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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            KENOSHA, WISCONSIN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Mom! How ‘bout right here?” The boy had cleared a spot in the backyard and was anxiously waiting for the rest of the family to join him. Entering through the side gate, his father carried the pedestal for the ornate concrete birdbath, while his mother followed behind with the bowl.

      The man noticed how his wife seemed to be having difficulty holding it. Her face was already turning red from the effort. “Cathy, I think that’s too heavy for you,” the man admonished the woman. “Put it down and I’ll come back and get it.”

      The woman pooh-pooh’ed his suggestion. “I’m fine. That looks like a terrific spot, David!” she called to her son, who beamed. “I just love the Valentine’s present you two got for me!”

      “Lemme get the water hose,” the child volunteered, and dashed over to the side of the house.

      Unexpectedly, the family’s five-month-old miniature Dachshund puppy darted past the father’s legs, chasing after the son. Trying to avoid stepping on the little animal, the father jumped and lifted his feet, as if making a strange, dance-like step, and lost his balance. The heavy concrete pedestal, already throwing him off-balance, tilted forward. The man could feel himself losing his grip and tried to adjust, but over-corrected, and the birdbath slipped sideways. A second later, the pedestal crashed to the ground, breaking into three large sections and scattering a handful of concrete chips.

      “Mike! Mike! You okay?” the woman called out. Laying the bowl on the grass, she hurried over to him.

      The man dusted his hands on his jeans. A disgusted look crossed his face. “Yeah, yeah. I’m okay. Damn, I hate it when that happens. Where’s the dog?”

      She pointed over at where their son cradled the puppy in his arms. “David has him.”

      “I didn’t step on him or anything, did I?”

      “No. He’s fine.”

      Going over to the pedestal’s remnants, he squatted in front of the pieces and fingered one of the chunks. “Can you believe it just broke apart like that? I can understand it doing it if I’d dropped it on cement or something, but not grass.”

      “Think it was faulty?” his wife asked, joining him.

      “Had to be,” he said. “Damn nursery probably used inferior concrete. Or maybe added too much sand to the mixture. Either way, it’s a total loss.”

      “Can’t you take it back?” she wondered.

      The man growled softly. “You damn right, I’m taking it back. Either they give me another one, or they give me my money back. Hey! Get away, Bucky! Go! Shoo!” He tried waving away the puppy, which had come over to investigate the remains of the birdbath for itself, but the dog refused to leave. Instead, it kept nosing one of the pieces and looking up at them, making little whining noises.

      “Mike, I think he smells something,” the woman suggested.

      “Probably squirrel poop.” Still, the man reached over and separated the sections to see what was causing the dog’s restlessness. When the larger chunk fell back, the man and the woman suddenly jumped to their feet in horror, and the puppy went into a tail-wagging frenzy over its newest find—a nice shiny bone sticking out of the center of the ruined concrete pedestal.

      And from the size of it, it definitely wasn’t a chicken bone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ROANOKE, VIRGINIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The bright yellow maintenance truck pulled in backwards, stopping just short of the cement slab that was painted to be the basketball court. The vehicle carried a load of concrete park benches, newly purchased for the city’s public parks. The Daisy Marchaund Memorial Park had been one of many that were long overdue for a facelift. So a few months before, the city council had put it on its list of small neighborhood parks to get a fresh coat of paint on the children’s playground equipment, some minor upgrades, a few new shrubs to border the lot, and a couple of park benches to replace the old wooden ones which were one step away from the toothpick factory.

      The department was on its third load of the benches, and the final one for the day. Already there had been too many near-misses in trying to unload the heavy, bulky seats, and the crewmen were planning on filing grievances with City Public Works because they hadn’t been given one of the trucks with the hydraulic tailgates to unload them. Instead, they were having to bring them down off the beds by hand.

      The Daisy Marchaund, according to the schedule, was the next-to-last stop for the day. Two benches were to be delivered there, then the last four for the playground over on Beechnut and Fondren. It was only two o’clock in the afternoon, which meant—given a little luck—they could be finished by four at the latest. By tacit agreement, the driver and his three co-workers planned on spending that last hour, before they had to return downtown to clock out at five, sitting in the parking lot at the Winn Dixie off Montmouth, having a little pre-Miller time.

      Anticipating an early dismissal, the four men grew lax and used a little less caution than normal while unloading the two benches for the park. The first one slipped in its straps and banged against the side of the truck, which left a nice scratch in the paint. The men tried to do better with the second seat by wrapping an extra strap around the middle for more control. However, one of the men lost his footing on the tailgate, momentarily letting go of his end. The bench careened sideways, pulling its five hundred pounds out of the grasp of the other men, and seemed to leap from the restraints to land on one end on the equally hard concrete slab. With a sound like a ripe melon, a crack travelled up from the bottom to the top of the bench, splitting it neatly into two vertical sections.

      “Aw, shit!” one of the men exclaimed.

      “Oh, Christ, how are we gonna explain this one?” his partner asked. Both men looked toward the driver, their immediate superior. “Please don’t tell us they’re gonna take it outta our paychecks.”

      The driver walked over to the bench and toed the bottom of the crack. “I dunno,” he finally said. “Maybe if we turn it right-side-up, you won’t notice it.”

      The third worker spoke up. “Maybe if we glued it back together? Whaddaya think? We got some of that putty we use to plug up holes with in the back of the cab. Want me to go get it?”

      The driver shook his head. “Naww. Won’t work on this. Nope. Best thing to do is get this turned over and not say anything. If somebody reports it broken, we can just say it must’ve happened after we delivered it.”

      The other three workers agreed. The four of them then proceeded to lower the bench one section at a time. Bracketing the pieces, they first moved the bottom portion, scooting it a little bit away from the top half, before tilting it toward the ground. The driver glanced inside the fresh break to check on the extent of the damage, and his face turned white at what he saw. “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” he muttered, and his co-workers paused to look at what had caught his attention.

      To their horror, the section of bench slipped from semi-paralyzed fingers, falling unnoticed, and landed with a thump. The piece cracked but didn’t split, as it was held together like a sheet of rebar by a completely intact human skeleton.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            PHONE CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamming her foot into the serpent’s neck, Vala brought her Mystic Sword down, cleaving into the tough hide and muscle until it reached the spine. A second swing with both hands holding the hilt sliced all the way through, separating the head from the body. She kicked the gaping skull far into the woods, smiling with satisfaction.

      “Let’s see you kill any more villagers now, you slithering corpse!” she sneered.

      “Good! Good! Freeze and keep staring at the snake, like you’re daring it to come back to life. That’s it! Good! Now slowly raise your sword above your head and scream your line!”

      Bringing her weapon up over her head as instructed, she raised her face to the sky. “No creature on this Earth can defeat Vala, the Monster Slayer!”

      “Hold that pose. Camera pull back, and…cut and print! That’s a wrap! Great job, everybody!” The director flashed everyone a thumbs up as the rest of the crew clapped in appreciation.

      Trenna stepped away from the cardboard image that would later be computerized into the nasty behemoth she’d been fighting and gave the prop director a grateful smile. “That was fun! Let’s do it again next season!”

      “You got it, Trenna!” the man yelled back before disappearing behind the light screen with the dummy snake.

      “Hey, Trenna!”

      She turned around to see her assistant waving at her from behind the camera. Normally Kelsee came to her, instead of motioning her over. Rather than call out to ask what the woman wanted, she quickly strode over to find out. Before she could ask, Kelsee held out a cell phone. “You got a personal call.”

      “Oh?”

      Normally, the woman knew to let any personal calls roll over into voicemail. There were less than a handful of people Kelsee was allowed to answer and put the person on hold until Trenna was available between takes.

      She glanced at the screen as she plucked the phone from Kelsee’s hand. A mixture of surprise, dread, and excitement filled her when she saw the name displayed.

      MORROW

      “I’m taking this in my trailer,” she informed the young woman. It was their private code that she needed to be alone when she spoke to the guy. Kelsee nodded in understanding but didn’t reply.

      Hurrying over to the small, cramped trailer that she lovingly called her home away from home, Trenna stepped inside and plopped down on the short sofa before hitting the unmute button.

      “This is Trenna Cross.”

      “Miss Cross, Olmsly Morrow here.”

      “Yes, Mr. Morrow!” She was almost breathless with anticipation.

      “We have need of your skills. Transportation is on its way to pick you up at your location.”

      She blinked. “Transportation? I’m in the middle of the Australian outback!”

      Was it her imagination, or did she hear him chuckle?

      “Trust me, Miss Cross. It should arrive within the next five minutes.”

      “What? Wait!”

      “Your producer has already been notified. He’s assured me you just finished the last episode of the season, and are being allowed a two-month break before filming for the next season begins.”

      She was somewhat mollified by this explanation, but there were still plenty more questions she needed to ask, like…

      “Where am I going?”

      “Back to the States, Miss Cross. More specifically, Texas.”

      “Texas? What’s in Texas?”

      “I will meet you and your partner when you arrive at the airport. Until then, goodbye, Miss Cross. Have a safe flight.”

      The call ended. She stared at her phone, then pulled up the list of recent calls and punched the redial button. After two rings, an automated voice answered.

      You have reached Business Services. Please leave a message and someone will get back to you as soon as possible.

      After the beep, she asked, “Hello, Mr. Morrow. This is Trenna Cross again. How long will I be gone? I mean, is it going to be for the full two months? Because I’d planned on taking a little vacation time during my hiatus. And another thing, what do I need to bring with me? Will I get the chance to—”

      Beep!

      She stared at the phone after the call was ended for her. “Well, hell.” She started to call back, if for no other reason than to continue where she’d left off, when there was a pounding on the door. The next instant, Kelsee stuck her head inside.

      “Trenna, there’s a helicopter landing! David said he didn’t request one, so we’re wondering if it’s for you.”

      If neither the director nor the producer requested a chopper…

      “Transportation is on its way to pick you up at your location.”

      “Yes, I think it’s for me,” she confirmed to her assistant. Looking down again at her phone, she suddenly realized she didn’t have a thing packed. In fact, she hadn’t had her laundry sent out these past few days because she knew they’d be wrapping the last episode of Vala, Monster Slayer for the season by the end of the week. And she was afraid that if she sent her stuff out to be cleaned, she might not get it back in time before her flight left for the Bahamas.

      The Bahamas. Trenna grimaced, but quickly shrugged it off. “Kel!”

      The head reappeared. “Yes?”

      “Help me pack whatever clean clothes I have left in the drawers. Pronto!”

      “What about your dirty laundry?”

      Trenna knew the woman was required to remain behind and leave with the rest of the crew. “Pack it up and ship it back to my place.”

      Kelsee wrinkled her nose. “Dirty?”

      Laughing, Trenna replied, “It’s not going to sprout fungus and mildew before I get back. Besides, if you send it out, it might not be ready before you guys have to ship out.”

      Kelsee conceded that point. “So where is the chopper taking you?”

      “Texas.”

      “Texas? In the United States?”

      “Is there another Texas I don’t know about?” Throwing her chainmail bra and skirt on the bed, she drew on her last pair of clean jeans and added a t-shirt.

      “What’s in Texas? Why are you going there?” her assistant questioned.

      This time Trenna could honestly answer, “I have no idea. Guess I’ll find out when I get there.”

      “Who’s picking you up? I don’t remember you telling me—”

      Another quick rap sounded at the door, and Brad Sistrunk, the director’s assistant, interrupted them. “Hey, Tren! The helicopter pilot says you’re to come with him like right now.”

      “Coming!”

      Kelsee zipped up the small suitcase and handed it to her. “That’s just two changes of clothes. It’s all you had left. I also threw in your makeup bag and sneakers.”

      Trenna glanced down at the footwear she still had on. They were part of her costume, but they were functional as well as comfortable. Arabella would be peeved to know the main star had made off with them instead of returning them to the costuming department, but it couldn’t be helped.

      Snatching up the suitcase, she gave her assistant a quick hug and raced out of the trailer.
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