardly be consid-
ered ladylike. “Not for another eight months.”

“We know,” Ryan said, “but some presents can’t
wait, so consider it a harbinger of gifts to come.”

She studied the label affixed to the box. The silver
lettering read: Li-Lac’s Chocolate, Greenwich Village,
NY.

“I think I’'m going to like this. A lot!” she said as she
untied the ribbon and opened the lid.

“They’re truffles,” Ryan said. “The French creams
and amarettos are our favorites.”

“Yes, we’ve long been admirers of Li-Lac’s,” John
told her. “When we lived in New York, years ago, |
must admit we became shamefully addicted to them.”

“And now you’re sharing your vices. How generous
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of you!” Savannah took a long, deep smell and felt her-
self ascending to chocolate heaven.

“But are you intending to share?” Tammy asked her.
“That’s what I want to know.”

Ryan laughed. “We bought twice as many, figuring
she would.”

Holding the box close to her chest, Savannah said,
“Since when do you eat junk food, Miss Celery Sticks
for Breakfast and Carrot Sticks for Lunch?”

“I make an exception for gourmet candies . .. or
any other kind of food that these two recommend.”

“It’s my birthday present,” Savannah said, “but
maybe I’ll share. We’ll see how good they are first.”

“Actually, the candy is for both of you.” John
grinned mischievously. “And your real gift, Savannah,
is tucked there, under the candies.”

“There’s more?” Savannah peered inside and shuf-
fled the chocolates around until she saw a small white
envelope underneath.

“Much more,” Ryan told her. “And when you open
it, you’ll see why we had to rush over here this morn-
ing.”

“Oh, this is fun.” Savannah recognized the fine
white linen stationery as one of Ryan’s standard
notecards. And her name was written across the front
in his stylish handwriting.

She opened the wax seal on the back, reached in-
side, and pulled out what looked like a formal invita-
tion, also penned in Ryan’s calligraphy.

Her eyes quickly scanned it, and she frowned as she
tried to make sense of what she was reading.

“Well, what is it?” Tammy asked breathlessly.
“What does it say?”

“It’s an invitation to...some sort of audition,”
Savannah said, still reading. “Tomorrow . .. here in
town...fora...Isita television show?”
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John smiled, terribly pleased with himself. “It is, in-
deed. I'm afraid it’s nothing so highbrow as an educa-
tional program, but it promises to be fun, if you’re
game.”

Savannah squinted at the paper. “The name of it is
Man of My Dreams, and | can audition to be some
sort of contestant?”

“It’s one of those reality shows,” Ryan told her, “like
The Bachelorette or Joe Millionaire. You can be one of
the ladies who’s competing to win a hunk’s heart.”

Savannah’s expression went from confused to
shrewd in a half second. “What’s the prize?”

“A diamond tiara and a two-week spa vacation with
the guy,” Ryan said, “to see if, well, you know . .. true
love can really blossom.”

“To heck with romance blooming and all that rigma-
role. I could use a diamond tiara.”

“What for?” Tammy giggled. “Are you going to
wear it on a stakeout with old Dirko?”

“No, I'll sell the sucker and use the money to patch
the holes in my roof before rainy season starts.”

“Rainy season?” Tammy looked confused. “This is
Southern California.”

“Yeah, where it rains like cats and dogs for a couple
of weeks every March. And I’'m getting tired of climb-
ing around in my dusty old attic on my hands and
knees, setting out pans and bowls to catch the drips.
I’m telling you, I need that diamond tiara. I’'m going to
go to this audition, and I’'m going to win the contest,
too. You wait and see.”

“And maybe you’ll fall in love, find your true soul
mate,” Tammy said, a sappy grin on her face.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

Ryan chuckled and nudged Savannah’s arm. “You
haven’t asked who he is.”

“Who who is?”
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“The star of the show, the man of your dreams, the
guy whose heart you have to win.”

She shrugged. “Eh, who cares. If I set my cap for
him, I’ll get him. I just turn on the old Southern charm
spigot and he’s a dead duck. He’ll—”

“Lance Roman.”

Savannah sat, stunned, not believing her ears. “No,”
she whispered.

Ryan nodded. “Yep. Lance Roman, the model, the
guy on the covers of those books you like to—"

That was when Savannah started screaming, shriek-
ing incoherently—emitting cries that sounded like excla-
mations of ecstasy one moment and wails of agony the
next.

It would only be much later, when she was reliving
the moment in her memory, that she would recall
somebody saying, “Uh, oh! Is she all right?”” and some-
one replying, “I don’t think so. I’'m afraid she’s gone.
What should we do? Somebody throw water on her! Or
maybe slap her!”



Chapter

2

s Savannah left her house the next day, suitcases in

hand and a joy born of greed and lust in her heart,
she paused beside Tammy’s classic Volkswagen bug.
Looking back at the modest Spanish-style house with
its white stucco walls draped in flowering bougainvillea
and its crumbling red tile roof, she said, “I’m doing this
for you, you know. I’ve got every piece of sexy lingerie
I own in those suitcases. I’m going to prostitute myself
by going on a television show and pretending to fall
madly in love, just so that you can have a new roof. |
hope you appreciate it.”

Tammy popped the trunk on the front of the bug and
motioned for her to hurry. “You and I and your house
know exactly why you’re doing this,” she told Savannah
as she helped her place the suitcases inside. “And it’s
got a lot more to do with lechery than a diamond tiara.”

Savannah grinned. “Whatever are you implying,
young lady? You know full well that my intentions are
completely mercenary in nature.”

“Baloney. You’re hoping to lock lips with Lance
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Roman, and you know it, so don’t try to pretend you’re
doing it for a roof. I've seen how you look at those
book covers with his picture on them.”

“How?”

Instantly, Tammy arranged her face into a dreamy,
sappy, brainless grin that made Savannah slightly nau-
seous.

“I do not!”

“Do, too!”

“Huh-uh. Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

“Oh, well, since you argue your point so intelli-
gently. . . .” Tammy opened the driver’s door and said,
“Get in. You’re going to be late for your audition.”

A few minutes later, they were following a winding
road along the foothills that bordered San Carmelita on
the east. Below them and to the west, they could see
the little town spread along the coastline, five times as
long as it was wide. The ocean was mostly obscured by
a haze of winter fog, created by the warm, inland air
meeting the cooler sea breezes. As usual, the overcast
would burn off by the afternoon, giving way to the fa-
mous Southern California golden sunshine.

“Are you nervous?” Tammy asked as they left the
city limits and headed east into a long, deep valley that
ran perpendicular to the coast.

“A little, but not much,” Savannah replied. She
reached into her purse and pulled out a compact.
Applying a third layer of powder to her nose, she said,
“John and Ryan said this audition is more of a formal-
ity than anything. Apparently one of the five contes-
tants dropped out at the last minute, and they’re
supposed to start filming tonight. John recommended
me so highly that they said they'd take me sight un-
seen.”

“He and Ryan are friends of the producers, right?”
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“Yes. It’s a husband-and-wife team, Alexander and
Tess Jarvis.”

“I’ve heard of them,” Tammy said. “Aren’t they the
head honchos of the Romance Network, that cable
channel?”

“They’re the ones. This show is going to play on their
network, which isn’t like being on HBO or Showtime,
but still. . .

“It’ll be fun.”

“It will. Especially with John and Ryan part of the
party. John is going to play the butler—or manservant,
as they called them back in the olden days. The show
has some sort of medieval theme. And Ryan will be the
head coachman.”

Tammy’s lower lip protruded slightly. “I wish I
could play some part and hang out with you guys. All 1
get to do is stay at your house and feed the cats.”

“Ah, don’t pout. You’ll have fun. Don’t forget; you
have to give them their medicine, too.”

“Gee, | can’t wait. Better check to make sure my
tetanus shot is current.”

Savannah reached over and gave her a sisterly pat on
the shoulder. “Don’t worry. As soon as my foot’s firmly
in the door, I'll see if we can get you in, too.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Maybe you can be my scullery maid. You can
play Cinderella, and I’ll be one of the ill-tempered
stepsisters who’s got all the cool clothes.”

“Gee, thanks,” Tammy said as she turned off the
main highway and drove into a small canyon. The road
ran beside a meandering, rock-strewn creek that was
lined with ancient, gnarled oaks. Several miles from
the ocean, there was no sign of morning haze, only
brilliant sunlight that streamed through the oak leaves,
dappling the ground beneath the trees in a thousand
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shades of brown and green. The breeze flowing through
the car’s open windows smelled of dust, wild sage, and
eucalyptus.

“We should be just about there,” Savannah said,
studying a piece of paper with the map that Tammy had
downloaded for her on the Internet. “Right after the
curve up there, we should see a road on our right. Ryan
says the entrance gates are distinctive.”

“A distinctive entrance? What’s that supposed to
mean?”’

Savannah shrugged. “He wouldn’t elaborate, said
we’ll know it when we see it. The place has a name:
Blackmoor Castle. Sort of romantic, don’t you think?”

“Castle?” Tammy thought for a moment. “Wait a
second. I think I’ve seen pictures of this place. A few
months ago, the Sunday paper had an article about it,
and....”

“And?”

Shooting Savannah a quick, evasive look, she said,
“Uh. .. it wasn’t a very long article. I don’t remember
much about it.”

“You’re such a lousy liar. Spill it.”

Tammy cleared her throat. “I think they said some-
thing about some eccentric guy from Texas building a
mansion that looked like an old castle. He was . . . you
know . . . into that sort of thing.”

“Medieval history?”

Tammy grimaced. “Well, maybe more like. ..
Dracula.”

“Dracu—?" The word caught in Savannah’s throat
because they had rounded the curve and to the right
was, indeed, the distinctive entry to Blackmoor Castle.
Two enormous marble columns stood on either side of
the gravel road, and the pillars were topped with a pair of
hideous, snarling gargoyle-like statues. The monster on
the left held a dove in its talons and the bird looked as
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dead as the proverbial duck. His equally evil twin held
what appeared to be a squirming cherub in his jagged
teeth.

“Yikes,” Tammy said.

“Yeah, just charming.” Savannah glanced around
... hoping. “Maybe this isn’t it. Maybe . . .

But then she saw the words carved into the marble
of the pillar on the left: “Blackmoor Castle.”

“Wishful thinking,” Tammy muttered.

“Yeah, well, one could hope. Especially since one is
going to have to hang out here for a couple of weeks.
Eat, sleep . . . or try to.”

“Gargoyles are supposed to scare away evil spirits.”

Savannah shuddered as they drove past the columns,
and she got a close-up look at the beast who was chow-
ing down on the little fat angel. “Yeah, right. These things
are so scary-tacky they’d frighten away anything—bad
or good. Maybe the rest of the place isn’t so hideous. |
mean, we’re supposed to be filming something roman-
tic here, not Frankenstein Meets the Werewolf.”

As they drove down the gravel road, the Volkswagen
stirred up a cloud of dust in its wake, obscuring the
grim greeters at the entrance. But new horrors quickly
appeared in the form of seven statues that lined the
right side of the road.

At first, the sculptures simply looked like an assort-
ment of oversized human figures wearing hooded robes.
But on closer examination, the expressions on the faces
of what turned out to be monks were hideously con-
torted.

“Boy, that guy looks madder than a wet hen,”
Savannah said of the first one.

“And that one seems to be soused,” Tammy com-
mented.

The third one had his tongue lolling out and a dirty-
old-man leer on his face.
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“Oh, I get it,” Savannah said. “They represent the
seven deadly sins. So far we have Rage, Envy, and Lust.”

“And that one’s got to be Gluttony.” Tammy pointed
to the fourth figure, which had a plump face and a ro-
tund tummy.

His glazed, sated expression reminded Savannah of
the look on Dirk’s face after she fed him a rack and a
half of her famous barbecued ribs.

“I don’t think I'll be taking any moonlight strolls
down this road,” Savannah said as they passed Jealousy,
Greed, and Sloth. “Not even with Lance on my arm.”

“Lance Roman on your arm . . . has a certain ring to
it, huh?” Tammy giggled. “Do you think you’ll get a
chance to, like, make out with him?”

“I don’t want to even think about it. I don’t dare.”
Savannah sighed. “If I get my hopes up and then I get
voted off the first night, I’ll have to kill myself.”

They passed through a thickly wooded area and
when they emerged they got their first glimpse of the
castle. From the actual moat with a drawbridge to the
battlements and corner round towers with fluttering
pennant flags, Blackmoor was the quintessential me-
dieval fortress—at least, at first glance.

“Is that a real moat and drawbridge?” Tammy said
as they drove onto the narrow bridge that crossed the
ribbon of water circling the structure.

“Looks pretty wet to me,” Savannah said peering out
the window at the sparkling water below. “But I think I
see some goldfish swimming around in there. Are
moats supposed to be stocked with goldfish?”

“A crocodile or two would be more effective, pro-
tection-wise.”

“Maybe they’re gold piranhas.”

Tammy leaned forward, squinting through the dusty
windshield and studying the massive iron gate that
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hung high above them. Its lower edge sprouted a row of
sharp spikes. “That reminds me of the reverse spikes in
a parking lot entrance, only more lethal.”

“Yeah, if that sucker dropped on you a time or two
it’'d sure cure you of illegal parking.”

Once through the arched entrance, they found them-
selves in a cobblestone courtyard. Several buildings
filled the enclosure created by the protective stone
walls that encircled the complex. Most of the structures
had steep, granite-tiled roofs and plastered walls with
Tudor beam crosshatching. But in the center of the
courtyard, the largest of the buildings was shaped more
like a traditional castle, with stone walls and arched
windows. The top of the edifice was flat and rimmed
with a row of giant gargoyles perched on the edge,
glaring down on those in the courtyard below.

In front of the structure stood an elegant black car-
riage. Two huge, white draft horses were hitched to the
front in harnesses of crimson leather with shiny silver
buckles.

A tall and gorgeous male, wearing a royal blue
tunic, black leggings, and knee-high boots stood at the
head of one of the horses, stroking its ears and speak-
ing to it soothingly.

Savannah rolled down her window as Tammy pulled
the VW alongside the carriage. “Hey, Sir Ryan. ..
lookin’ good in those leggings.”

Leaning across her, Tammy said, “Hi, Ryan. Where
should I park?”

He pointed to a barnlike structure behind the main
building. “Over there, in yon garage...I mean. ..
stable.”

“Thanks.” Tammy gave him a thorough once over.
“Savannah’s right; you look awesome in tights. You
should wear them more often.”
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“Like to Home Depot?” he asked. “Hooters, maybe?”’

Savannah laughed. “Yeah, you spend a lot of time
there.”

“Hey, I'm on a first-name basis with the paint de-
partment and the plumbing section at my Home Depot.”
He waved them on. “Go park. They don’t want auto-
mobiles in front of the keep.”

“The keep?” Savannah asked.

“That’s the main building of a castle,” Tammy an-
nounced proudly. “The heart of the compound, the
most secure area where precious things were kept.
Hence the term ‘keep.’ I’ve read up on all that stuff.”

“I knew that.” Savannah turned back to Ryan. “But
we can’t park here, huh?”

Ryan shook his head. “Nope. Ruins the ambiance, if
you know what [ mean.”

“I guess there’s nothing like a hot pink VW bug to
jerk you right out of the seventeenth century,”
Savannah said as they pulled away and headed toward
the “stable.”

“Seventeenth? If it’s the Middle Ages, I think we’re
talking a lot earlier than that.”

“Seventeenth, tenth, eleventh ... whatever.” She
shrugged. “I never was any good with dates.”

Tammy found one of the garage’s six parking spots
empty, and she quickly pulled into it. When they got
out and looked around, she said, “I don’t think the ar-
chitect who designed this place was too good with his
dates either. You’ve got fifteenth-century Tudor over
there, along with the more Norman lines of those bat-
tlements, which are from...say...the turn of the
millennium. And those steep, granite roofs with the
round turrets and decorative ironwork are reminiscent
of a French chateau.”

Savannah stuck out her tongue. “Show-oft.”
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Tammy laughed. “You want your suitcases now?”

“We’d better leave them in the car for the moment,
just in case I flunk the audition. It cramps your style if
you have to lug luggage when you’re stomping away in
a huff”

“Good thinking.”

As they approached the keep, Tammy pointed to a
door toward the rear of the building. “Do you suppose
we should use one of the back doors . . . you know . . .
a servant’s entrance?”’

“Shoot, no. I’'m going straight to the front door. No
time like the present to start acting like the lady of the
manor.”

Tammy shook her head. “You know, Savannah, if
you could just come out of your shell. . . .”

“Hey, people only treat you as good as you treat
yourself, Tammy darlin’. And you and I just aren’t ser-
vice-door kind of girls.”

The front door was an impressive, eight-foot-tall,
arched affair with hammered iron hinges and a pewter
door knocker shaped like a snarling lion’s head. Savannah
grabbed the ring that dangled from his bared teeth and
gave it a hard rap. The sound echoed across the cobble-
stones, and from the far end of the courtyard Ryan
waved to them from his seat on the carriage and gave
them a thumbs-up.

They waited for what seemed like a long time before
the door swung open with a deliciously creepy creak.
But the woman greeting them was anything but
spooky. A young thing, probably less than thirty, wear-
ing a baggy blue dress that reminded Savannah of one
of Granny Reids old flour sacks, she peered at
Savannah and Tammy through thick-lensed glasses. She
blinked her nearly lashless eyes as though trying to
focus. “Yes?” she said, a suspicious tone in her voice.
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“This is my friend, Tammy Hart, and my name is
Savannah Reid.” Savannah extended her hand. “I’'m
here for an audition.”

“Audition?” The woman’s pale face was a blank.

“Yes, for the television show.”

Recognition dawned in her eyes, and she blinked
twice. “Oh, right. You're the replacement for the one
who dropped out.”

“Ah, yes, I think so0.”

Suddenly more interested, the woman gave Savannah
a thorough once-over from head to toe, taking in her
navy blue suit and simple white blouse. The suit wasn’t
expensive, but the cut was smart, emphasizing her hour-
glass figure. Her shoes and purse weren’t designer ei-
ther, but they were high-grade leather and stylish.
And Savannah had actually taken half an hour to
apply her make-up, rather than her usual slap-dash of
lipstick.

Apparently, the woman liked what she saw, because
she smiled, accepted Savannah’s outstretched hand, and
gave it a hearty shake. “I’m Mary Branigan,” she said,
“personal assistant to Mrs. Jarvis. Come inside.”

Savannah and Tammy passed through the arched
doorway and into a dark, cavernous foyer. It took sev-
eral seconds for Savannah’s eyes to adjust to the low
light, and when they finally did, she had to restrain her-
self to keep from running back outside into the sun-
shine and fresh air.

The stone walls seemed to close around them, in
spite of the immense size of the room and the torch
sconces that flickered at ten-foot intervals along each
side. The vaulted ceiling was so high and dark that it
appeared to disappear into the shadows. Savannah
half-expected to be attacked by a swarm of vampire
bats at any moment.
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To her right, at the bottom of a curved staircase
stood a suit of armor. Its body plates were silver-col-
ored metal, but the helmet was black and had things
that looked like horns sticking out the top of it. On its
chest was a blood-red crusader’s cross.

Not nearly as friendly-looking as the greeter at Wal-
Mart, Savannah thought as they walked by him, instinc-
tively not getting too close.

She gave Tammy a quick, sidewise look and saw
from the expression of dismay on her face that she
shared the same opinion of the new accommodations.

“Grim,” Savannah whispered to her.

“I beg your pardon?” Mary asked.

“Ah...dim,” Savannah said, plastering a semi-
pleasant smile on her face. “It’s a bit dim in here, but I
suppose it’s for atmosphere.”

“Ambiance,” Mary said. “It’s the perfect location for
the show, don’t you think? So romantic.”

“Um-m . ..sure.” If you're filming The Bloody
Bride of Dracula, Savannah added mentally.

“Mrs. Jarvis is in the dining hall with the camera
crew,” Mary said. “It’s this way. Follow me.”

“The dining hall . . . that sounds sorta neat,” Tammy
said with that overly optimistic tone that made Savannah
want to shoot her at sunrise, when Miss Pollyanna Hart
was at her most irritating perkiness.

“Yeah, well, we shall see,” Savannah muttered under
her breath as they followed Mary Branigan down a
long, dark corridor lit by torches.

Savannah noted as they passed one sconce after an-
other that they were lit with electricity, their “flames”
produced by small, flickering lightbulbs. She supposed
the artificial fire was much more practical and far safer
than the real thing, but she couldn’t help thinking it
looked a bit cheesy.
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“It probably looks really good on camera,” Tammy
whispered, as though reading her thoughts.

Ahead of them, Mary paused and said over her
shoulder, “Don’t you just love Blackmoor? Don’t you
just feel as if you’ve stepped back in time inside these
walls?”

Savannah looked at a tapestry hanging on the wall to
her left, a forest scene where hunters on horseback
were plunging spears into a bloody, writhing unicorn.
Yeah, really cozy, she thought. I'll never see a unicorn
the same way again, thank you very much for ruining a
childhood fantasy.

On the wall to her right hung a collection of swords,
axes, knives, crossbows, and other nasty-looking
weapons with assorted blades and spikes that she
couldn’t name. Over the armory was a carved wooden
sign that read: “Death or Glory.”

“Aye, positively jolly,” she replied in her best old
English. Then she whispered to Tammy, “In a Madame
Tussaud’s ‘Chamber of Horrors’ sort of way.”

The corridor was so long that Savannah was con-
vinced they had walked all the way back to the Middle
Ages when they finally reached the dining hall. And
their guide didn’t have to announce the location for
them to realize they had arrived.

This wasn’t your average breakfast nook, Savannah
decided the moment they stepped inside. “Wow,” she
said. “You could hold a jousting tournament in here
and still have room for a three-ring circus.”

“No kidding,” Tammy said, her eyes wide. “I always
wanted a dining hall of my own. I think I’ll have one
built in my apartment. This is neat!”

“Nothing like a fireplace you can walk around in,”
Savannah said, “and chandeliers that trapeze artists
could swing from.”
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Jewel-toned pageantry banners hung from the cof-
fered ceiling, illuminated by half-a-dozen wrought-iron,
spoked-wheel chandeliers. Tapestries softened and
warmed the stone walls, hanging alongside groupings
of shields bearing heraldic crests.

The wall to their left was lined with a row of elabo-
rately carved mahogany chairs and several austere
monk’s benches. A pair of matching marble-topped
buffets were decorated with gleaming brass candle-
sticks and sculptures of everything from angels to
dragons.

The immense stone fireplace dominated the wall to
their right and was flanked by two suits of armor.
Savannah allowed her mind to wander as she imagined
Lance Roman in one of those suits, riding toward her
on a white stallion, sweeping her into his. . . .

“Come along,” Mary said, breaking the spell and
jerking her back to the present. “Mrs. Jarvis wanted to
see you as soon as you got here.”

She was pointing to the far end of the room where a
woman stood talking to two men and gesturing wildly.
As they approached the threesome, Savannah could
hear the woman say, “That’s it! That’s all! If I could af-
ford a bigger crew, I’d have one. But, like it or not,
you’re it. Do you want the gig or not?”

Both men grumbled but nodded, shifting from one
foot to the other, staring at the floor.

Mary, Savannah, and Tammy paused ten feet from
the group and waited for Tess Jarvis to acknowledge
them. But she continued her rant, informing the un-
happy men that she didn’t have Martin Scorsese’s bud-
get, and if she did, she would hire 4is camera and sound
crew, not the two of them.

Savannah took the opportunity to study the woman,

3

and she had to classify her initial impression as “a
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giant pumpkin.” From the unnatural marmalade tint of
her short, unevenly cropped hair, to the tangerine shade
of lipstick that Savannah hadn’t seen in stores for
twenty years, to the orange pantsuit that was much too
tight for her plump figure, Tess Jarvis looked like a
spokesperson for a citrus juice commercial. A very
hyper spokesperson.

From her hands, that were fluttering in the air around
her like skittish parakeets, to her feet, that were tap-
ping, shuffling, jigging around as though she were
standing barefoot on an old-fashioned furnace grid . . .
Tess Jarvis was a bundle of nerves.

Savannah decided she could get thoroughly sick of
her in two minutes. Possibly ten seconds.

Tess turned her attention from the unhappy men to
Savannah, as Mary introduced them. She looked
Savannah up and down, conducting her own quick eval-
uation, and from the slight nod of her head, Savannah
surmised she might have passed Jarvis muster.

Then Tess frowned as though reconsidering. “How
old are you?” she asked brusquely.

Savannah lifted one eyebrow and chuckled. “My
Granny Reid taught me that a lady never answers a
question with a number—you know . . . age, weight, in-
come. ...”

She bit back the rest of Gran’s quote: “Or asks a
question requiring a number.”

“You’re over forty, though, I’ll bet,” Tess persisted.

“A bit.”

“I guess that’s okay, but [ wish John Gibson had told
me that. He was right, though, when he said you’re fat.”

Savannah bristled. Yes, she was thoroughly sick of
Tess Jarvis. Sick enough to smack her silly.

She lifted her chin a couple of notches and fixed
Tess with an icy blue stare. In a low but chilly voice she
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said, “I’ve known John Gibson for years now, and he is
the quintessential gentleman. I’m absolutely certain he
would never refer to me or any other woman as ‘fat.” ”

Tess looked a bit taken aback by Savannah’s tone.
Apparently, she wasn’t accustomed to being contra-
dicted. After a long and awkward pause, she shrugged
and waved a dismissive hand. “Well, maybe he didn’t
use that exact word. He might have described you as
something like . . . deliciously voluptuous or delec-
tably bodacious.”

Savannah grinned. “Now that sounds like John.”

“Of course, we all know what that means. It’s like
‘plump’ and ‘chubby.’ It’s just a nice way of saying
‘fat.” And I should know; I’'m not exactly a toothpick
myself.”

Savannah placed her hands on her waist and struck a
Mae West pose. “Who wants to be a toothpick?” she
said. “I’d rather think of myself as overly blessed with
an abundance of feminine fascinations.”

Tess thought for a moment, then smiled and nodded.
“Not bad. I can see why John recommended you. And
Lance will like you, too. He likes feisty women with a
little extra meat on their bones.”

Lance will like you. The words shot through
Savannah’s brain, making her knees wobbly and caus-
ing other, more intimate, parts of her anatomy to feel
warm and tingly. A dozen pirate/ knight/ fireman fan-
tasies flashed across the screen of her imagination.

“Take Lady Savannah upstairs to her. .. ah. .. bed-
chamber, Mary,” Tess said. “Get her settled in.” She
turned to Savannah. “You'd better rest while you can.
We’re going to start taping about six this evening, and
for the next couple of weeks, you won’t have time to
breathe.”

Breathe? Breathe? Savannah thought as she and
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Tammy followed Mary Branigan out of the dining hall,
past the banners and tapestries, past the family crests,
stained glass windows and suits of armor. Who can
breathe and think about Lance Roman at the same
time? she thought. Hell, I'm not even sure I've got a
measurable pulse.



Chapter

3

fter spending only three hours in the “Middle

Ages,” Savannah had already reached a conclu-
sion: The good old days weren’t all they were cracked
up to be. In fact, the romantic era of knights and ladies
pretty much stunk.

Standing in her costume, an ensemble that she
wouldn’t wear to a dog fight—or, as the case might be,
a cat fight—she cursed the man who invented laced
bodices. No woman would have dreamed up such a tor-
ture device; she was certain of that.

When the make-up/wardrobe woman, a cute young
thing named Kit Eckert, had laced her into it, Savannah
had complained bitterly, only to be told that she’d bet-
ter get used to it. She’'d be wearing a medieval costume
for the next two weeks. Then Kit had put a silly-look-
ing hair net thing that she’d called a snood on the back
of Savannah’s head and slapped an obscene amount of
make-up on her face before sending her on her merry
way.

Many times, Savannah had fantasized about meeting
Lance Roman. But in none of those erotic scenarios
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had she been looking like a gothic hooker with a fish-
net on her head.

The only upside to the outfit was the cleavage.
Looking down at her uplifted and overflowing bosom,
she had to admit that the costume made the most of her
womanly charms. And Tess’s words, “Lance will like
you,” kept running through her mind, making the need
to breathe seem a little less important. What sacrifice
for love? she kept telling herself. Not to mention a dia-
mond tiara.

But that was before she had been told to go stand in
the courtyard and wait. That was before she had seen
the horse that Ryan had led out of the stable—a horse
as tall as a building with a stupid contraption called a
sidesaddle on its broad back. And Ryan was holding its
bridle and telling Savannah she was supposed to climb
aboard.

“Yeah, right,” she whispered, trying to avoid having
her words picked up by the tiny microphone they had
clipped to the inside of her blouse. “Like there’s a
chance I’m going to get on that beast. No way.”

She fought the urge to glance right, toward the big,
shaggy guy who had a camera trained on her. Tess had
warned her a dozen times that she wasn’t to look at the
camera. She had to pretend that woolly Leonard with
the mop of long, curly hair and the scraggly beard was-
n’t even there, pointing a lens at her.

Also, she had been told to ignore Pete the soundman,
who could appear at any minute carrying a long boom
with a fuzzy “sock” on the end of it. Even if the wind
sock was practically hitting her on the head or if Pete
was shoving it up her nose, she was supposed to pre-
tend it didn’t exist.

Pasting a phony smile on her face, she leaned closer
to Ryan and whispered, “I can’t do it. I'm afraid ... I
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mean . . . [’m not big on horses. One bit a plug out of
me when [ was a kid.”

Ryan smiled down at her, reached over and placed a
hand on her shoulder. His expression was that of a sup-
portive, caring, older brother. But it wasn’t nearly
enough to convince her to start playing Annie Oakley
at her age.

“John told Tess you could ride,” he said. “You can’t?”

“Sh-h-h-h,” she said, nodding toward the micro-
phone clipped to his tunic front.

“They aren’t recording us,” he told her. “This scene
is just visual. They’ll play some schmaltzy music in the
background when and if they show it.”

“How’s it going over there?” Tess shouted across the
courtyard. She was standing near the front door of the
keep, waiting for Savannah to ride over to her.

“Fine,” Ryan called back. “I just have to adjust the
saddle.” He pretended to busy himself with a strap be-
neath the horse’s belly.

“No, I can’t ride,” she said, nearly choking on the
admission.

“Have you ever been on a horse?”

Ever been on a horse? Her mind flashed back to a
summer day back in Georgia when she was thirteen.
Trying to impress a boy she liked, she had attempted to
ride his father’s farm horse. After two unsuccessful at-
tempts to launch herself onto the enormous animal’s
back, she had given it a mighty third effort. She had
sailed over the horse and promptly fallen off the other
side. And then the horse had reached around and bitten
her on the rear end.

But . . . for half a second, she had technically been
on the horse.

“Of course I've been on a horse,” she replied with
what she hoped was just the right touch of righteous in-
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dignation. “I just don’t particularly like riding them.
They smell and attract flies.”

“You’ll be fine,” Ryan said, again flashing her a
sweet, big-brother smile. “I’ll give you a boost up onto
the saddle, and you’ll be on your way over there to
meet Lance.”

Savannah looked across the courtyard at the keep
where Tess, Mary, and John waited. The directions had
been simple enough. “Get on the horse, ride straight
toward us and wait on your horse. Lance will ride
through the gate and across the courtyard to greet
you.”

Only one ride on a flea-bitten mule stands between
you and your prince, she told herself. Then she took
another look at the exquisite black horse in front of her,
odor free, fly-less, and dignified. She chided herself for
her cowardice. Since when did you sprout wings and
start clucking, Savannah girl? asked a voice in her head
that sounded a lot like her Granny Reid’s. Get up on that
horse before you re a minute older!

“Let’s do it,” she told Ryan. “Daylight’s a’burnin’.”

Ryan placed his hands on her waist, and much more
smoothly than she had expected, lifted her onto the
horse. From her seat, which felt at least ten stories
aboveground, she said, “I can’t tell you how stupid it
feels to be sitting sideways on a horse.”

“But that’s the way fair ladies sat in days of yore,”
Ryan told her.

“Yeah, well, if straddle was good enough for Dale
Evans, it should be okay for me. I’'m afraid ’'m going
to slide off.”

“I’ll walk beside you, and if you do, I'll catch you.”

At any other time, Savannah might have been tempted
to fall off intentionally, just for the chance to land in
Ryan’s arms. But the prospect of meeting Lance Roman
was even more enticing. Realizing that those were her
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two worst possible scenarios, she decided she might
just be the luckiest woman on earth, sidesaddle or not.

Her only scare was when the horse first began to
move, but before she knew it, she was across the court-
yard and standing near Tess, who was hidden from the
camera’s view behind a hedge.

“That’s it,” Tess was saying. “Just wait right there.
Leonard—the gate! Lance should be coming through
it right about . . . now!”

The cameraman and everyone else turned toward
the castle wall’s arched gateway. Anticipation built by
the second, until Savannah felt as though she would
pass out cold, then and there. Then she realized she
wasn’t breathing, and she knew it wasn’t because of the
bodice.

She was about to see him. Lance Roman himself.
And if she didn’t stop shaking she was going to fall off
the horse and onto her face. And having that happen
twice in a lifetime—in front of a male she was in lust
with—would simply be more than a body could bear.
She’d wind up shopping on eBay for a hara-kiri knife.

Fortunately, the suspense was quickly broken by the
sound of a galloping horse, coming toward the castle
entrance. She heard the thundering of its hooves on the
wooden drawbridge, then suddenly, a white horse and
its rider burst through the gate and into the courtyard.

It was Lance all right, dressed in blue and black me-
dieval garb, racing toward her, his dark hair streaming
out behind him, wearing thigh-high leather boots, leg-
gings that hugged his famous muscular thighs, a blue
suede doublet that accented his broad shoulders and
narrow waist, a white cavalier’s shirt that was open just
enough to reveal a sprinkling of hair on a deeply tanned
chest. He was the living embodiment of Savannah’s fa-
vorite highwayman fantasy. And he was riding straight
to her.
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The next few minutes were a hazy pink blur for
Savannah as he pulled his horse to a halt beside hers
and jumped down from his mount. In a couple of
strides, he was standing beneath her, looking up at her
with the bluest eyes she had ever seen.

“Lady Savannah,” he said, extending his hands to
her, “what a pleasure to meet you. May I help you
down from your horse?”

“Ye-es, please,” she managed to croak.

She was going to place her hands in his, but he
reached for her waist instead, and a moment later she
was on the ground in front of him, her hands on his
broad shoulders, gazing up into those amazing eyes.

He smiled at her, and she felt herself melting into a
puddle at his feet. “You’re just as lovely as they said,”
he told her. “I’m looking forward to getting to know
you.”

Know me? she thought. Know me intimately? Know
me in the biblical sense of the word? Her eyes traveled
over his face, taking in the high cheekbones, the patri-
cian nose, the strong jaw and chin line that would have
been perfect for a shaving commercial. Oh, yes. ..
know me, darlin’! Know me good!

But Granny Reid had raised her to be a lady . . . or
at least to act like one when being filmed for a televi-
sion show, so she batted her eyelashes, smiled de-
murely and said, “Why, kind sir, it will be my pleasure,
I’'m sure.”

He offered her his arm. “Would you join me this
evening at my banqueting table?”

“I would be delighted.” She laced her arm through
his, and together they strolled through the front door
of the keep.

As they walked together she momentarily forgot
everyone and everything around her: grungy Leonard
with his camera in her face, Pete the soundman with
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his fuzzy microphone over her shoulder, even Tess and
Mary . . . they all faded into oblivion as she savored
the touch of her hand on his arm, the warmth that radi-
ated through his shirt, the hard, rounded muscles just
below the cloth.

And the way he looked down at her, his sapphire
eyes aglow, locked with hers as though they were the
only two people in the wor—

“Cut!” Tess yelled. “That should do it.”

Do it? Do what? What do you mean, “Cut”’? Savannah
thought.

“Let’s go get the other girls. We’ve got a lot to do
this afternoon before we lose the light,” Tess said, mo-
tioning to Lance.

Other girls? What other girls? He was looking at me
like I was the only woman on earth.

Instantly, Lance dropped her arm and walked away
from her without a backward glance, let alone a
lovelorn gaze.

The spell had been so abruptly broken that Savannah
felt a bit like a princess who had been changed into a
frog. And Tess was the wicked fairy godmother who
had given her warts.

“Well, if that ain’t a fine how-do-you-do,” she mut-
tered.

She sensed someone standing behind her and turned
to see Mary Branigan watching her, a sympathetic look
on her face. “You did that well,” she said, “for someone
without acting experience.”

“Who was acting?” Savannah said. “I mean, he’s so
gorgeous.”

Mary looked over Savannah’s shoulder at the re-
treating figure and sighed. “How true! Every woman
between the ages of eight and eighty must fall in love
with Lance at first glance,” she said dreamily. Then she
shook her head as though coming out of a trance.
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“You’d better go upstairs and get some rest while you
can. It’s going to be a long, long night for all of us.”

“No more horseback riding, I hope.”

Mary shook her head. “No. Tonight’s the royal ban-
quet.”

Savannah brightened at the thought of food. “A me-
dieval feast? Warm, honeyed mead, roasted venison,
and all that?”

“Well .. ” Mary gave her a quick, sideways glance
that didn’t inspire confidence. “I don’t know how much
eating and drinking anybody will actually do, but that’s
the impression we’re supposed to give . . . for the cam-
era, that is. And you’ll get to meet the other girls.”

“Ah, yes, my competition.” Savannah looked around
and leaned closer to her. “What do you think of them?”

For just a second, Savannah was certain she saw a
flicker of disgust cross Mary’s face, but it disappeared
just as quickly. The young woman shrugged her thin
shoulders. “They’re okay, I guess. A diverse group. A
little bit of this, a little bit of that.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see tonight. Like I said, you'd better get
some rest. Knowing Tess and Alex, they’ll work our
butts off this evening.”

Work? Savannah thought as she climbed the stairs to
the third story, where her assigned bedroom was lo-
cated. Feasting, drinking, making merry, and looking
at Lance Roman's face. How much work can that be?

“I’ve gotta tell you,” Savannah whispered to her
nearest competitor, a petite redhead named Brandy, “I
don’t recall when I’ve been so aggravated, tired and
hungry.”

Brandy sat to Savannah’s right, and a pretty Asian
woman named Leila sat to her left at the banqueting
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table—a table where not a lot of banqueting had been
going on. At least, not nearly enough to suit Savannah,
who hadn’t had a decent meal since breakfast, and that
seemed like years ago.

Platters of bread, cheese, and all sorts of fruit had
been placed before her, the other four ladies who were
vying for Lance Roman’s attention, and the lord of the
manor himself. Ryan, John, and Mary, dressed in me-
dieval garb, had also poured great mugs of golden and
dark red liquids that looked like rich ale and wine and
placed a suckling pig with an apple in its mouth in the
middle of the table.

While Savannah was a bit turned off to the head—
never having been fond of letting her food watch her
while she ate it—she was ready to devour the wee-wee
piggy, even if he was still oinking.

But then she had realized that all the “food” was
fake, plastic stuff, like one might see displayed in the
window of a really bad deli, which explained why the
sumptuous fare had no aroma, sumptuous or other-
wise.

Even the beverages were nothing more than kiddy
fruit punches of the powdered variety.

“I know what you mean,” Leila said, tugging at the
bottom edge of her laced bodice. “I’'m tired of doing
this same old scene over and over again, and I’m sick
to death of this stupid corset thing!”

From the other side of the room, Pete Woznick, the
soundman, motioned to them, then laid his finger
across his lips. Apparently, the sensitive microphones
clipped to the necklines of their blouses were picking
up their whispers. He looked as irritated as Savannah
felt.

So much for a romantic dinner with Lance Roman.
He sat at the opposite end of the table, flanked by a
blond sexpot called Roxy Strauss to his right and a lean
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black beauty named Carisa Middleton to his left. Both
women had dominated his attention and the conversa-
tion since the taping began. Savannah had heard far
more about Roxy’s lingerie modeling career and
Carisa’s television commercial auditions than she
would ever want to know.

Tess Jarvis had been standing on the sidelines for a
change, allowing her husband to run the show. A stout,
bald fellow in a gaudy tropical shirt and baggy
Bermuda shorts, Alexander Jarvis looked at least ten
years older than his wife. But he was as energetic and
nervous as she. His voice was high and nasal with a
whining quality that gave Savannah the jitters.

“Cut, cut, cut!” he shouted, waving his arms wildly.
“This isn’t anything we can use—a total waste of tape.
Start over. And this time could we have some scintillat-
ing conversation, please? I’m not seeing any chemistry
here, Lance. Wake up, man. You look like you’re about
to fall asleep on us.”

Tess stepped forward and added her bit. “Roxy,
enough about the underwear modeling already. Carisa,
deodorant commercials are not the stuff great TV is
made of, okay?”

Roxy’s lower lip stuck out in a pout, and she turned
to Alex with a plaintive expression that clearly asked
him to intervene. He pretended not to see, but Tess shot
her a hateful look so intense that Savannah was star-
tled. Apparently, there was bad blood between the two
women.

Carisa bristled, too, and said, “Yeah, well, you try to
think of something cutesy to say when you’ve been at
this for five hours and haven’t had anything to eat all
day. And these stupid costumes suck! Nobody told us
we’d have to wear these tight girdles that—"

“Corsets,” Roxy interjected. “They’re corsets. Don’t
you actresses know anything?”
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“Actually, they’re bodices,” Kit, the make-up and
wardrobe woman, said from her position behind the
cameraman. “And—"

“I don’t care what they’re called!” Carisa shouted.
“I’m not going to wear this thing for two weeks. It’s so
damned tight it’s choking me.”

“Too bad it’s not around your neck,” Roxy muttered,
loud enough for everyone to hear.

Savannah gouged Brandy and Leila in the ribs.
“Okay, girls, that’s our cue. Enough of this crap al-
ready. Come on.”

She stood, pulling Brandy out of her chair, then hur-
ried around the table to the other side where Lance sat.
With not-so-gentle pressure, she placed one hand around
Roxy’s upper arm and pulled her to her feet. “You’re
outta here,” she told her. “Our turn. Same with you,
Carina or Catrisa or whatever your name is. You’ve
been hogging the spotlight long enough. Brandy, sit
down there in her place. Leila, scootch closer over
here, and let’s get this show on the road.”

Other than a couple of soft gasps, nobody objected.
Even Carisa and Roxy cooperated, surrendering their
chairs and retreating to the other end of the table.

Savannah patted her hair, adjusted her bodice and its
contents for the maximum effect, licked her lips and
turned to the cameraman. “Let her roll, Leonard.”

Leonard looked at Tess and Alex; they nodded. The
camera started to purr.

Savannah scooted her chair next to Lance’s and leaned
against him, making sure he had an unobstructed view
of her décolletage. Placing one hand on his sleeve, she
ran her fingertips over his world-famous biceps and
said in a hushed, breathy voice, “So, Lance . . .  have a
lot of fantasies about you, but my favorite is from Pirate
of Wolf Cove . . .that steamy scene in the lighthouse
where you . . . ah . . . pillage the heroine’s treasure chest.”
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Lance’s blue eyes widened, then he gave her a sug-
gestive smile.

Our cover boy s wide awake now, she thought a mo-
ment later when she glanced down at his lap.

From the corner of her eye, she could see Alex and
Tess Jarvis cheer up instantly. Even Kit and Pete the
soundman looked acutely interested.

So far, so good. She trailed her hand up to Lance’s
throat, where the deep vee of his shirt revealed a sprin-
kling of dark chest hair. “Tell me, darlin’,” she
breathed, “what’s your favorite fantasy?”

When Savannah woke at one-thirty in the morning,
she wasn’t sure where she was. The canopy hanging
over the bed confused her, as did the unfamiliar shad-
ows cast by the moonlight shining through a stained
glass window to her left. The mattress beneath her felt
like wooden planking compared to her cushy feather
bed at home——courtesy of Granny Reid. And the pil-
low under her head was twice the size of her usual one,
causing a major knot in her neck muscles.

But those were only small discomforts compared to
the major rumblings and grumblings of her near-empty
stomach. Although she was known for her larger-than-
life appetite, she couldn’t recall when she had been so
ravenously hungry.

1 wonder if there's the makings of a bologna sand-
wich in that kitchen downstairs, she thought. Or maybe
a fried peanut butter and banana sandwich, some mac-
aroni and cheese, and a big bowl of ice cream and
some chocolate chip cookies.

Just a little something to take the edge off her
hunger—that was all she asked.

The two measly pizzas that Tess’s assistant had or-
dered earlier in the evening hadn’t gone far with the
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famished girls and crew. One and a half slices of a thin-
crust pepperoni pie wasn’t Savannah’s idea of a meal . . .
not unless it was chased by a pint of Ben and Jerry’s
Chunky Monkey.

She threw back the lace-trimmed sheet and the pink
satin duvet and got out of bed. After fishing around in
the dark for her slippers, she stubbed her toe on an ac-
cent table and decided to turn on a light. It took her a
while to remember that she hadn’t yet unpacked her
robe. Pulling it out of her suitcase, she again congratu-
lated herself for having at least a few nice pieces of
sleepwear.

Although she operated on a cotton and rayon bud-
get, she had treated herself to a few silk gowns and
matching robes. This set was a particularly becoming
shade of sapphire, a rich brocade that set off her dark
hair and accented her blue eyes.

She didn’t really think she would happen to see
Lance Roman during this next two weeks when she
was dressed in her nightclothes, but it never hurt to be
prepared.

Slipping the robe on over her gown, she tied the sash
with its satin fringed end and glanced at her reflection
in the dresser mirror.

“You look fine, darlin’, ” she told the woman look-
ing back at her with soft eyes and hair that was just
bed-tousled enough to be moderately sexy. “Yep, just
fine and dandy. That’s you!”

Her morale bolstered, but her stomach still empty,
she left the bedroom.

Although she generally had a keen sense of direc-
tion, Savannah wandered around the dark halls of the
keep’s third floor quite a while before she finally lo-
cated the staircase that led to the lower levels. And, al-
though she didn’t usually spook easily, she had to keep
a tight rein on her imagination as she passed the cas-
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tle’s creepy props. A suit of armor made her jump as
she hurried by it on the stair landing, and a panther’s
skin stretched on the wall of the second set of stairs
gave her the shivers.

“I wouldn’t want to try to shove a pill between your
teeth,” she told the trophy as she stared at the bared
yellow fangs and golden taxidermy eyes.

As well as its eccentric décor, the keep had a thick,
heavy silence about it that was broken only by the oc-
casional creak of Savannah’s footsteps on the wooden
stairs and the far-off yelping of some coyotes in the
distant hills.

But that was fine with Savannah, who wanted com-
plete solitude on this little excursion. If she could just
find her way to the kitchen, score a triple-decker sand-
wich and a dessert of some sort, and return to her room
undetected, she would be a happy wench, indeed. The
last thing she needed right now was to run into one of
those other—

“Roxy!” she said as she reached the bottom of the
staircase and nearly ran headlong into the blonde, who
was headed up, an apple in one hand and a bottle of
water in the other.

Like Savannah, Roxy was in her nightclothes, but as
Savannah might have expected of a professional lingerie
model, her gown and robe were a cut above anything in
Savannah’s wardrobe. Upon closer inspection of Roxy’s
plunging neckline, Savannah decided that the black silk
gown with its strategically placed lace inserts was def-
initely a few cuts below anything she would wear . . .
even on a hooker stakeout.

For a moment Roxy looked flustered to be running
into anyone, even a bit guilty as she stammered out an
explanation. “I, um, was still a little hungry, and I’'m on
this ten-day, apple-and-water-only diet and didn’t eat
any of the pizza tonight and . . . ”
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Savannah shook her head in disgust. “Shoot, girl,
you don’t have to apologize to me for what you eat. If
you want an apple, have one. But you need a big hunk
of cheese and a glass of wine to go with it, and maybe
a handful of cashews, t00.”

Roxy’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped, as
though she had just heard a string of blasphemy. “Why
...why...no! I couldn’t. I...0h....” Then Roxy
took a long look up and down Savannah’s figure and a
nasty smirk appeared on her face. “But, I guess you
could,” she said, “and do . . . quite often.”

Savannah gave her a too-sweet smile in return. “I
do,” she said, “and I highly recommend it. How do you
think I got this divine cleavage? It sure wasn’t from eat-
ing apples and drinking water. I have better things to
do than spend my life in a bathroom.”

Leaving Roxy to ponder the possible disadvantages
of her apple diet, Savannah made her way through the
dark maze of the downstairs hallways to the back of the
building, where she had caught a glimpse of a kitchen
during their brief tour.

As she approached the kitchen’s open door, she
heard the murmur of lowered voices coming from in-
side. And her heart skipped a beat as she got closer be-
cause, even though she couldn’t hear their distinct
words, she recognized the male voice as Ais.

Apparently Lance himself couldn’t sleep tonight ei-
ther.

When she entered the room, she saw Lance and
Mary Branigan sitting on high stools at the center is-
land. A large stained glass lamp shade, suspended over
the marble-topped counter, lit Lance’s dark hair and
bronzed skin, giving him an aura that was almost
other-worldly. Savannah had to fight the urge to just
stop dead in her tracks and stare at him for an hour or
two.
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The fact that he was wearing a simple gray UCLA
sweatshirt and a pair of well-worn jeans did nothing to
detract from his appeal. In fact, Savannah considered it
all the more amazing that this Grecian god of gorgeous-
ness would deign to walk among them, dressed like a
mere mortal.

He and Mary didn’t seem to notice her at first, so in-
tent were they on their conversation. When, finally,
Mary looked her way, she jumped and said, “Oh, hi.”
She nudged Lance’s forearm. “Look, Lance; it’s
Savannah.”

He turned his head and locked eyes with Savannah.
Again, her knees weakened, and the thought passed
through her head that if she were to just fall down on
the floor for no apparent reason, it would be most em-
barrassing, indeed. How could you gracefully explain
how you tripped over your own feet when you weren’t
even walking? It was about as difficult as trying to look
cool while choking on your own spit during an impor-
tant and tense conversation—something she had done
more often than she cared to admit.

Legs, don't fail me now, she thought as she walked
across the flagstone floor to the island where they sat.
She noticed that Mary was also in her nightclothes, a
simple white gown with a cheap purple velour robe.
Her hair was mussed, as though she, too, had just
rolled out of bed.

A heavy silence hung in the air, along with a whiff
of tension. “Hope I didn’t interrupt anything,” she said,
looking from one to the other.

Mary and Lance glanced at each other, then Mary
giggled and covered her mouth with her hand. “Just
some gossip,” she said.

“Something juicy?” Savannah asked.

Lance shrugged. “Just your standard, on-set rumor
mongering.”
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More interested in food than gossip, Savannah looked
around the kitchen with single-minded purpose.
Ordinarily she might have taken time to admire the
rustic ambiance: the giant, stone fireplace with its iron
spit, the stained glass-fronted cabinets, the marble
counters and copper sinks. But not with her stomach
growling and her blood sugar level dropping by the
moment.

It was only when she had stuck her head into the
double-wide refrigerator that she realized—this was
the perfect moment to score some contest points.

She looked over her shoulder and gave Lance one of
her most beguiling, deep-dimpled smiles. “So, tell me,
big boy,” she said, “are you as hungry as [ am? If you
are, I'd be happy to dish you up something tasty.”

He grinned, and his blue eyes twinkled. “I’ll just bet
you could. What did you have in mind?”

“Oh, I have an extensive repertoire.” She waggled
one eyebrow. “But judging from the contents of this ice
box, I'd say you're lookin’ at steak and eggs. Maybe
some home fries. . . .”

“You can do that?”” He looked highly impressed . . . just
the way she wanted him to be.

“Darlin’, you'd be surprised what I can do.” She
turned to Mary. “And how about you, Miss Mary? I'd
be glad to scare up some for you, too, while I’'m at it.”

Mary shook her head. “Not for me, thanks. I think
I’ll head back to bed . .. if I can get some sleep, that
is,” she added, giving Lance a sideways look.

“Am I missing something here?”” Savannah asked as
she assembled the ingredients for their late night
breakfast on the counter. “If I’'m willing to slave over a
hot stove, the least you two could do is share your gos-
sip with me.”

Mary cleared her throat and glanced toward the
kitchen’s front and rear doors. Seeing no one else
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about, she said, “Lance and I both heard Alex and Tess
arguing earlier. Woke us up from a sound sleep, in fact.”

Savannah grabbed a copper skillet from an overhead
rack and plopped it onto the eight-burner gas stove.
“Oh? What were they fighting about?”

Lance looked uncomfortable with the topic as he
shifted on his stool. “Who knows?” he said. “Something
about the way the taping’s going so far. I think Alex is
happier with the results than Tess. But that’s nothing
new.”

“Tess is a bit harder to please?” Savannah asked.

Mary gave a sniff. “Tess is impossible to please.
And I should know. I’ve been her personal assistant for
five years. I have the battle scars to prove it.”

“I hope you’re speaking figuratively, not literally,”
Savannah said as she hauled some potatoes and
onions out of the pantry.

“Sure,” Mary replied dryly. “Not all scars are on the
outside.”

Lance nodded. “Tess knows how to hit you so that
the cuts and bruises don’t show.”

“Sounds like you have a history with the Jarvises,
too,” Savannah observed.

“Even longer than Mary’s,” he said. “Tess got me
my first book cover ten years ago. You might say she
‘discovered’ me.”

“Working a soda fountain in Hollywood?”’

“No, nothing so glamorous.” A shadow crossed
Lance’s face. Savannah noted the brief sadness in his
eyes, but she wasn’t sure how to interpret it. He didn’t
elaborate.

“Well, like I said, I’'m going back to bed.” Mary slid
off her stool and patted Lance’s shoulder as she walked
away. “You two have a nice breakfast and get some
sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be worse than today.”
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“Ah, something to look forward to,” Savannah said
as she began to scrub the potatoes in the sink.

“By the way,” Mary said, pausing in the doorway. “I
don’t suppose you’ll have room for dessert after all
that, butifyoudo ...”

“Yes?” Savannah perked up. “There’s always room
for dessert.”

“Then you might want to raid the big walk-in
freezer downstairs, next to the wine cellar. Tess always
has a big bowl of gourmet ice cream after dinner. She’s
bound to have some stashed down there. Just don’t let
her know I told you about it.”

“Mary, you're a gem of a woman!” Savannah said.
“I owe you one.”

“You’ll owe me more than that before this is all
over.” With that, Mary disappeared, leaving Savannah
deliciously alone with Lance.

“Sounds ominous,” Savannah told him.

“She’s just been on locations before with Tess and
Alex. She knows the score.”

“Sounds like you do, too.”

“Let’s just say it’s been a long ten years.” He
watched her quietly for a few moments as she popped
the potatoes into the skillet and the steaks under the
broiler. “What do you do, Savannah? Are you a chef?”

She laughed. “Not even close. Although sometimes
I feel like a greasy spoon short-order cook when I’'m
feeding a batch of my friends. Actually, I'm a private
investigator.”

“A private detective? Really? Wow!”

She was accustomed to a bit of surprise when she
told people her occupation, but not shock. Lance
looked like she had just told him she was an interna-
tional spy and then socked him in the solar plexus.

“Yep,” she said. “That’s how I earn the cat food and
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potatoes around my house. It’s a living . . . most of the
time.”

“How did you get into that line of work?”

“Well, a million years ago I was a cop, and then—"

“A cop? You? Really?”

She gave him a sly grin. “Handcuffs and every-
thing.”

Before he could respond, someone walked into the
kitchen, and Savannah silently cursed them before
even turning to see who it was.

“What’s going on down here?” asked an abrasive
voice that Savannah instantly recognized. Carisa swept
across the room, wearing a marabou-trimmed, hot pink
negligee with matching high-heeled slides.

“Savannah’s making us some breakfast,” Lance told
her. “Would you like to join us?”

Savannah didn’t particularly like the gleam of inter-
est in Lance’s eyes as he watched Carisa sashay over to
the stool where he sat. And she certainly didn’t appre-
ciate him offering her services to someone she didn’t
even like. Cooking for Mary was one thing, but Miss
Priss Carisa could rustle up her own grub.

“Breakfast?” Carisa said, instantly interested. “What
are we having?”

“We are having steak and eggs,” Savannah replied
coolly.

“Oh, good.” Carisa sat on the stool next to Lance
and began to play with a strand of her long, black hair.
“I’m on a high-protein diet. I can have steak and eggs,
but no toast.”

“Then you’re in luck,” Savannah told her, “because
there are at least three more steaks and a dozen eggs
there in the refrigerator. Help yourself.”

Carisa flipped her hair to the right, then the left, while
batting her eyelashes at Lance. “But I don’t cook,” she
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said in a breathy tone that Savannah had only heard in
cheap porn films.

“Then you’ll be eating your steak raw,” Savannah
said, “because I’'m starving, and these suckers are
about ready to eat.”

Lance appeared to take pity on the starving ac-
tress. “Mary said that there’s some ice cream in the
freezer downstairs,” he told her. “It’s Tess’s, but I
won’t tell.”

“That’s s0-0-0 not on my diet,” Carisa said. Then she
reconsidered. “But I’m really hungry, so....”

She glided across the kitchen, a pink cloud of feath-
ers and billowing chiffon. After searching several cabi-
nets and drawers, she found a bowl and spoon and
disappeared through the rear door.

Savannah grabbed a couple of plates and began to
dish up their meal, while Lance looked on with acute
interest. As she slid it under his nose with the panache
of a diner waitress, she said, “There ya go. Sink your
choppers into that, Sir Lance, and tell me if it hits the
spot.”

He cut off a large chunk of steak, and when he bit
into it, his eyes rolled back in ecstasy. “Ah...oh...
Savannabh this is absolutely—"

A terrible shriek split the air, cutting off his words,
followed by another and another, coming from the di-
rection of the rear door.

“What the hell?” Savannah said.

Lance jumped off his stool. “Carisa?”

Another scream seemed to answer his question.

Savannah dropped her plate onto the counter and
raced to the door with Lance right behind her.

They opened the door and saw a long flight of stairs
that led down to the cellar. Another scream echoed up-
ward from the darkness below.
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Instinctively, Savannah reached to her side for her
Beretta and realized she was unarmed.

Don't enter a dark room and face a threat unarmed,
she told herself.

But the cries below were too horrible to hesitate.
Someone was in trouble. Savannah took only a few
seconds to make her decision . ..and run down the
stairs into the castle’s dank, gloomy cellar.



Chapter

4

One small, bare lightbulb suspended from the ceil-
ing halfway down the staircase did little to illumi-
nate their path as Savannah and Lance hurried down
the steps into the cellar. Savannah reached the bottom
first where she stopped and raised her hand, signaling
Lance to wait. She leaned forward and ducked her head
quickly around the edge of the wall to get a fast look
and to evaluate the situation.

She got only the briefest glance and only a limited
impression of a large, dark room with strange equip-
ment hanging from the walls.

“Carisa?” Lance called out. “Are you okay?” When
there was no response, he said, “I’ve got to go help her.
She could be—"

“I know. I know. Hold on just a second.” Savannah
stuck her head around again, this time taking a slightly
longer look.

About thirty feet to her left she could see an open
door and a dim light shining from it. Beside the door
stood Carisa, her pink peignoir glowing even in the
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semi-darkness. Carisa had her hands clamped over her
mouth, but she was whimpering and shaking.

Seeing no one and nothing else, Savannah hurried
toward her. But Lance rushed ahead and reached her
first. Carisa threw herself into his arms, crying hysteri-
cally.

“Were you the one screaming?” Savannah asked
her.

Carisa nodded, still sobbing against Lance’s chest.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, gently shaking her by
the shoulders. “Carisa, what’s the matter with you?”

“In...1in there,” Carisa stammered, pointing to the
door of what they could now clearly see was a walk-in
freezer. “I was going to get some ice cream, but [
opened the door and saw . . . that!”

Savannah left Lance to comfort the weeping Carisa
and walked over to the freezer door.

At first, all she saw were shelves stacked over more
shelves holding boxes and plastic bags full of all types
of meats, vegetables, fruits, pastries, and miscella-
neous snacks. For half a second she wondered if the ty-
coon who owned Blackmoor was a Southerner. Surely
no Yankee would stock this much food.

Then she remembered he was a Texan. Mystery
solved. If anybody could put away more food than a
Georgia girl, it was a Texas cowboy.

She stepped inside the freezer and instantly felt a
chill that made her shiver inside her silk nightclothes.
But her shudder had nothing to do with the tempera-
ture inside the walk-in.

On the floor to her left lay a body, sprawled on its
back, staring with glazed eyes at the ceiling.

“Lance, take a look at this,” she called.

“But,” he replied, “but Carisa. . . .”

“She’ll be all right. Come here.”

A few seconds later, Lance appeared at her side. He



MURDER |, LA MODE 65

gasped when he saw the body. “Oh, my god. What . . .
what happened?”

“I don’t know,” Savannah replied, but the mental
computer inside her head was already clicking away,
processing the possibilities.

“Should we . .. ?” Lance said, reaching a hand to-
ward the body, then withdrawing it. “I’ll go call 9-1-1,
have them send an ambulance.”

“No point in that,” Savannah said.

“Youmean...?”

“Yes.” Savannah had seen enough corpses in her life
to know this person was no longer among the living.
And while the head was covered with blood and the
face contorted with whatever pain the victim had felt
when exiting the world, the orange hair and tangerine
suit were unmistakable.

“Tess is dead,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do
for her now . . . except call the coroner.”

Savannah had always thought of medical examiner
Jennifer Liu as a cheerful person, especially consider-
ing her occupation, but Dr. Liu wasn’t her customary
sunny self after being called to a scene at two-thirty in
the morning. Usually pristine in a crisp lab coat and a
dress short enough to show off an impressive expanse
of legs, her long black hair pulled back and tied with a
colorful scarf, this pre-dawn M.E. wasn’t someone
Savannah would have immediately recognized.

Wearing a rumpled pair of jeans and a T-shirt that
bore the words “Born to Rock,” her hair hanging limp
around her face, this grumpy version of the profes-
sional doctor was kneeling beside the body, gently ex-
amining the head. With gloved hands she was carefully
parting the bloody hair, trying to locate the wound that
had caused the bleeding.
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Savannah stood patiently behind her, wearing a pair
of slacks, an Aran sweater, and loafers, having changed
before the coroner arrived.

Next to her was an even less cordial Dirk. Savannah
had phoned him before her call to Jennifer Liu, and he
was no happier about having been hauled from a warm
bed than anyone else.

But once he had arrived and looked at the body in
the walk-in, he had stopped complaining and was now
as engrossed in the scene as Savannah. Human drama
was a more powerful stimulant than the most potent
cup of espresso.

“This isn’t right,” he said, keeping his voice low so
that the others standing behind them just outside the
freezer couldn’t hear.

“I know,” Savannah whispered. “That’s why [ wanted
you to get here as soon as you could.”

In her peripheral vision she watched the threesome
behind them as Ryan Stone and John Gibson attempted
to comfort the distraught husband. Savannah had gone
upstairs to give Alexander Jarvis the bad news about
his wife just before the M.E. had arrived, and from the
moment he’d heard, he had been crying and asking
questions.

“But what happened to her?” he said for what
seemed like the hundredth time. “Why is her face all
bloody? Did she fall? Did she hit her head on some-
thing? She was just coming downstairs for some ice
cream before she went to bed like she always does!
Damn it, what happened to my wife?”

“We don’t know yet, Alex,” Ryan replied, as he had
again and again. “That’s why we called the coroner.
She’s checking right now, and she’ll be able to tell you
something soon, I’m sure.”

“Won’t you please come upstairs with us?” John
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asked, his hand at the man’s elbow. “I’ll pour you a spot
of brandy to calm your nerves.”

“No! I don’t want anything to drink.” He shook
John’s hand away. “I want to know what happened to
my wife!”

“Yeah,” Dirk grumbled under his breath. “That’s
what we all want to know.”

He pulled a pair of surgical gloves from a packet in
his coat pocket and handed them to Savannah. Then he
put on a second pair himself.

While Dr. Liu continued to examine the corpse, he
knelt on the floor nearby and reached out to touch a
large, round, cardboard container that lay on its side
about a yard from the body. Beside the container lay a
silver spoon and some broken pieces of white china
that looked like a shattered bowl.

But Savannah was more interested in the cardboard
carton. She had seen that sort of container before, but it
took her a moment to recall where . . . at her local mall
ice cream shop. “Is that one of those giant tubs of ice
cream?” Savannah asked.

Dirk studied the writing on the opposite side of the
carton. “Seems so. It says, ‘Gourmet Ice Cream.” ”’

With one finger he carefully rolled the container over.
“Looks like one side here is bashed in.”

Savannah knelt beside him and took a look herself.
“Not only that,” she said, “but this has to be blood.”
She pointed to a thick smear of a dark red substance on
the lower metal rim of the tub. A couple of orange hairs
and what appeared to be a small patch of skin were
congealed in the gore.

“I think we’ve found what hit her,” Dirk told Dr. Liu.
“We’ve got blood and tissue on this ice cream carton.”

Dr. Liu simply nodded in reply without looking up
from her own work.
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Savannah read the writing on the crushed side of the
tub and nearly laughed. Though she felt a bit ghoulish,
she couldn’t resist chuckling at the irony. “Check out
the flavor,” she whispered to Dirk. “Can you believe
it?”

Dirk read aloud, “ ‘Killer Fudge.” Yikes, that’s creepy.”

Savannah stood and studied the interior of the
freezer. “But how could something like that hit her on
the head . . . un-less. . ..”

“Somebody whacked her with it,” Dirk whispered.

“Or .. .” Savannah studied an empty spot among the
frozen goods on a high shelf directly above them. “Or
maybe she was reaching up to get it off this top shelf
and it fell on her.”

Dirk stood and glanced up at the shelf, then down at
the body and the tub. “Maybe.”

They turned and looked at each other for a long,
long moment. Then, Savannah said, “Not likely, though.”

“Nope.”

“I’m thinking that’s what somebody intended for us to
think.”

Dirk glanced out at the others in the cellar. “Yeah. I
suspect that’s exactly right.”

Savannah took a step closer to the body. “What do
you think, Doc? Did she die from getting smacked on the
head by a big carton of ice cream?”

“I don’t know. I’'m still looking for the wound.” She
glanced up at Dirk. “Did you take your pictures yet?”

“Yeah, already took them before you got here,” he
said, patting the small camera in his jacket pocket.

“Then help me roll her onto her side.”

As Dirk leaned over and assisted the doctor in repo-
sitioning the body, Alexander called out, “What’s
going on in there? I have a right to know what’s hap-
pened to my wife.”

Savannah stuck her head out of the freezer and said,
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“Yes, you certainly do, Mr. Jarvis. I know this is a ter-
rible time for you, and I’m so sorry you have to go
through it, but we’ll tell you something just as soon as
the doctor has completed her examination. Really, we
will.”

Ryan slipped his arm around the man’s shoulders.
“Please, Alex, come upstairs with us. There’s nothing
we can do down here, and we’re interfering with their
work.”

This time Alex acquiesced and allowed Ryan to lead
him away.

John stayed behind just long enough to tell
Savannah, “If we can assist you in any way, my dear,
you need only ask.”

“Of course, John. I’ll bring you two up to speed
when we’re done.”

Turning back to the body, Savannah asked Dr. Liu,
“See anything yet?”

“Yes, cause of death,” the M.E. replied. “The back of
her skull is crushed. And there’s a gaping wound over the
fractures.”

“Crescent-shaped?” Dirk asked, looking at the
curved bottom edge of the round ice cream container.

“No,” Dr. Liu replied. “Straight, wide open, and
bloody. That tub of ice cream didn’t cause this wound.
The weapon had to be a lot more substantial—heavier
and straight.”

“Weapon,” Savannah repeated under her breath. By
speaking the word, Dr. Liu had changed the investiga-
tion. Now they all knew for certain what they had sus-
pected all along. This was no accident; although
someone had tried to make it appear so.

Tess Jarvis had been murdered.

Dirk straightened a kink out of his back. Sighing, he
said, “Well, good doctor, youd better call in your
cS.u”
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Dr. Liu stripped off her gloves, reached into her
pocket and retrieved her cell phone. As she was calling
the crime scene unit, Dirk and Savannah walked out of
the freezer and into the dark, musty cellar.

For the first time she had a chance to look at the
weird contraptions hanging from the walls. It was a
strange and ominous assortment with a distinctive me-
dieval flavor: manacles and bondage mechanisms,
rusty metal objects with spikes and chains—all sorts of
devilish devices that appeared to be designed for war-
fare and torture.

In spite of her thick Aran sweater, Savannah shiv-
ered.

“Cold?” Dirk asked.

She nodded. “And creeped out by this room, not to
mention exhausted.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s
nearly four, and I’m feeling my lack of sleep.”

“You hungry?”

“Nope. Funny how the sight of that much blood and
a crushed skull can take the edge off your appetite.”

“Let’s go talk to Jarvis,” Dirk said. “Get it over
with.”

Savannah felt for Dirk. It was never easy delivering
terrible news to a family member. And if there was
anything worse than telling someone that their loved
one had died, it was having to inform them that the de-
ceased had been murdered. In fact, it was the one part
of being a cop that she had always hated the most.

Nevertheless, she said, “I can do it if you want. He
sort of knows me. It might be easier coming from me.”

Dirk shook his head. “No. It’s miserable no matter
who informs you. And I’'m the one getting paid to do
the dirty work.” He slipped his arm around Savannah’s
waist as they headed for the stairs. “Thanks though.
You’re a good gal, Van . . . no matter what anybody says.”

“Thanks,” she replied. “I guess.”
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When they reached the top of the stairs and entered
the kitchen, Savannah and Dirk found the entire cast
and crew of Man of My Dreams standing around, look-
ing at each other with an awkward, heavy silence. They
jerked to attention as Dirk took out his badge and
showed it to them.

“I’m Detective Sergeant Dirk Coulter, San Carmelita
Police Department, and I’m investigating a . . . situation
... that’s happened here tonight. I’d appreciate your co-
operation, and—"

“Is Tess dead?” Roxy Strauss demanded as she el-
bowed her way through the group to stand in front of
Dirk. “Carisa says she saw her down there in the cellar,
and she’s dead.”

The blonde was still wearing her black nightgown
with its deeply cut front, and with her hands on her
hips, the edges were spread wide, revealing even more.
Savannah noted with a bit of humor how deftly Dirk
averted his eyes. She knew he was as warm-blooded
and as boob-obsessed as any other adolescent/middle-
aged American male, but he was, above all, a profes-
sional. Dirk knew when to look away.

“Well,” he told Roxy, while staring at the top of her
head, “I would have put it a bit more delicately than
that, but yes, Mrs. Jarvis has . . . passed away.”

Gasps and exclamations of astonishment and dis-
may rippled through the group. Some clamped their
hands over their mouths; others turned to their neigh-
bors, their eyes wide with shock.

Pete, the soundman, stepped forward and pushed Roxy
aside. “What do you mean, passed away? Did she have
a heart attack?”

“Yeah, what happened?” his partner, Leonard, de-
manded. “Did the ol’ gal fall down a flight of stairs?”

Savannah couldn’t help noticing the lack of respect
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and the almost gleeful light in the cameraman’s eyes.
He didn’t exactly look broken up over the news . . . un-
like Carisa, whose wails could still be heard in the dis-
tance, coming from somewhere in an adjoining room.

Dirk ignored the pointed questions as he looked
around the kitchen. “Where’s Mr. Jarvis?” he asked.

“I think he’s upstairs,” Brandy said, her voice soft
and tremulous. “I saw the butler and the carriage dri-
ver—I mean, the guys who are playing those parts, you
know—take him upstairs. He was really upset, and. . . .”

Tears were brimming in her eyes as her voice trailed
away. Savannah reached over and placed her hand on
her shoulder. She could feel the woman shaking be-
neath her terry bathrobe.

“Thanks, Brandy,” she told her. ““You can go back to
your room if you want to. There’s nothing to see down
here.” Savannah thought of the fact that the coroner’s
team would eventually be bringing Tess’s body up from
the cellar, and she silently added, Nothing that youd
want fo see, anyway.

“Yeah, you can all go back to your rooms,” Dirk told
them gruffly. “But nobody goes down into the cellar
and nobody leaves the property, at least until I get a
chance to talk to you.”

Ignoring the indignant mutterings around them,
Dirk and Savannah left the kitchen and proceeded
through the hallways on their way upstairs. In the foyer
they passed Carisa, who was standing at the base of the
main staircase, still shrieking and clinging to Lance.

Savannah resisted the urge to tell her, “Aw-w, hush
your bawling,” because she realized her own annoy-
ance wasn’t wholly because the woman seemed to be
milking the drama from the situation. It had a lot to do
with the fact that Carisa was having her prolonged hys-
terics against Lance Roman’s burly chest.

When Savannah and Dirk reached the second floor,
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she said, “I think the Jarvises’ rooms are here. I over-
heard somebody say that they have a whole suite to
themselves.”

“How did you read Jarvis downstairs?” Dirk asked as
they walked down a hallway past one closed door after
another.

Savannah shrugged. “Couldn’t really tell. But you
know what they say. . . .”

“It’s always the husband or the boyfriend or the
ex.”

“Well, at least we know this time the butler didn’t do
it. Or manservant, as John prefers to be called.”

Dirk paused beside one of the doors and cocked an
ear that way. “Speaking of John, I think I hear him and
Ryan in there.”

He rapped sharply on the door, using his best “Open
up, police!” knock.

It was promptly answered by Ryan Stone, who ush-
ered them inside.

“We were just talking to Alex,” he whispered.

“Anything?” Savannah asked.

“Nothing remarkable,” he replied.

Once inside the suite, Savannah looked around and
couldn’t help noticing that Tess and Alex had definitely
chosen the best accommodations for themselves—or at
least the most ostentatious.

The canopy bed in the middle of the far wall looked
as big as a football field—a field spread with blue and
gold damask. Bed curtains of the same flashy fabric
enclosed the antique bed and still more of the heavy
material hung at the windows. In the center of the floor
an enormous medallion rug displayed the same colors
and a similar design. Much of the other furniture and
accessories were covered in gold leaf, giving the room
a certain Las Vegas panache.

Savannah quickly decided she liked her own smaller
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room that was more tastefully decorated with its un-
gilded antiques.

To their right, John and Alex Jarvis sat on a dia-
mond-tucked sofa that looked more Victorian than me-
dieval to Savannah. Alex held a snifter with a large
amount of brandy in it. As soon as Alex saw them, he
jumped to his feet and hurried across the room to inter-
cept them.

“Well?” he wanted to know. “Have you found out
what happened to my wife yet?”

“Not yet,” Dirk replied.

Savannah could hear the forced patience in his
voice. A few years back, he might have snapped at
Jarvis, something about needing more than half an
hour to solve a homicide case. But the years had mel-
lowed him, and Savannah liked to think her constant
harping on his shortcomings had, too. She didn’t mind
at all taking credit for his personal growth.

“But you’re sure she’s dead? She couldn’t just be. . . .”

His words trailed away, and Savannah searched for a
delicate way to speak the ugly truth. But there was no
way. Dead was dead. “She’s gone, Alex. The doctor
pronounced her at the scene.”

“So, they won’t be taking her to the hospital, just to
see if they could maybe—"

“No, I’'m afraid not.” Savannah reached out to him
and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry for your
loss. If there’s anything we can do, just ask.”

Alex shook his head as though still unable to grasp
the thought, and said, “You can tell me what happened
to her. How does somebody die just getting a bowl of
ice cream? Did she have a heart attack and fall down
or ... Where did all that blood come from?”

“A wound on the back of her head,” Dirk told him,
his investigator’s eyes narrowing as he studied the hus-
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band for any reaction that might be considered out of
the ordinary. “She suffered a devastating, fatal blow.”

“Blow? Are you saying that somebody hit her?
Somebody murdered her?”

“We don’t know anything for sure yet,” Savannah
said. “The M.E. will have to conduct an autopsy to de-
termine the exact cause and manner of death.”

Alex gripped his brandy glass with both hands and
stumbled back to the sofa, where he collapsed, spilling
part of it onto the floor. John quietly rose and went into
an adjoining bathroom. He returned with a towel and
wiped the floor clean.

“This is all so...unreal,” Alex said. “She and I
were here in this room talking not that long ago, and
everything was fine. And now she’s dead. I can’t be-
lieve it.”

Savannah sat down on the sofa beside him and
donned her most innocent, benign mask, the one she
used to interrogate suspects who weren’t yet on her bad
side. “Forgive me for having to ask this, Alex,” she
said, “but were you and Tess on good terms just before
her death?”

“What?” he said, bristling. “Why would you even
ask me something like that?”

In her peripheral vision Savannah could see Dirk,
John, and Ryan all perk up at the question, obviously
curious as well.

“Because,” she said, choosing her words carefully,
“several people said they heard you and your wife ar-
guing earlier this evening. So loudly, in fact, that you
woke them from a sound sleep.”

She glanced over at Dirk and saw he was all ears as
he took a couple of steps closer to them.

“We didn’t argue about anything tonight,” Alex said,
swiping his hand over his perspiration-damp, bald
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head. “We were getting along just fine. Tess and I had a
good marriage. The best. Who said we were fighting?”’

Savannah hesitated, having no intention of revealing
confidences, and Dirk quickly filled in the blank. “I no-
tice you’re dressed, Mr. Jarvis,” he said as he pointed to
the husband’s tropical print shirt and shorts. “Had you
gone to bed yet?”

“No. Tess and I are both night owls. We would have
worked well into the night except for, well ... you
know . . . what happened to her.”

“You said she was going downstairs to have some
ice cream just before she went to bed,” Dirk told him.
“Like she usually did. That was what you said earlier.”

“I didn’t say that!” Alex’s eyes darted from Dirk to
Savannah, then to John and Ryan. “I didn’t say any-
thing like that.”

“Well, actually, Alex,” Ryan interjected. “That’s ex-
actly what you said down in the cellar tonight.”

“So, what is this? You’re all questioning me now?
You think I did something to my wife? You know us,
Ryan. So do you, John. You know I'd never do anything
to hurt Tess.” The sweat on his head began to roll in
rivulets down his forehead and into his eyes. His al-
ready ruddy complexion turned a couple of shades red-
der.

“We don’t know who did what to who,” Dirk said
evenly. “We’re just trying to find out what happened
here tonight. Everything that happened. I’ll be ques-
tioning everybody.”

“Well, I want to know, too!” Alex assured him. “I
want you to stay on this until you find out what hap-
pened to Tess.” Tears flooded his eyes again as he
choked over his words. “Tess wasn’t everybody’s cup of
tea, because she always said what she thought. But she
was a good person, and she sure didn’t deserve to have
anybody hurt her . . . if somebody did, that is.”
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“I absolutely agree,” Dirk replied. “And we’ll get to
the bottom of things. I suppose you’ll want to cancel
this show you’re doing, what with—"

“Hell no!” Alex jumped up from the couch so sud-
denly that they were all surprised. “Tess would have
wanted the show to go on. And it will.”

“But . ..” Savannah stammered. “But under the cir-
cumstances—"’

“If my wife was murdered, I want the killer caught.
And since that person is probably someone on the
show, the best way to catch them is to keep everybody
right here under our noses, right?”’

They couldn’t argue with him. That would be ideal,
if everyone were willing to cooperate. Savannah’s
mind began to whir, thinking of strategies to accom-
plish that. Having one’s main suspects under one roof
was a luxury she was unaccustomed to. And besides,
that meant she still had a chance at a diamond tiara.

Of course, she told herself, it didn’t matter that she
would also still have access to Lance Roman. Naw, she
thought. Continued contact with the man of my dreams,
an easygoing, rather pleasant and conversational hunk
of burning love like that . . . nope . . . never crossed my
mind.

“Savannah, I know that you’re a private investiga-
tor,” she could hear Alex saying as though from afar as
her mind spun its webs. “You and Ryan and John here,
you’re all members of a detective agency, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.” Savannah had a feeling some-
thing was coming. Something to add a star to the top of
her Christmas tree of delights.

“I’d like to hire you, all of you,” he continued, “to
help Detective Coulter here. I’ll pay you to help him
find out who killed Tess. You do your detective routine
and report everything you find out back to me. Okay?”

Okay? Okay? Savannah thought. Okay to do what 1
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love to do and would do for free. .. for pay? Whoa,
howdy!

But she fixed him with blue eyes as calm as the
Pacific and said in her peach-sweet Georgian drawl,
“Well, I reckon we could work out something, Mr.
Jarvis. We don’t work cheap, the Moonlight Magnolia
Detective Agency, but for you .. .”



Chapter

5

en minutes later, Dirk and Savannah had a quick
huddle with Ryan and John in the hallway outside
Alex’s suite.

“This could work out very nicely,” Savannah said. “I
get a paying gig, which I could really use right now,
and you”—she turned to Dirk—*“could profit from our
collective expertise.” She waved a hand, indicating her-
self, Ryan, and John.

“Eh, get over yourself,” Dirk grumbled.

Savannah lifted one eyebrow. “Oh? You don’t need
our help? The department has finally assigned you a
partner that you can actually work with without com-
ing to blows?”

“Well, no. With the budget cuts and all that . . .”

“Ah, then you’re a one-man wonder who wants to go
downstairs and canvass . .. let’s see...no less than
nine potential suspects in what’s bound to be a high-
profile case, what with Lance Roman involved and all.”

“Yeah, yeah. All right. I guess you can help. But
don’t screw nothin’ up.”

She batted her eyelashes at him. “Why, kind sir.
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Your generosity is surpassed only by your boundless
optimism.”

“Watch it.”

Ryan held up his hand like a cop directing a traffic
jam. “Uh . . . if you two are finished, I’d like to add my
two cents’ worth.”

Savannah nodded. “The voice of reason speaks. Spit
it out.”

“You’re probably going to have to ‘out’ yourself
right away, Savannah, as an active investigator to the
rest of the cast and crew. And once it’s common knowl-
edge here that you’re a P1., they’ll be expecting you to
be snooping around, in some sort of official or unoffi-
cial capacity.”

Dirk gave a little sniff and said to Ryan, “Well, you’re
the expert on the finer points of ‘outing’ oneself.”

Savannah gouged him in the ribs with her elbow.

Ignoring Dirk, Ryan continued, “But as for John and
myself, we’ve been represented to the ladies and crew
as nothing more than elite bodyguards. They don’t
know about our FBI backgrounds, and they don’t need
to. We’ll probably learn more if we ask our questions in
an unofficial capacity.”

John smiled, his silver mustache tipping upward at
the ends. “Gossips and snoops, as it were, plain and
simple.”

Dirk gave a derisive little chuckle. “So, you two will
remain ‘in the closet’ for now? Is that what you’re say-
ing?”

Savannah reached for Ryan’s arm with one hand and
John’s with the other. “Come on, guys. Let’s go down-
stairs and get to work. As soon as we get this case
solved, we can put a certain somebody back in the attic
where he won’t embarrass the family.”

* * *



MURDER |, LA MODE 81

“Hey, what’s all this?” Savannah asked when they
found a mob in the foyer at the bottom of the main
staircase. From the mountain of luggage piled in front
of the door, it appeared that everyone was leaving en
masse.

“We’re getting out of here,” Roxy said, tossing a
garment bag onto the heap. “Tess is dead, the contest is
over, and there’s no point in the rest of us hanging
around until something happens to us, too.”

“The show isn’t over,” Ryan told her and the others
who were standing around, some with suitcases in
hand. “We just talked to Alex, and he says the taping
will continue.”

Mary gasped and shook her head. “No! It can’t. It
would be disrespectful to Tess!” Tears flooded her eyes.
“Someone has died. We can’t just continue as if noth-
ing’s happened.”

“Oh, I don’t know. . . .’ Leila stepped forward. “It’s
a shame about Tess and all, but we’re here, we’ve
started taping, and if Alex wants to go on, why should-
n’t we?”

“But what if it turns out that Tess didn’t have an ac-
cident?” Leila said. “What if she was . . . you know. . . .”

“Murdered?” Pete said.

Savannah couldn’t help noticing the lack of revul-
sion in his expression as he spoke the word. In fact, he
looked ghoulishly delighted at the idea. And, for that
matter, so did his partner, Leonard.

“It’s possible,” Leila said. “Carisa told me she
looked pretty murdered to her, lying there on the floor
with blood around her head.”

“I thought you said there was a big thing of ice
cream right beside her,” Brandy said. “Maybe it just
dropped on her head accidentally when she was pulling
it off the shelf.”

“Or somebody smacked her on the head with it,”
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Pete said, again beaming with macabre delight.
“Maybe Tess died . . . murder a la mode.”

Several unpleasant snickers circulated in the group.
Savannah held up her hand. “We don’t know what hap-
pened yet,” she told them, “but I can tell you right now
that Detective Coulter will be down in a few minutes,
once he’s finished with Alex. He’ll want to interview
Carisa, and then he’ll want to talk to every one of you
before you traipse off to parts unknown. So, we might
as well go on as usual, the best we can. For the time
being, we’re all stuck with each other . . . as unpleasant
a prospect as that might be.”

Savannah looked around the room. “Where is Carisa?
Anybody seen her?”

“Last time I saw her,” Brandy said, “she was with
Lance, still crying. He said he was taking her upstairs
to her room so that she could lie down.”

“Hey, the show’s going to go on!” Leila shouted,
practically jumping up and down. Turning to Roxy, she
lowered her voice and added, “Meanwhile, let’s find a
crowbar and go upstairs and pry that crybaby Carisa
off Lance’s chest.”

“Yes, for sure,” Roxy whispered. “Enough with the
drama queen routine. Sheez! Like . . . how long does it
take to get over finding a dead body?”

Sighing, Savannah turned to Ryan and John. “I
think I’ll go down to the cellar,” she said discreetly,
“and see how the crime scene techs are doing. If you
see Dirk, tell him Carisa’s in her room. I’m afraid it’s
up to you two to deal with the grieving masses here.”

“I think they’re beyond consolation,” Ryan replied
dryly, “but we’ll do all we can.”

Leila followed Savannah as she made her way down
the hall to the kitchen and on to the door leading to the
cellar. “What do you think happened to Tess?” she
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asked, prodding her in the back with her forefinger as
they walked. “I hear you’re some sort of private detec-
tive or whatever. Do you think it was an accident, or
did one of us kill her?”

Savannah stopped at the cellar door, where Dirk had
strung yellow police barricade tape across the entrance
and turned to the woman, a scowl on her face. She didn’t
like being poked, and she didn’t like pushy contestants
who were competing against her for the hunk of her
dreams and the possibility of a new roof.

“I am a private investigator . . . or whatever . . .”” she
replied evenly. “At the moment, I have no idea what
happened to Tess. But I aim to find out.”

Savannah ducked under the tape and started down
the stairs.

“Hey!” Leila called to her. “You’re not supposed to
cross the line. It says so right on that ribbon-thing
there.”

“That’s absolutely right,” Savannah called back.
“So, make sure you don’t! You could wind up in a
whole mess o’ trouble.”

“Hi, Savannah! You’re looking better every time |
see you!” Sam Ruston looked up from his work long
enough to give her a once-over, then returned to dust-
ing for latent fingerprints on the freezer door handle.

“You’re only saying that ’cause it’s true,” she
replied.

“How’s it going upstairs?” he asked as he expertly
twirled the brush with its black dust across the stain-
less steel handle.

“Don’t ask,” she said, bending over to watch.
“They’re a bunch of cold-hearted hyenas. I’ve seen
deeper grief over a road-killed skunk.”



84 G.A. McKevett

Sam chuckled. “T’ve heard the deceased was a bit of a
stinker. Maybe there’s a reason why they aren’t exactly
mourning her passing.”

“Tess was okay,” Savannah replied. “She was a
tough gal, but that didn’t make her an altogether bad
person. There’s plenty of room in the world for another
lady with some grit in her craw.”

“@rit in her craw?”

Savannah shrugged. “A Southern poultry reference.
Don’t trouble your mind about it.” She pointed to the
handle. “Anything?”

“Yeah. Looks like we’ve got something.” He
reached into his kit and pulled out a square of clear
plastic sheeting. After peeling off the backing, he
pressed the adhesive side onto the dusted handle.
Carefully, he pulled it off and replaced it on the white
backing. He held it close to his face and peered at his
results. “Yep. It’s just a partial, but it’s clear. Looks like
a thumb.”

“Good.” Then she added, “Although I don’t know
how much help it’ll be. A gal named Carisa, the one
who found the body, she was the last person to open
the door before we came down here. Chances are, it’s
hers.”

Savannah knelt beside a broken crystal bowl and
spoon that lay on the floor just outside the freezer door.
She recognized it as the kind of bowl that Carisa had
taken from the kitchen cupboard before coming down-
stairs earlier. “That’s probably hers, too,” she said,
pointing to the broken glass. “Must have dropped it
after she opened the door and saw the body.”

Photo flashes inside the freezer told Savannah that
one of her favorite crime scene investigators was at
work. Eileen wasn’t all that good at her job, but she was
friendlier than most.
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Savannah poked her head inside the freezer. “Hey,
Eileen, how’s it shakin’, sugar?”

“Shaking, rocking, and rolling,” came the reply.
Eileen stood on tiptoe and focused her camera on a
place on the freezer wall, high and near the door.

“What ’cha got? Anything juicy?”” Savannah asked.

“Blood splatter. Juicy enough for you?”

Savannah couldn’t resist the temptation to step in-
side. What the heck? she told herself. She’d already
contaminated the scene to some degree by going in
earlier. Her hair and fibers were probably all over the
place. Some transfer was inevitable.

“I’ve got to see,” she said as she studied the spots on
the wall near the ceiling.

Eileen handed her a flashlight, and Savannah
pointed the intense beam onto the tiny red dots. “We’ve
got a couple of dozen spots here that are a millimeter
or larger,” she said. “Medium-velocity blood splatter
with tails. Looks like castoff to me. There and on the
ceiling, too.”

“Where?” Eileen asked.

“Up there.” Savannah trained the light on several
more spots almost directly over their heads.

“Oh, yes. I saw those,” Eileen said, clearing her
throat. “I was going to shoot those next.”

Sure you were, Savannah thought. She had learned
long ago to double-check a scene when Eileen was on
duty. The woman was good with a camera and pretty
thorough when it came to swabbing blood evidence.
But unfortunately, she had an active social life and had
been known to rush a job in order to return to the arms
of her dearly beloved soul mate . .. whom she might
have met that night at a local club.

As Eileen took more photographs of the wall and
then proceeded to the ceiling, affixing reference num-



86 G.A. McKevett

bers and rulers next to the drops, Savannah watched
and thought. And she didn’t like the images that were
flashing in her mind. Violent, cruel pictures of a woman
being murdered . . .the old-fashioned way ... blud-
geoned to death.

“More than one blow was struck,” she said, thinking
aloud.

“What?” Eileen asked.

“The victim had a wound on the back of her head, a
nasty, bloody one. That could have gotten the blood on
the weapon. But the killer had to strike again or there
wouldn’t have been castoff.”” She demonstrated, lifting
her arm up and coming down with an imaginary
weapon, then coming up again, as though splattering
the ceiling with the action.

“Unless they missed the second time,” Eileen sug-
gested.

“Not likely. She would have been a stationary target
after that first crushing blow to the head. Dr. Liu will
probably find another wound under the clothing that
wasn’t obvious before.”

“So, why does that matter?” Eileen asked as she
climbed onto her portable stool to take a ceiling shot.

“The first blow, the one to the head, would have been
plenty to kill her. Hitting her again shows anger. It was
personal. Especially since they intended to try to make
it look like an accident with the ice cream container.
The second blow was out of control. Not smart.”

Eileen nodded. “I see what you mean.”

“Yep. You can’t blame it on the ice cream. Tubs of
ice cream—even those named Killer Fudge—don’t hit
twice.”

By the time Savannah was finished in the cellar and
had come upstairs, it was five-thirty, and the adrenaline
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rush that had fueled her nightly activities was long
gone. But Dirk was still at it, interviewing those mem-
bers of the cast and crew who were still awake and
milling about the castle. And, weary as they had to be,
Ryan and John were doing their part—mingling and
gleaning bits of gossip.

So, in spite of her burning eyes, aching body and
woozy head, she decided to resist the urge to sneak up-
stairs and crawl back into bed. It certainly wouldn’t be
the first night’s sleep she had lost on a job. But when
she had been twentysomething, she had found it much
easier to make up for lost pillow time. Now, solidly
into her forties, she had to admit: The old bod just did-
n’t spring back with as much vim and vigor as before.

Oh well, she thought as she went to the kitchen and
made a strong pot of coffee, / wouldn't go back. Not if
it means trading some hard-earned life lessons for a bit
more vim. Vigor is overrated when it includes “stupid.”

A few minutes later, mug of coffee in hand, she de-
cided to step outside for some fresh air to clear her head.

Exiting the keep through a back door leading off the
dining hall, she found herself in a charming, informal
garden. Lit with the pale golden-pink light of the rising
sun, the setting was so romantic that for a moment, she
could lose herself in the fantasy of Blackmoor Castle.

A cobblestone path wound among beds of lavender,
wild poppies, nasturtium, star jasmine, geraniums, and
hollyhock. Passing beneath wisteria-draped arbors and
several arched trellises covered with climbing roses,
she breathed in the early dawn scents of dew-damp
earth and growing things, and she felt her spirit re-
newed.

Even in the midst of death and cruelty, there were
always new beginnings and examples of nature’s
beauty. And speaking of nature’s beautiful creations. . . .

Lance Roman himself.
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He was standing next to a pond in the center of the
garden, staring into the water with a look of sadness so
profound that Savannah said nothing, but just watched
him for several moments.

She wasn’t surprised. The sight of a corpse had a
sobering effect on almost everyone, reminding them of
their own mortality. And if the dead person was mur-
dered, it stirred even deeper feelings of sorrow, fear,
and anger.

At first, she considered turning away and quietly
leaving him to his solitude. It would be the most re-
spectful thing to do.

But as an investigator she wasn’t being paid to be re-
spectful. And, she had to admit, it wasn’t really her na-
ture either. She had been a cop and an investigator too
long.

Besides, this was the “Man of Her Dreams” and she
was still in a contest for his affections . . . not to men-
tion a diamond tiara. Chances to be alone with him
might prove few and far between.

“Lance,” she said softly. “Mind some company?”’

He turned and gave her a blank look, as though his
thoughts were still elsewhere. Then he forced a smile
and nodded. “Sure. I'd like that.”

She walked over to a wrought-iron park bench and
sat down. Patting the seat beside her, she said, “Rest
your bones a spell. It was a rough night for us all.”

When he sat next to her, she tried not to notice what
a large man he was, at least six-three and extraordinar-
ily broad through the shoulders. Even through the thick
material of the sweatshirt she could see the results of
what had to be a strenuous workout routine. She had
assumed that the artists who painted him for the book
covers exaggerated his physique. But they hadn’t at all.
Lance Roman was just as big a hunk in person as he
was on the front of romance novels.
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And it was difficult for her not to think about that
with him so near on the cozy bench, his hard, warm
arm pressing against hers. It wasn’t easy to slip into in-
vestigator mode. Her mindset was more inclined to-
ward “Captured Victorian Virgin Heiress” or “Savannah,
Virgin Piratess of the Seven Seas.”

She was trying to push those tantalizing little fan-
tasies aside and think of a graceful way to begin her in-
terrogation, when he opened the conversational door
himself. “I guess you’re used to it,” he said, “seeing
dead people and all that.”

“Not really,” she said. “It’s always a bit of a shock.”

“The difference . . . in dead and alive?”

“Yes.” She sighed. “How dead ‘dead’ is.”

He ran his fingers through his thick dark hair, push-
ing it back from his forehead. “I was raised on a farm,”
he said. “I saw a lot of animals die.”

“Me, too.” Savannah smiled, recalling the bittersweet
memories. “My Granny Reid used to kill a hen about
once a month on a Saturday night so that we could
have fried chicken for Sunday dinner.”

“Your grandmother raised you?”

“She raised all nine of us kids. We’ve nominated her
for sainthood.”

“I’ll bet you have! Where were you in the lineup?”

“Oldest.”

He turned and gave her a long, searching look.
“Granny killed one chicken for Sunday dinner? One
bird for nine kids?”

Savannah shrugged. “You can cut a chicken into
eleven pieces, if you count the back and the neck. And
with a batch of mashed potatoes, a mess of gravy, and
some greens that you picked along the railroad track . . .
you’ve got dinner.”

“Hm-m-m. ...”

Savannah saw the pity in his eyes and rushed to set
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the record straight. “We weren’t starved at all for love
or attention. That matters a lot more than getting a
drumstick and a wing.”

“And where were Mom and Dad Reid?”

“Mom held down the bar stool under the signed pic-
ture of Elvis at the local tavern. Dad was a truck driver
who forgot to come home except maybe once a year,
long enough to get Mom pregnant. .. again. But
enough about all that”” She nudged his arm with hers.
“Tell me about your family.”

“I had a good childhood,” he said. “Dad was a dairy
farmer in Ohio, retired now. Mom died when 1 was
eighteen. Dad raised my kid brother and me the best he
could, considering how hard he worked. He did a good
job.”

“Is he proud of your success?”

He chuckled dryly. “Not that you'd notice. He tells
people I'm an actor—can’t bring himself to say
‘model.” Not macho enough, I guess. He’s pretty happy
with the checks I send him.”

“I’m sure he is. He’s probably proud, too. Some par-
ents are just a bit sparing with their praise. They’re
afraid their kid will get too big for their britches.”

She didn’t mention the fact that he was, frequently, a
bit too big for his pants on the book covers. It was a
large part of his appeal.

But as appealing as the fit of his trousers might be,
she had to get back to business. “Lance,” she said,
“would you mind if I ask you a couple of questions
about what happened tonight?”’

He gave her a sideways grin that nearly took her
breath away. “I wondered when you'd get around to
that—you being a private investigator, a former cop
and all.”

Damn, he's better-looking than a man ought to be
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allowed to be, she thought as he flashed his perfect
teeth, his blue eyes warm and friendly.

“Sure,” he said. “I don’t know what I can tell you
that you don’t already know, but ask away.”

“When we were talking there in the kitchen, you and
Mary said that you overheard Tess and Alex arguing
earlier. Can you tell me any more about that?”

He shook his head and looked away. “No,” he re-
sponded quickly. “I think I heard them, but I'm not sure.”

“Mm-m-m. I thought you were pretty sure earlier.”

“Not really. I think it was Alex and Tess, but I couldn’t
swear to it.”

“Was it a man and a woman you heard?”

“I think so0.”

“What were they saying?”

“I didn’t hear actual words. I couldn’t tell you any-
thing for sure that was said.”

“Nothing?”

“Nope.”

“Okay.”

Over the years, Savannah had questioned hundreds
of people who genuinely didn’t know anything and
hundreds of others who knew something but weren’t
willing to talk about it. Sitting there next to her dream
hunk, she was pretty certain that he fell into the second
category.

Not a pleasant thought.

“About what time was it that you overheard this ar-
gument?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“No idea at all?”

“No. I was asleep. They woke me up, but when they
stopped, I went back to sleep. I didn’t look at the clock.
Later, I woke up again and was thirsty, so I went down
to the kitchen to get something to drink.”
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“When you went downstairs, did you see anyone
other than Mary?”

“Yeah, Roxy. She was in the kitchen already when
we got there.”

“What was she doing?”

“Washing an apple at the sink.”

“Did she hang out very long?”

“Yeah, with that low-cut gown, I’d say she was prac-
tically hanging out the whole time.”

Savannah laughed. “And about how long was she
downstairs—after you showed up, that is?”

“Five minutes maybe. Just long enough to make a
nuisance of herself.”

One contestant down, Savannah thought, reminding
herself that she could investigate and play the game,
too.

“Roxy not your type?” she asked.

“Naw. Girls like Roxy are a dime a dozen in my
business. Pose with one of them bent backwards in
your arms for ten hours and they tend to lose their ap-
peal.”

She gave him her best, deep-dimpled grin. “Yeah,
some of those positions look pretty uncomfortable.”

“You have no idea.”

“I hear you do a lot of guest appearances at book
fairs and signings, and the ladies line up to have their
pictures taken with you.”

He sighed. “Yes. And they all want the traditional
pose.”

Savannah could mentally picture the row, stretching
around the bookstore, of women—all ages, all sizes—
waiting for their chance to be bent backward by this
mountain of sex appeal. A glorious chunk of manhood
whom Savannah was quickly realizing was just a guy .
.. a person like anyone else, playing a part.

“Is that difficult?” she asked softly. “Treating the
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older ones or the less attractive ones like princesses no
matter how they look?”

Instantly, his eyes softened and he shook his head.
“No, not at all. I love that part. Holding that stupid
pose two hundred times a day is exhausting. But the
ladies . . . I love them all. They aren’t airhead models
like that Roxy gal. They’re real women who, for what-
ever reason, like me so much that they’d stand in a line
for hours just to talk to me, to have their pictures taken
with me. If I can make them feel special, give them a
nice memory, that’s a gift—a gift to me, that is.”

“Oh, I think it’s a gift all the way around.”

He glanced her way and their eyes met for a long mo-
ment . . . long enough for her to sense a real connection
and to know that he felt it, too.

She liked Lance Roman. Not just his biceps. Him.

And she had a feeling he liked her, too.

“Did I mention that I’'m really glad you came out to
the garden this morning?” he said, his face only inches
from hers.

She looked down at his lips, so full and so near, then
back up at his eyes. Her heart gave an extra beat when
she saw that he was looking at her mouth, too.

“Ah...no, you didn’t mention that,” she whis-
pered. “Did I mention that I’'m particularly glad we had
this conversation?”

“And is this Detective Savannah Reid I’m talking to
right now, or Savannah the contestant?”

She grinned. “I'm a complex woman, Mr. Roman.
I’'m a whole bundle of women rolled into one, and let’s
just say they’re all pretty darned happy to be sitting on
this bench right now.”

He returned her smile, reached up and traced her
jaw line slowly with his fingertip from just below her
earlobe to her chin.

The simple gesture went through her like a warm
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liquid that washed her from head to toe, but settled in
the more intimate parts of her body. She could feel her-
self melting into a big puddle there on the bench.

Then he cupped her chin in his palm and brushed
his thumb over her lower lip.

She tried to remember to keep breathing.

“And do you suppose,’ he asked, “that any of the
women in this intriguing bundle would object if I stole
just one kiss here in the early morning light?”

That was it. She was over the edge, sure that she had
no measurable pulse, respiration, or brainwave activity.

But Granny Reid’s teachings were deeply ingrained.
“Don’t give it away too quick, Savannah girl,” she had
told her a thousand times as young Savannah had
headed out the door to a date. “Keep your treasures
close to your heart like the precious jewels they are.
Dole ’em out slowly and wisely. The boys who’re
worth a hoot will keep comin’ back for more. And the
ones who don’t . . . they can go sit on a fence post and
spin.”

He ran his thumb along her upper lip and Gran’s
warnings seemed to fade to whispers.

But not completely.

“That depends on who I’m talking to,” she said, giv-
ing him a teasing grin.

He looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“Is this the guy who’s an expert at making every
woman feel special, or is it the teenage boy who got up
at dawn and helped his dad milk a zillion cows?”

He thought for a moment, then said, “Depends.”

“On?”

“On who’s the most likely to get a kiss.”

She laughed at his honesty, then raised one eyebrow.
“Well, I’'ve always had a liking for those farmer boys.
You know, salt of the earth, strong and steady. ..
hay lofts. .. .”
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Chuckling, he turned toward her on the bench and
said, “That works out great, because I’ve always had a
thing for dairymaids.”

He reached up and touched her hair, then gently
brushed it back from her face. “You’re a very pretty
woman, Savannah,” he said. “And you’re . . . different.
I like you a lot.”

She glanced over his picture-perfect features, taking
in the deep blue eyes with their dark lashes, the rugged
cut of his chin, the breathtaking smile that had
charmed so many. She reached up and ran her fingers
through those famous raven locks and wondered how it
must feel to be so incredibly beautiful. So beautiful
that your appearance was all anyone could see.

“Well,” she said with her slow drawl, “you’re a bit
on the homely side for me, but you’re kinda sexy . ..ina
rough and tumble sort of way.”

He gave a low growl deep in his throat, then took
her face in both of his hands. “I’ll show you homely.
I’ll show you rough.”

But he didn’t kiss her roughly. He gave her the
longest, sweetest kiss she could remember, nicer than
Dirk’s on the beach, better than those teenage make-
out sessions in the Georgia peach orchards, and cer-
tainly better than any she’d had in the years between.

Then, when she thought she might absolutely die
from the sheer delight of “sweet,” the kiss turned deep
and passionate and lasted—she was sure—for a year
and a half.

When they finally pulled away, both were breathless,
and Savannah was sure she was experiencing her first
bona fide hot flash. What a time for menopause to ar-
rive!

“Mmmm, that was great,” he said, more to himself
than to her. He even sounded a bit surprised.

Savannah wasn’t sure if she was surprised or not.
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She was too stunned for any meaningful self-examina-
tion.

Gran’s advice about dispensing the goodies in a ju-
dicious manner went out the window. At that moment
she could have gladly thrown the treasures right at him.
The whole chestful.

Apparently he was thinking along the same lines,
because he looked around at the dew-damp cobble-
stone path, the crowded, wet flower beds, and the tiny
bench where they were sitting and said, “Damn.
Speaking of rough . . . speaking of tumbles . . . where’s
a good hay loft when you need one?”

Several ridiculous thoughts flew through Savannah’s
mind that included: Would it really be all that uncom-
fortable to do it on cold, wet cobblestones? But the
sound of someone clearing his throat behind them
jerked her back to reality.

She turned around and saw Dirk standing there, a
strange look on his face, as though he had just been
forced to drink a glass of pure lemon juice.

“Oh, uh ... hi,” she stammered as she jumped to her
feet and smoothed her hair with both hands. “What’s
up?’7

“I’ve finished talking to that Carisa gal,” Dirk said,
his voice low and strained. “Didn’t get much out of
her. Was wondering if you'd have a go at her.” He gave
Lance a quick look that Savannah could only classify
as dark and threatening. “If you’re finished here, that
18,” he added.

Savannah hated the fact that her face was getting
hotter and no doubt redder by the moment. Why
should she care that Dirk was standing there with the
most pained and angry look she’d ever seen on his
face?

And why should she feel like she’d just been caught
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in the act? For heaven’s sake, it wasn’t as if she and
Dirk were married or even a couple.

It wasn’t as if Dirk had ever expressed any desire for
a romantic relationship. And if he had, she wasn’t at all
sure she would have returned his interest.

Standing there, looking at the pain and anger on his
face, she wanted to just walk over and slap him upside
the head and tell him to grow up.

She also wanted to go hug him and tell him not to
worry; she was just enjoying a hot kiss with a hand-
some hunk because . . . because . . . well . . . hell, why
shouldn’t she?

Instead, she lifted her chin, turned to Lance and said,
“That was lovely, Lance. Enjoy the rest of the sunrise. |
have to get back to work.” Then, to Dirk she said, “I'd
be happy to talk to Carisa. She was next on my list any-
way.”

With that, she left them both and made her way
carefully over the cobblestone path back toward the
keep. Her legs were still wobbly and her head spinning
from the unexpected romantic encounter. She really
preferred not to fall on her face.

She didn’t want to spoil her dignified exit. And
nothing could ruin a graceful departure like doing a
dive, face-first, into a bed of English lavender or
wrestling with a rosebush and losing.

It wasn’t until she was well out of their sight that she
paused in the middle of the garden walkway and closed
her eyes. She could still taste him on her lips, smell the
faint scent of him on her clothes, and feel his touch as
he had pulled her close against him. Warm. Hard. And
deliciously close.

“Nice,” she whispered. “Very, very nice.”

But no sooner had she summoned the memory and
felt the joy of it wash over her than she recalled a sec-
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ond mental picture: Dirk, her dearest friend in the
world, standing there looking jealous and wounded.

Jealous. That didn’t bother her. He’d get over jeal-
ous.

Wounded. That was another story.

Promising herself a phone call to her Granny Reid
to get her head straight later in the day, she shook off
both memories.

Dad-burn men anyway, she thought. They re always
messing things up. Who needs ‘em?

Me, she added as she continued to walk the rest of
the way on lust-weakened legs. Oh, mercy! Me-e-e!



Chapter

6

hen Savannah entered the keep, she tried to leave

the garden behind, along with her jumbled emo-
tions. A murder investigation conjured plenty of un-
pleasant feelings on its own; she didn’t need to add a
false sense of betrayal or a dash of adolescent infatu-
ation to its already potent cocktail.

And as she passed through the gloomy hallways of
Blackmoor Castle, she reminded herself that—in spite of
the show’s hype—she didn’t need a romantic entangle-
ment to complicate her life right now.

No matter how good a kisser Lance Roman might
be.

The situation was depressing enough already without
adding an irked, hurt Dirk to the mix. And in the garden
he had looked about as irked as she’d ever seen him.

He’ll get over it, she told herself. Like he wouldn 't
lock lips with one of those contestant beauties if he had
a chance.

Although she had to admit that the very thought of
him smooching someone like, say, Roxy, caused her
hackles to rise just a tad.
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Okay, a little more than a tad, she had to admit. And
why that might be, she didn’t even want to hazard a
guess. Some places the mind shouldn’t even go.

As she negotiated the maze of hallways, trying to
find the main staircase that led to the upper floors, she
rounded a corner and heard a female voice speaklng in
a tone that caused her to stop and listen. The woman,
whoever she was, was trying to whisper, but she was
loud enough for Savannah to hear her clearly. Her
pauses between sentences told Savannah that she was
probably speaking on a phone.

“Yeah, she’s dead. This morning. Your freezer. The
coroner took her body out. Yes, the medical examiner.
No, I didn’t hear anything yet. Sure, I'll let you know
when I do. Love you. Miss you. This is a lot harder to
do than I thought it would be. No, I’'m not complain-
ing. Just saying.”

Savannah sneaked a quick look around the corner
and saw Brandy Thomas sitting on a monk’s bench in a
dark alcove beneath the staircase. She was wearing a
dainty, floral sundress and was talking into a hot-pink
cell phone. Her thick auburn hair was pulled back into a
ponytail, and she looked as sweet and innocent as a so-
ciety debutante. But there was something in her voice,
an underlying harshness that belied her soft exterior.

And her words, while not exactly incriminating, didn’t
exactly have the ring of mundane gossip either.

“Okay, baby. I have to go upstairs now and put on
my face. Oh, come on. I’'m not interested in him. I’'m
not. You wanted me here. So, I’'m here. Yeah, I will.
Bye.”

Savannah listened to Brandy’s retreating footsteps
until they died away completely before following her
up the stairs. She heard a door open and close at the
end of the hallway as the redhead went into her room.
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Hm-m, interesting, Savannah thought as she filed
the telephone conversation away for future considera-
tion. Something told her that Brandy hadn’t been talk-
ing to her sister or mother about the morning’s events.
And more than anything else that had been said, the
phrase “your freezer” had caught Savannah’s attention.

Was she speaking to the owner of the castle, the
crazy Texan who had built this monstrosity? And if so,
why did he put his own girlfriend into the contest?

When Savannah reached the top of the stairs she
turned left and proceeded down the hall to the third
door on the right. Yesterday, she had seen Carisa enter-
ing that door, and she was fairly certain it was her
room.

She knocked gently on the door, then harder when
no one answered. After her third knock, it opened an
inch, and Carisa stuck her nose out through the crack.

“What do you want?” she asked Savannah. “I’'m
busy, and [ want to be left alone.”

Savannah was a bit surprised at the woman’s appear-
ance. Amazing what a few hours of crying, mussed
hair, and copious lines of mascara streaking one’s face
could do toward turning a pretty person into a plain,
ugly one. The massive Rudolph nose didn’t help either.

“I’'m sorry to bother you,” Savannah said. “I know
you had an awful night. But I really need to talk to you
for a few minutes, if you don’t mind.”

“I mind,” she replied. “I mind a lot. I’ve been talking
to that police detective friend of yours for the past
hour. I don’t know what he thinks I can tell him. I went
downstairs for ice cream, I opened the freezer door, and
there she was. | screamed my head off, and Lance came
down to rescue me. That’s it, that’s all.”

“When you went downstairs, was the freezer door
open or closed?”



102 G.A. McKevett

“I don’t know! Why are you asking me this stuff?
Why are you bothering me? You and that detective
have no—"

“Because a woman died last night,” Savannah said.
“And she was murdered. If you were the one who’d
been killed, I'd be asking Tess about you. As unhappy
as you are right now, aren’t you glad it’s the other way
around?”

Carisa blinked her swollen eyes and swallowed hard.
“Yeah . . . okay. Let me think.” She bit her lower lip,
concentrating. “I think it was closed. Yes, closed. I re-
member opening it.”

“Did you step into the freezer?”

“I think so. Maybe a step or two until I saw her.
Then I ran out.”

“Did you touch the body?”

She shuddered. “Heavens, no!”

“I didn’t think so, but we needed to know for sure.”

“Is that all? I want to get back to my packing.”

“Packing? You’re leaving?”

Carisa’s face twisted into a grimace, then she started
to cry again. “Of course I'm leaving. I mean, isn’t
everybody? It’s over.”

“Actually, it isn’t. Mr. Jarvis says we’re going to
continue.”

Carisa brightened instantly, her face a wreath of
smiles. She threw the door open wide. “Really? You
mean the contest is still on?”

“That’s right. He said it’s what Tess would have
wanted. We’re going to do the show in her honor.”

“Cool! That’s great! That’s fantastic!”

Savannah had never seen such a transformation,
from grief-stricken and traumatized to positively giddy
in an instant.

Carisa left the doorway and practically danced over
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to the bed where her suitcases were open and half-
filled. She started pulling the clothes out and shaking
them to get rid of the wrinkles. “It’s back on again!”
she said as she hung them in a giant armoire. “And
here I thought it was all over because of that”—she
glanced over at Savannah and with an effort, dampened
her enthusiasm just a little. “You know. Because of that
awful thing that happened downstairs.”

“Yes, it was pretty awful, someone we know getting
murdered like that. And then you being the one to find
the body. But we’ll all just have to bear up as best we
can,” she added dryly.

“Yes, as best we can.”

“And you can be thankful that Lance came down-
stairs to rescue you like that. And that he was there to
comfort you . . . for so-0-o long.”

“Um, yes, that was nice. Nice of him.”

“Yeah, right.”

Savannah left Carisa to handle her own sorrow in
her own way—gleefully unpacking.

Hey, everybody expresses their heartfelt grief differ-
ently, she thought as she walked away. And something
told her that, devastated though she was, Miss Carisa
was going to be fine. In fact . . . just peachy.

If the Man of My Dreams production team had an
office at all, Savannah figured it must be in the dining
hall. The day before, she noticed that Tess and Alex had
set up a table at one end that appeared to function as
a desk, with a telephone, some stacks of papers, and
a couple of notebook computers. When she didn’t
find Alex in his suite, she decided to look for him
there.

Instead, she found a tearful Mary Branigan sitting at
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the desk, talking on the phone and typing on one of the
computers.

Savannah sat on a nearby bench and waited while
she spoke to someone, saying things about “the bird”
and “making sure our girls don’t get hurt” and “make
sure it’s safe.”

Savannah couldn’t resist speculating as to what the
conversation might be about. Another artificial dinner
like last night’s perhaps? A plastic turkey that they
might break their teeth on if they weren’t careful?

When Mary finally ended the call, she turned to
Savannah and said, “Hi. Sorry about that. I’'m having a
little problem with ... well...never mind. I'm not
supposed to tell you ladies yet.”

Mary sighed and rubbed her hand across her face as
though she were simply too weary to function any fur-
ther.

“Have you had any sleep?” Savannah asked, using
her kindest, big-sister voice.

“I got about an hour last night, before . . .”

Savannah nodded. “Yes, if anybody got any rest, it
was before. Certainly not afterward.” She glanced
around to make certain they were alone, then stood and
walked over to the desk. “If you don’t mind me asking,
Mary, how did you find out about Tess?”

“Roxy told me. I was sound asleep and woke up to
her pounding on my door. When I opened it, she told
me.”

“What did she say, exactly?”

“The truth, ugly as it was.” Mary closed her eyes
for a moment, then shook her head as though trying
to escape the grim reality. “She said, ‘Tess is dead.
Somebody killed her.” ”

“Those were her exact words? ‘Somebody killed
her’?”
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“Yes. I’ll never forget it. You know how you remem-
ber every little thing at a time like that, when you’re
hearing terrible news? You’ll always remember every-
thing, like even hearing the clock ticking in the back-
ground. The exact look on the person’s face who told
you.”

“Yes, I know what you mean. What was the look on
Roxy’s face?”

Mary hesitated, giving her answer some thought. “I'd
say excited. She seemed more excited than scared or
upset. But then”—her words were cut short by a sob.
She grabbed a piece of tissue from a box on the table
and blew her nose. “But then Roxy wasn’t a big fan of
Tess’s. She didn’t really see her as a person with feel-
ings and. . ..”

“And?” Savannah prompted, trying to hide her own
excitement.

But Mary seemed to sense she was saying too much.
She wadded up the tissue and tossed it into a wastebas-
ket under the table. “And, nothing. Roxy just didn’t
know her as well as I did. Tess was a tough gal when
she needed to be. Maybe even sometimes when she
didn’t need to be. But she had a good heart.”

After taking a few moments to compose herself,
Mary said, “I’m sorry. You must have come down here
to see me. What can I do for you?”

“Actually, I was hoping to find Alex. He wasn’t in
his suite, and I wanted to check on him, see if he’s
okay.” And squeeze him for a little more info while I'm
at it, she added silently.

“I think he went for a walk,” Mary said. “I saw him
heading out toward the garage . . . | mean, the stables.
He may be around there somewhere.”

“Thanks, Mary.”

“No problem. Oh, by the way,” she called after
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Savannah, “breakfast will be served at a table in the
garden. If you see any of the other girls, let them know,
would you?”

“Sure. Is it real food this time?”

“Bread, cheese, and wine.”

“For breakfast?”

“Yes. We have to stay in character. Everyone has to
come in costume, too. We’ll be shooting it.”

“Oh, goody,” she mumbled as she walked away. “If
I’m going to squeeze into a corset, I want something
better than cheese and bread—Iike a slab of Virginia
bacon and a tall stack of flapjacks.”

As Savannah made her way across the courtyard to-
ward the stables, she ran into Ryan and John, who were
headed toward the keep. They were each carrying a box
full of strange things that looked like giant gardening
gloves.

“What have you got there?” she asked. “Rose-prun-
ing gloves?”

“Nope. It’s a surprise,” Ryan said, turning his back
so that she couldn’t see into the box.

John did the same, so she stood on tiptoe, trying to
see over their shoulders. “Come on. What is it? I just
lo-0-ove surprises.”

“Then you’re going to continue to love this one,”
John said, “because we’ve been sworn to secrecy. And,
honorable knights that we are, we will guard this secret
with our very lives.”

“Aw, don’t get up in arms. I’'m not curious enough
for bloodshed.”

She nodded toward the white van with the crime
scene investigation team’s logo on the side. “So,
they’re still here?”

“Oh, I think they’re going to be here until the cows
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come home—as you would say,” Ryan told her.
“They’re still dusting and taking blood splatter pic-
tures, not to mention checking the floor for footprints.”

“So, what brings you out here, love?” John asked.
“Other than spying on us, that is.”

“Ah, I’ve got more important people to spy on than
you two.”

“Like Alex Jarvis maybe?”” Ryan said.

“How did you know?”

“Just a guess,” Ryan replied, “since Dirk came by
thirty seconds ago asking for him. You two seem to
travel in pairs.”

“Mm-m, maybe not anymore,” Savannah mumbled.

“What’s that?” John said.

“Nothing. Never mind. How did Dirk look?”

“Look?” Ryan shrugged. “I don’t know, sort of
grumpy, I'd say. What would you say, John?”

“Without a doubt. Quite out of sorts, indeed. In
other words, he looked quite like himself.”

“Oh, goody. That bad, huh?” she said. “And which
way was he headed—Dirk, that is?”

Ryan shifted his box to the other arm and pointed
toward the stable area. “We sent him that way to find
Alex. But after we’d sent him on his way, we saw Alex
heading toward that other building; I think it’s the
hawk house.”

“A hawk house. Like with real hawks? Birds with
sharp teeth and talons and—"

“Beaks, dear,” John said. “Beaks, not teeth. And I
don’t know if there are any actual birds in there. I'm
afraid on this estate it’s a bit much to expect the au-
thenticity of a real hawk in the hawk house.”

Savannah remembered the plastic pig served at the
banquet the night before, and she agreed wholeheart-
edly. “Thanks a lot, guys. Although you really could
have shared your secret with me.”
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“But that would have spoiled the surprise,” Ryan said.

“It better be a good one,” Savannah called over her
shoulder as she walked away.

“Oh, it is,” John replied. “I’m sure it will be a once-
in-a-lifetime experience for you.”

“Unless she’s had an encounter with a chicken hawk
in Georgia,” she heard Ryan say as they entered the
keep.

“True, how true,” John replied.

At first, Savannah was reluctant to open the door of
the small building, for fear of releasing a flock of rabid
raptors. But after pressing her ear to the door for
awhile and hearing nothing, she decided to take a risk
and open it an inch or so.

Once the door was open, she stuck her head in and
breathed a smell that took her back to her childhood,
the warm, cozy, dusty scent of birds. For a few seconds
she was back in Georgia, a ten-year old child, collecting
eggs in her grandmother’s henhouse.

Certainly, birds had been kept in this building, and
judging from the freshness of the droppings that lit-
tered the floor, they had been here recently. But other
than some black, white, and gray feathers here and
there, she saw none of the hawk house’s former inhabi-
tants.

And she saw even less of Alex Jarvis.

It was when she was re-closing the door and fasten-
ing the latch that she heard the voices, a man’s and a
woman’s, coming from behind the building.

Recognizing Alex’s distinctive nasal twang, she de-
cided to investigate.

But halfway around the building she heard Alex say,
“...can’t be seen together. It wouldn’t look right. Not
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now. Not this soon.” And she decided not to investigate
after all. She would snoop.

She tiptoed a few more feet to the corner of the
building. Plastering her back against the wall, she lis-
tened, hardly daring to breathe, because she could tell by
the sound of their voices that they were only a few feet
away.

“Okay,” a woman replied. “If not this soon, when?
After all, you’re free now, aren’t you? We shouldn’t
have to sneak anymore.”

“Free? I guess I am. But if they find out about you
around here, that’ll raise suspicion, and we don’t need
that right now on top of everything else,” Alex said.

“You told me that if Tess wasn’t in the picture any-
more we'd be free to do whatever we want. You said
we’d get married. You promised me when we were in
Key West last summer.”

“I know what I said. I also know that the husband is
always the one they suspect first when a woman is
murdered, and if anybody finds out I’ve been having an
affair with you, I’ll wind up with my butt in jail for the
rest of my life. And then neither one of us will be free
to do what we want.”

“So what are you saying? Are you telling me that we
have to keep going on the way we’ve been for the last
two years, pretending we don’t even know each other?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. And if you’re as
smart as I think you are, you’ll listen to me, t0o.”

Savannah could hear some sniffling. It sounded like
the woman was crying; it also sounded a bit phony, not
unlike Carisa’s caterwauling the night before.

“Sh-h-h, stop that,” she heard him say. “We’ll be to-
gether soon. Just not now. We lay low for a few
months—"

“A few months!”
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“Okay, okay, at least a few weeks. Until the coro-
ner’s report is done, and I’'m in the clear.”

Savannah was absolutely dying to stick her head
around the corner and see who he was talking to. She
had heard the voice recently, but she couldn’t place it.

“And then we can get married?” the woman asked
between sniffs.

“And then I’ll buy you a ring.”

“A big one! I want a really, really big one! At least
two carats, a princess cut.”

“Whatever. Just don’t ask me to meet you like this
again. [ mean it.”

The sniffling stopped. “Okay. As long as you promise
about the ring. Two carats. No less. And as long as you
say you love me.”

“I love you. Okay?”

Savannah had to stifle a snicker. She had heard more
enthusiastic expressions of affection from ten-year-old
boys greeting their maiden aunties.

“Okay.”

The woman actually sounded convinced.

Moron, Savannah thought as the sounds of lovemak-
ing replaced the conversation. You'll never get a ring
out of that guy, unless it’s blackmail jewelry, given to
keep you quiet.

But in spite of her disgust at yet another example of
female naiveté, Savannah couldn’t help feeling a
rush of adrenaline. What she had just overheard
would have been nearly enough to convict Alex Jarvis
of murder, had it been on tape.

Not enough for a conviction, but certainly enough to
steer their investigation in his direction.

Still, she had to know the woman behind the voice.
She had to take a look and hope to God she didn’t get
caught doing it. There was nothing worse than having
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your number-one suspect know that he was your num-
ber one suspect.

She waited as the panting and groaning on the other
side of the building escalated. It didn’t sound like old
Alex was exactly going to score a home run, but from
the level of female noises she would bet that he had
made it at least to second base. If she was going to
sneak a peek, this was the perfect time.

She squatted, and with her head low, took a quick
half-look around the corner.

Alex had his lady friend pinned to the wall and was
devouring her face while his hands mauled her chest
area.

Safely back behind her corner, Savannah paused a
second to marvel at some women’s taste—or lack there-
of—in men. Who would have thought anybody would
get the hots for Alex Jarvis? It would take far more
than a tropical shirt to turn this guy into Tom Selleck.
And that nasal, whiney voice—who could stand it?

And the answer—Savannah decided as she hurried
away—was a woman who was pretty darn sure of get-
ting a two-carat, princess-cut engagement ring.

A woman who was actually glad another woman
had been murdered that day.

A brazen, blond hussy named Roxy Strauss.

As Savannah headed back to the keep, she passed
the stables and glanced inside. Dirk was sitting in his
old Buick, as she had thought he might be. Frequently,
when working a case, he would retreat to his battered
jalopy to think and make notes in the crime scene log.
Something about the interior of the car—she suspected
it was the assortment of fast-food wrappers that littered
the floor—helped him to think.
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As usual, he had the radio on and was listening to
classic rock . . . the only form of classical music he en-
joyed, other than some occasional classic Johnny Cash.

She dreaded an encounter with him, but the longer
she put it off, the worse it would be. And she wasn’t
prepared to get ulcers over some innocent, or even not-
so-innocent, kisses.

As she approached the passenger door, she noted
that he had the radio turned up to deafening decibels.
Dirk only blasted his music when he was extremely
jovial—an event that occurred less frequently than the
planets aligned—or when he was in a bad mood. And
judging from how loudly Elvis was belting out “Hound
Dog,” she decided that old Dirk obviously had his tail
in a serious twist.

He was concentrating on scribbling on a pad, which
he was holding in his lap, and didn’t notice her until
she opened the passenger door and slid inside. After
giving her only the briefest nod, a scowl, and a mut-
tered, “Hmphf.” he went back to writing.

“How’s it shakin’, sugar?” she said.

He mumbled something that she couldn’t distin-
guish above Elvis’s loud complaints about never catch-
ing rabbits.

“I can’t hear you,” she yelled. She reached for the
volume knob on the radio. “Do you mind if [

“Yes, I mind!” he shouted. “I’m listening to that!”

“Well, excu-u-use me!”

She sat, staring straight ahead while he scribbled fu-
riously on the log and Elvis finished his lament.

As soon as the last note had faded, she reached over
and flipped the radio off.

“What have you got there?” she asked, nodding to-
ward the pad on his lap. “Anybody look good for it
yet?”
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He kept writing, as waves of heavy silence rolled
from one side of the car to the other. Savannah decided
she could have surfed those waves.

“You’re not going to believe what I just overheard,”
she said.

“I’m still having a problem believing what / over-
heard this morning,” he said, “or what I saw.”

Savannah could feel the muscles in her shoulders
tying themselves into two half-hitch knots. The whin-
ing tone in his voice made her want to bludgeon him to
death with his writing pad. The hurt in his eyes made
her want to hug him and call him a big, sweet fool.

In the end, she decided to do neither, but to use her
tried-and-true method of handling Dirk’s moods:
Ignore them. Ignore him.

“Roxy and Alex, behind the birdhouse over there,”
she said, pointing to the hawk house, “playing suck
face and—"

“Gee, there’s a lot of that going around today.”

Savannah took a deep breath and tried not to wonder
just how far she could cram that pen up his. ... “And
saying that they’ve got to lie low and not be seen to-
gether until the M.E.’s done with the autopsy and he’s
in the clear.”

His eyes widened and his jaw dropped. All traces of
Mr. Surly gone. “Really? Really? Wow!”

“Yep. It’s been going on for a couple of years. He
promised to marry her once Tess was out of the picture.”

“Out of the picture, like dead?”

“He didn’t say ‘dead.” So he could have meant di-
vorce, but the conversation was very interesting,
nonetheless.”

“It sure is.” His eyes glimmered with the delight of a
bloodhound who—unlike Elvis’s—had caught a fresh
scent. “Anything else?”
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“He’s promised to buy her a two-carat ring. Princess
cut.”

“What’s that?”

“Something every girl wants and most never get.”

“To keep her quiet?”

Savannah shrugged. “Don’t know, but I'd keep my
mouth shut for one carat.”

“You'd keep mum for a box of Godiva.”

“We all have our price.”

Savannah sat quietly for a moment, enjoying the
companionable vibes that had replaced the tension. Ah,
this was her friend, her buddy, her. . . .

“And apparently, your price is a friggin’ diamond
tiara,” he said, totally ruining the moment.

“Damn it, Dirk!” she shouted, turning in her seat to
face him. “Just stop! Don’t even go there! You have no
right to say squat about nothin’! So, just shut your yap
before [—”

“Double negative,” he said softly, staring at the
steering wheel in front of him.

“What?”

“You said, ‘no right to say nothing.” That’s a double
negative. You’re always yelling at me for that.”

She shook her head, incredulous. “Are you kidding
me? You’re going to fight with me about grammar at a
time like this?”

He looked up at her, his eyes full of something that
looked a lot like love mixed with pain. “If we’re going
to fight about anything right now,” he said, keeping his
voice low, his tone gentle, “it probably oughta be about
grammar.”

Something caught in her throat . .. something that
felt like a big, suffocating rock. “That’s true,” she whis-
pered. Then, after a long moment, she added, “I hate to
see you upset . . . about double negatives . . . or what-
ever. You mean a lot to me.”
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To her surprise, he reached for her hand and
squeezed it. ““You mean a lot to me, too, Van. Just . . . you
know . . . be careful.”

She returned the squeeze and smiled at him. “I will,
buddy. Don’t you fret. This ol’ girl ain’t never not care-
ful.”



Chapter

/

ack in her room, Savannah stood beside the un-

made bed and thought how lovely it would be to
just slip back into it, pull the covers up over her head
and sleep for a day or two. It seemed like some former
life when she had rolled out of bed in search of some-
thing to satisfy her hunger pangs. Pangs that were now
returning with a vengeance, since her adrenaline high
had subsided.

Thank goodness it’ll be breakfast time soon, she
thought as she reached into an antique armoire and
pulled out the day’s costume—yet another medieval
ensemble with the inevitable corset. She figured it was
too much to hope for biscuits and gravy at Chez
Blackmoor, but surely something like bacon and eggs
would be on the menu.

She glanced at her watch. Eight-thirty. Tammy
should be up by now, she thought, reaching for her cell
phone. And, as she had expected, the voice that an-
swered on the other end was bright and perky.

“Hey, sugar,” Savannah said. “Been up long?”
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“Of course! I've already done my three-mile run.
I’m in the middle of a protein smoothie.”

Savannah could picture the thick, goopy drink that
Tammy called breakfast—some sort of concoction that
she whipped up in a blender that was the lovely, appe-
tizing hue of gray-green and smelled like seaweed.
Even as hungry as she was, that didn’t sound appeal-
ing.
“Yum,” she said without enthusiasm.

“How’s it going? Are you having fun? How’s Lance?
Is he as gorgeous in real life as he is on the book cov-
ers?”

“We had a murder last night.”

There was a long silence on the other end. Then,
“Murder? You mean like a murder mystery game or—"

“Nope. The real thing. Tess Jarvis was killed last
night. Found her in the cellar’s walk-in freezer this
morning, colder than a frog on a mountain and about as
responsive.”

“Get out! That’s awful! Have the cops come yet? Dr.
Liu?”

“Yeah, come and gone. Dr. Liu, that is. Dirk and the
techs are still here. Alex Jarvis hired me to investigate.
He wants to continue the shoot in spite of his wife
dying. Do you want to come out here and help me?”

“Do I?! Of course I do!”

“Then pack a bag and hightail it over here.”

“What about the kitties?”

“Ask Mrs. Fischer next door to look in on them a
couple of times a day. She’s got a spare key to the
place.”

“Wow! Cool! I can’t believe I get to hang out there,
see the filming and—"

“And investigate. As in, work.”

“Sleuthing! I love it! I mean, I’m sorry Tess Jarvis
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got killed, but I’'m so glad I get to join you there and
help out!”

Savannah smiled and mentally hugged and kissed
her friend long distance. The kid was sweet. “There’s
just one more thing I want you to do before you come
out here.”

“Sure! Anything! What is it?”

“Drop by the morgue and talk to Dr. Liu. See if she’s
started the autopsy and if she knows anything yet.”

The long pause on the other end indicated a drop in
the level of enthusiasm. “But, but. .. Dirk’s always
bugging her, calling her before she’s done. She gets re-
ally mad.”

“SO?”

“So, I’'m sorta afraid of Dr. Liu.”

“Not to worry. She just gets mad at Dirk because
... well, because he’s Dirk. If you tell her I sent you
and bring her a box of Godiva chocolate, she’ll wel-
come you with open arms.”

“I don’t want her to welcome me with open arms if
she’s in the middle of an autopsy. You know I can’t
stand that sort of thing. I don’t have the stomach for it
like you do.”

“Oh, don’t be such a tender buttercup. What'’s a little
blood and guts? The body’s fresh. None of that awful
decomposition smell.”

“Ugh.”

Savannah laughed. “See you later. Okay, Honey
Bunny?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“And while you’re at it. .. could you stop by the
Patty Cake Bakery and get me half a dozen maple
bars?”
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“Bread and water? Bread and water? Are you kid-
ding me?” Savannah stood beside the long dining hall
table, her hands on her hips, a scowl on her face, as she
stared down at the large, round loaves of bread and the
pewter pitchers full of water.

To her right and left, the other contestants voiced their
own indignation with cries of “No way!” and “Enough
with this crap. Where’s the real food?”

Mutiny was thick in the air, and even Alex Jarvis
seemed to sense his precarious situation. He stepped
from behind the cameraman and approached the table.
“We’re trying to tape here!” he shouted. “Do you
mind?”

“We’re starving plumb to death here,” Savannah
replied. “Do you mind?”

“For your information,” he said, “this is what people
in medieval times had for breakfast. We’re trying for
authenticity here!”

Savannah took a few steps closer to him, her eyes
blazing. “And...in medieval times every now and
then the starving masses would rise up against their
callous lord and perforate his hide with a pitchfork!”

“At least put a platter of fruit out,” Roxy suggested.
“Some apples and oranges, maybe or—”’

“Screw the fruit,” Savannah said. “Either put some-
thing on this table that we can seriously sink our teeth
into, or set up another table over there out of camera
range and get a caterer to put on a decent showing. I've
heard all about how it’s done in Hollywood. Real pro-
ductions have craft tables that are virtual feasts.”

“But we’re on a limited budget here,” Alex whined.
“And we need to stick to the schedule. I don’t have
time to arrange for anything else right now.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Mary said. From her position
behind Pete the soundman, she gave Alex a gentle but
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authoritative nod. “I’ll call a caterer and set up a nice
lunch.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but she ignored him
and continued. “Let’s get this scene under way, ladies,
and I promise you’ll have something substantial to eat
later, off camera.”

The women looked at each other and mumbled their
acquiescence.

Mary smiled. “That’s it. Now, why don’t you all take
your seats and let’s get started. While you’re eating,
I’'m going to explain the morning’s activities, and I
think you’re going to just love it!”

Savannah didn’t love it. She loathed it.

“I hate pigeons,” she whispered to Ryan as they and
the entire cast stood in the middle of the courtyard,
awaiting the promised arrival.

“This isn’t a pigeon,” he replied. “It’s a falcon.”

“A pigeon with talons. Goody.”

“What have you got against pigeons?”’

Savannah shuddered. “My Grandpa Reid used to
have some of them living in his barn. One of them
would fly down out of the rafters every time you went
in there, and try to land on your head.”

“Doesn’t sound too threatening . . . just landing on
your head.”

“Yeah, well, you had to be there. It wasn’t fun.”

Ryan gave her that kindly, big-brother smile. “Poor
little Savannah, terrorized by a mean old pigeon. How
old were you when this happened?”’

“Nineteen . . . twenty.”

GGOh]’

“I still have nightmares about it.”

“Okay.”

She looked up and saw the twinkle in his eyes. She
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knew he was stifling a giggle. “Laugh it up, Chuckles,”
she said. ““You have a monstrosity like that flapping on
your head, slapping you silly with its wings, and then
you tell me it’s no big deal.”

“I’'m sure it was perfectly dreadful. I don’t know
how you ever survived!”

“Oh, shut up.”

“But this bird won’t be landing on your head. He’s a
beautiful, well-trained raptor. That’s why we gave you
ladies the gauntlets, to protect you from his talons.”

Savannah looked down at the heavy leather gloves
on her hands. They were extra thick and went all the
way up to her elbows. The other contestants were wear-
ing them as well and looked only slightly happier than
she about the coming attraction.

“You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I figured that a
farm girl like yourself would be more comfortable with
animals than you are. I mean, the horse yesterday, and
now—"

“It doesn’t always work that way,” she said. “Some-
times having contact with certain critters can make you
leery of them. It’s easy for citified people to be all sen-
timental about preserving a wild bobcat. .. until
they’ve tangled with one.”

Ryan looked at her with surprise and renewed re-
spect. ““You’ve tangled with a wild bobcat?”

She grinned and shrugged. “Well, two-footed ones.
And I've seen wild bobcats. Granny Reid’s blood-
hound, Colonel Beauregard, tangled with one and lost,
big time.”

Her narrative was cut short by the sound of horse
hooves, clip-clopping over the wooden drawbridge. A
rider on a black horse burst through the gate. His long
purple robe billowed behind him as he rode toward
them. On his head sat a pointed hat that sparkled with
silver moons and stars.
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“Oh, Lord help us,” Savannah muttered. “Don’t tell
me that’s supposed to be Merlin.”

“I’m aftraid it is,” Ryan said. “I tried to get Alex to at
least ditch the hat, but . . .’

As the rider drew closer, Savannah saw that his arm
was raised to shoulder level in front of him, and he,
too, wore a leather gauntlet. On his forearm sat an ex-
quisite bird with feathers of silver, black, and white.
The animal had a leather hood over its head and was
tethered to the man’s gauntlet by a long strip of leather.

The “wizard” pulled up short in front of them, rais-
ing a small cloud of dust that added a bit of dramatic
flair to his entrance. Savannah had to admit that, in
spite of the dorky hat, the character had a certain
panache.

And the falcon was so regal in its bearing, sitting
there on the man’s arm, looking both elegant and dan-
gerous, that Savannah instantly regretted her compar-
isons to pigeons.

“Hear ye, hear ye!” shouted Wannabe Merlin. “All
maidens who would contest for the affections of his
lordship, draw hither.”

“That’s your cue,” Ryan said, nudging her. “Good
luck.”

“Thanks,” Savannah replied as she left his side and
walked over with the other women to stand in a semi-
circle in front of the horse. The closer she got to the
rider and his falcon, the more nervous she felt. The
bird looked as big as an eagle, although a calmer voice
of reason inside her head whispered that it wasn’t
much larger than the pigeon that had tormented her.
And standing nearer to the bird, she could see the sharp
beak and deadly talons, the tools of a raptor that would
seize, shred, and devour its prey alive.

Savannah glanced right and left at the other contes-
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tants, and she could see her own apprehension mir-
rored on their faces.

All except for Carisa, who was wearing a cocky lit-
tle grin that Savannah recognized. It was the smirk of
somebody who was up to no good. As the oldest of
nine siblings, Savannah knew the look well and de-
cided to keep an eye on Miss Carisa.

“The contest will be thus . . .” Merlin was proclaim-
ing in a loud voice. “Each lady will stand in her ap-
pointed position and extend her arm, like so. I shall
release his lordship’s royal falcon, and the bird will
choose which lady shall win the prize.”

“What'’s the prize?” Leila asked. “Jewelry? A car?”

“Yeah, what are we playing for?” Roxy wanted to
know.

Savannah saw Alex wince as he watched off to their
left, out of camera shot. He had told them to use as
much old English as possible when speaking, and she
was pretty sure that “Yeah” and references to automobiles
weren’t what he wanted from his contestant-actresses.
She was equally sure that if he resisted providing them
with 