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      Estelle stood motionless inside the Special Effects Tent, while they rigged her black, faux leather catsuit with small explosives. They’d already coated her skin with a layer of sooclea to protect it from burns. The gel came from a plant on some Unity planet and it smelled like stale beer. That, combined with all the chemicals housed in the tent, made her feel slightly nauseated this early in the morning. Bright lights reflected off the white fabric of the tent and the light would have shocked her awake if she hadn’t already been there. She shivered slightly in the chill predawn air and glanced at the clock strapped to the tent support. It was 4:30AM. Fifteen minutes till filming started.

      “Okay, you’re good,” said Marshall.

      “Thanks,” she said, picking up her bag and walking towards the set. The street was mostly dark, lit only by a few streetlights in this strange mix of grungy urban apartments, small run down shops and a grass filled park with a grove of tall Eucalyptus trees. The park, just outside Santa Barbara, took up two blocks and had been taken over by the tents and trailers of the production. A slight breeze ruffled her short, cropped hair, but didn’t do much to cool her off. It must already be eighty and sweat was pooling beneath the non absorbent fabric of the catsuit.

      Today was supposed to be in the hundreds. She felt relieved her scene would be finished early. The Suits were supposed to be here today. Hopefully, they’d arrive to see the leads. Long after she’d gone home.

      Home. A heaviness filled her. At home she would have to deal with the legalities of an almost ex-husband who’d just blown his brains out after downing a bottle of whiskey and some alien drugs which hadn’t been identified yet. Too many companies still left to contact. She still hadn’t dealt with his condo rental either. All of it made her head hurt.

      Estelle ordered an espresso from the catering tent and was at the set by 4:25, plunked her bag down on a chair and sat down to wait. She didn’t bother to adjust the catsuit. It would just creep back up again.

      The set was in the alley of the buildings across from the park. It was filled with intense work lights at the moment. The alley had been hosed down so it would have puddles and be easier to simulate the rainstorm. The buildings had been distressed and looked more grimy and disheveled than a few days ago.

      Sipping the straight black espresso, she savored the bitterness and intensity filling her mouth. The lighting grips were scurrying around, adjusting everything. Susan, the Production Assistant nodded to her, acknowledging her presence and looking around for the other stunt people. Most of them hadn’t arrived yet.

      Jane from makeup came over to Estelle and began to stretch the wig over her head. She used some nasty smelling, cold and wet adhesive, just to make sure it stayed. Nothing like ruining a shot because your wig flew off in the middle of a stunt.

      Just as the final light was focused, the Suits arrived.

      Three men, two women, plus two aliens. Estelle hadn’t expected that. One was a Cassion, large, blue and many legged, with a short tail and small eyes. No one ever said it out loud, but Cassions really looked like blue hippos, except for the extra legs. The diplomats of the Unity, they were called.

      The other alien was from the Kessara. The ultimate Suits. They were all about the bottom line, with more charm than anybody had a right to. When the Unity had taken over Earth, for the better most people agreed, the Kessaran corporations had offered their ‘assistance’ to Earth’s corporations. Those that accepted thrived. Those that didn’t were ruthlessly cut down. Huge global corporations imploded and the Kessara quickly picked up the pieces, restructured everything and made them solvent again. As if they’d done it hundreds of times. And maybe they had. No one she knew had a good grasp on how powerful they were.

      She stared at the Kessaran, in his casual royal blue T-shirt and jeans. Dressed down for the day, he still looked like a Suit. A seven foot humanoid with a face slightly more angular than a human’s, wide blue eyes, shoulder length, dark hair and a muscular physique.

      Word had it they were shape shifters, but no one really had any proof. It just seemed unlikely that aliens would look like humans. After meeting the hundreds of different aliens which made up the Unity, only the Kessara and a handful of others were humanoids. The rest were a staggeringly diverse group of body types.

      He was good looking, she had to give him that.

      Apparently, the two security goons were his. One was human, tall, thick and bulky with blonde hair that flopped over his eyes. He looked like a surfer dude. The other was humanoid, although she had no idea what planet he might be from, with a couple of extra arms, no hair anywhere she could see and coal black skin. Even through the modified loose fit T-shirt she could see long, lean muscles that reminded her of a gymnast. She decided to call them Flop and Flip.

      Sam, the Director, shook hands and introduced the assistant directors to them. It looked like he had assigned Maria, one of the PA’s, to manage them. She wore her crimson power suit and her long, blonde hair down, gave them her charming smile and they followed her. Even the two women. Maria was usually magnetic, but when she really turned it on, most people were helpless.

      Jerry came up and stood beside her, the mint tea he was holding, permeated the air. “I see the money arrived early today.”

      “Yeah, well it can’t be helped. Hope they don’t want changes this late in the schedule.”

      “You know they always do. Gotta flex some muscle,” he said.

      “Places,” yelled one of the PA’s.

      Estelle nodded at Jerry and she took her place in the covered doorway of an old shop. She reminded herself of what was going to be added later, pouring down rain, darkness, attacking bats from her nemesis which would cause explosions, thus the devices she was wearing.

      “Scene, Action.”

      She looked around, acting panicked, but still in control and ran out of the doorway in her retro high-heeled boots, pretending rain was driving into her face. She fled down the alley, then caught sight of the imaginary, attacking bats and the explosives went off. One on her left shoulder, another on her back, then the right arm and the last on her head, slightly catching the wig on fire.

      She jerked in all the right places, then fell to the ground, rolling in an attempt to put out the fire in a puddle, pulled a special gun off her belt and began shooting a cloud of gas at the colony of bats. They screeched and dropped to the ground. At least that’s what they would do once they were added in to the print. Which wasn’t actually a print anymore.

      Focus.

      She came up to a crouch, then ran again, this time attacked by the other stunt people. She kicked and spun and shot and elbowed, taking them all out, then ran again to the end of the block.

      “Cut.”

      Time after time, they worked the scene trying to get everything right at the same time. Once, the bats’ timing was off. Another the ‘rain’ was so hard that she could barely be seen, another take she slipped from so much water.

      Every take something went wrong. And the clock was ticking. They were already behind schedule. Thus the visit by the suits.

      After the seventeenth take, she stopped, breathed hard and walked until she had caught her breath. She slipped off the wig before it fell off. It wasn’t damaged at all. They’d finally found the perfect material. Looked like hair, but didn’t burn.

      And her knee hurt like hell. Concrete scrapes were the worst.

      “Perfect Estelle,” said Sam to her, rubbing his balding forehead. “We’re done for that take. I don’t think anyone can handle another one.”

      His crankiness told her that Sam was stressed by being behind schedule. It just didn’t happen on his movies.

      She nodded and began to drink her espresso.

      “Are you all right?” said a deep voice from behind her.

      She turned to see the Kessaran, his forehead wrinkled, looking at her.

      “I’m fine,” she said, fluffing her short hair, trying to get it to dry. Why wouldn’t she be fine?

      “That looked like a dangerous shot, all those explosions.”

      “They were fake, you realize. Movie magic.”

      “I didn’t know. I have a lot to learn about the movie business. I only saw my first one last week.”

      Her mouth almost flapped open at his statement. He ran his perfectly manicured fingers through his slightly mussed hair, which she felt sure was a calculated move. He seemed like the type who did everything in a pre-planned, strategic manner. Knowing it was calculated made no difference in the effect it had on her. He was something else. Yum.

      Maria came over and said, “Mr. Rethmay, they’re ready over on soundstage 10 for the next few shots. Are you planning on joining us?”

      “Yes, yes. I am,” he said to her. Then he turned back to her and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you Ms.?”

      “Turner. Estelle Turner.”

      “A pleasure, Ms. Turner. I hope to see more of you.”

      Then he followed Maria and the rest of the group in the direction of the soundstages. Flip and Flop joined in the parade. They were on high alert and she knew there wasn’t much that got by them.

      Estelle shook her head, puzzled. None of the Suits had ever deigned to notice her before, let alone speak to her. She was a stunt woman. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he was on the make.

      No, not possible. He was just an alien who hadn’t quite figured out human interactions yet.

      She went back to costuming and changed into her street clothes: baggy khaki shorts, a black tank top and sandals. She scraped the makeup off her face, arranged her hair and returned the costume for cleaning.

      Then Estelle went to the catering tent and grabbed a quick salad, downing it as fast as she could, but still savoring the bites of steak in it. She couldn’t afford beef at home. And she made a good living. Four of the current leading actresses had the same build and face shape that she did. Lucky that.

      Susan found her and sat down for a moment, chugging some of her bottled water before, gasping, “They’re going to try to shoot the climax scene this evening. You ready?”

      “I’m ready if the costume’s ready,” Estelle said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I went to try it on yesterday and they said the costume needed major adjustments. Someone had used the wrong measurements. And something about it looked too contemporary, not historical.”

      “Shitola. I’ll check. I hate it when he moves things forward in the schedule. If you don’t hear from me, you’re on at 7.”

      “Okay then,” Estelle said, watching Susan scurry off towards costuming.

      It was going to be a long day.

      After eating, she grabbed an iced espresso and took a seat in the back of the catering tent. At least it was in the shade, even if the heat was rising. She pulled the tablet out of her bag and scanned the headlines first. The Power Party was still reeling over the assassination of Larke. Joan Larke had been their candidate, but every day another comment showed how much of a wacko she’d been. The current joke was that the Power Party had her killed so they could put James in for the election. She seemed to be more sane. Not that the election really mattered. The Presidency had little power any more, not after the Unity took over. The office had just enough to mess things up for some humans.
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