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Dedication and Acknowledgment

 

Many thanks and fond memories to friends made during my stint participating in fandom. I got a taste of publication, and the attendant headaches and joys, through fanzine publishing. For several years, I attended various conventions, the panel discussions and late-night brainstorming sessions, as well as too-close-for-comfort brushes with what I have come to call the fringies. Fandom is a wide and wonderful and extremely varied world, and just because there are some real wackos out there, that does not negate the existence of the wonderful, giving, supportive, intelligent, and mature people in the population who keep favorite TV series and movies alive in the heart and imagination. This book is a tribute to them. Especially to the "cast and crew" of the USS Defiance (Star Trek club), the lovely ladies of Solstice Press, Cheryl M, Mary H, Penny C, and others who I will probably only remember after the book goes to press. I owe ya!

Sometimes people ask where I get the ideas for my books. This one strikes a lot closer to reality than most. When I was in high school, there was a Fugitive-type TV show that I loved. By this time in my writing life, I had graduated from rewriting unsatisfying episodes to writing new ones--at least, in my imagination. I was brainstorming an idea for an episode, with no idea how to even write for TV, much less how to submit a script for consideration, when the show was cancelled. The "what if" questions it sparked continue to this day, spawning more book ideas every time I turn around. What if I had learned to write for TV and had submitted the script and sold it, and then got a chance to act in the episode I wrote? All during one summer in high school. What if ...?

Conventions allowed me to meet a number of actors who played characters I grew to love. Looking back now, I realize the wisdom of Father, from "Beauty and the Beast", when he warned of the perils of confusing "the magic with the magician". We always idealize our heroes, and actors truly have feet of clay. Or worse. They are being paid to lie, after all. Yet what if one had a chance to redeem himself? What if ...?

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Fourteen Years Ago

Colorado Springs

 

"You got a new script to read?" Raine Rilke let her backpack drop on the bench inside the front door of Gordon Masur's cabin. Her other hand held the cotton grocery bag, heavy with this afternoon's shopping trip.

Gordon, her family's neighbor for the last twenty years, had fallen off the ladder while cleaning his gutters two weeks ago. What he insisted was only a sprain and "an old man's clumsiness" got worse instead of better, until he gave in to the freshman girl's insistence and let her parents examine him. He claimed he trusted the veterinarian Rilkes more than medical doctors. Amanda and Devon took one look at his leg and bundled him into their Jeep to head to the hospital. Prognosis: broken tibia. Instead of stopping over on Saturdays to talk about movies and books, now Raine stopped over every day after school, ran errands, and cooked for him. 

Raine had been Gordon's first reader and assistant researcher since sixth grade. She had four books he had dedicated to her, for her help and insight. Along with writing books set in alternate history, he was a consultant for several screenwriters. Raine enjoyed studying the differences between movies and their scripts. She thought she would like to write scripts someday. For fun.

"No." Gordon shook his shaggy white-haired head and tossed her the sheaf of papers held together with brass wing clips. He chuckled when Raine let out a yelp and dashed forward, hands outstretched. 

She caught the script and clutched it to her chest as she walked over to his easy chair to hand it back to him.

"I said no. It's not for me. G.D. wants your opinion and input. He's aiming at the younger generation with this one, especially since there's a chance of it being a TV series."

"Your friend wants to know what I think?" She narrowed her eyes at him. "It's not another rip-off of 'Little House', is it?"

"Don't you trust me?" He winked at her.

"Yeah, as far as I can throw you." She wrinkled up her nose at him and turned around fast enough to make her blue plaid pleated uniform skirt flare out. "What is wrong with people who don't care about details? The little stuff that just makes everything else fall apart. I mean--"

"Enough! I'm the one who taught you to be passionate about historical accuracy, little girl. Don't teach your granny to suck eggs." Gordon glared at her and she glared right back, both of them holding their breaths. He lost the glare-down and burst out laughing.

Raine stuck her tongue out at him again and turned to put the groceries away. She put the eggs and milk in the refrigerator, and then slid out of her red uniform blazer before tackling the messy tasks, filling his canisters of flour and loose leaf tea.

"What's the TV show about?"

"Your favorite. Sci-fi. Taking a tried-and-true trope and putting it among aliens."

"Star Lost? Space 1999?" She tapped the lid on the flour to make sure it was sealed. "Blake's Seven?"

"The Fugitive."

"Already been done. Logan's Run. The Hulk."

"Boy on an alien world." Gordon chuckled. "Raised by aliens instead of wolves."

"Hey, I loved Mowgli. I wanted my folks to move to India so I could look for him." She rolled up the empty bags and put them aside. "So, does the story start--"

"Read it first, then tell me what you think. Tell me what doesn't work, what you'd change if you could."

"Yeah, like G. Don Menger would listen to a kid like me."

"I do, and I like to think my friend is wise enough to listen to his target audience."

Raine took the script home to read. Today was Friday, so she could come over to see Gordon in the morning once she finished her chores. She was responsible for feeding and watering the animals at Wild Wings Wildlife Sanctuary, cleaning cages, and exercising the animals nearly ready to be released back into the wild. This early in the spring, numbers were low, in both the injured animals and the tourists. Raine didn't know who were bigger idiots, her arrogant classmates at Razor Ridge Academy or the tourists with their stupid questions and even more stupid attitudes toward wild animals. At least once a week, someone wanted to get into the pens with the animals. If there weren't any tour groups, she wouldn't be needed to help with crowd control--she preferred "jerk patrol"--and she could jump on her scooter and glide half a mile down the winding mountain road to Gordon's.
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"Excuse me?" a woman called from the other side of the parking lot, just as Raine was taking a young condor to the flight pen Saturday morning. "Miss? Is it all right if we come closer?"

Raine turned to see an elegant-looking black couple standing by their car, with cameras hanging around their necks, long lenses sticking out the front and equipment bags hanging off their shoulders. The woman had her camera half-raised to her eyes. She looked a little awe-struck. Raine preferred awe-struck over arrogant people who gave her orders, and believed she didn't know anything because she was in high school.

"Hi, Raine." The new girl who had started school on Friday slid out of the back seat of the car.

"Hi--umm--" Raine raised the condor, about to explain that she couldn't really stop and talk right now.

"Sam," she filled in. Then Raine remembered. Samantha Sumati. "Is it okay if my folks take pictures of your bird?"

"Oh, he's not mine. We're just fixing him. Aren't we, Greedo?" Raine stroked down the chest feathers. The young condor tipped his head back and raised his wings slightly. He liked when she did that, and willingly stayed put on her wrist while she carried him to the flight pen. Wild birds didn't like the hoods, which made them restless. 

"Is it all right?" Mrs. Sumati said, coming forward a few steps. "I didn't think we'd get a chance to get so close. He's gorgeous."

"Actually, he's really heavy. How about if you take pictures after he gets his exercise? Then he'll be tired and he won't get so fidgety." She continued walking across the gravel yard to the flight pen, three stories tall and one hundred feet in diameter, hung with wire mesh. "Besides, you don't really want a picture of him with his hood on, do you?"

Both Sam's parents laughed and agreed. They stayed a good dozen yards away until Rain had unlocked the gate into the pen, transferred the condor to the table, then stepped back and closed the pen. Her shoulders itched a little and she felt as twitchy as the condor, hearing the cameras clicking while both Sumatis shot pictures of her removing the hood and stepping back slowly to keep from startling him. He made a raspy sound deep in his chest and spread his wings, raising them three times and flexing to the full extent before leaping up. He half-glided, half-jumped to the nearest branch and perched there for several minutes, looking in all directions.

Raine waited until he flew a second time, taking a higher perch. Then she left the pen and made sure it was locked up securely. By that time, her parents had seen the car and came out to see what the camera-toting people wanted. As Raine's mother explained after a pleasant hour of chatting, they had learned to be careful of people with cameras. 

"That means that all the animal rights creeps keep sneaking around and damaging things and then taking pictures, to try to get us in trouble," Raine explained to Sam, as the girls crossed the yard to bring the condor back in after his exercise period. "They want my folks to answer to them, so all the funding goes through them instead of straight to us. Doesn't matter that we have a higher success rate, getting wild animals rehabilitated. We're not part of the establishment."

Sam laughed. "You sound like such a hippie."

"Hmm, maybe."

"Those jerks at school are the 'establishment', aren't they?"

"Depends on which jerks you're talking about."

"Hey, I've only been here for two days, and if it wasn't for the art program, I'd be screaming for my folks to get me out." Sam stepped back as Raine pulled the keys out to unlock the gate for the pen. "I'm pretty sure it wasn't just the new girl vibe making me feel like I'd walked onto a bad, off-Broadway production of Grease."

"Yeah, well, it's a college prep school and they try not to let your folks' bank account influence what happens, but..." Raine shrugged and stepped into the pen.

"This has got to be the coolest place in the world to live," Sam said half an hour later, after Raine had coaxed the condor down with a mouse lure, hooded him, and carried him back to the mews. "I bet all those jerks give you a hard time because they're jealous, don't they?"

Raine was feeling so good after Sam and her parents left, she nearly forgot about going to see Gordon. She and Sam were going to be good friends, she could tell. Something just clicked between the two of them. She nearly blurted the news that she had a new friend, when she sailed through Gordon's door half an hour later.

Her ride down the road gave her time to shift mental gears back to the script that had filled her head all morning. She started by warning Gordon that his friend would think she was trying to take over his script.

"Why do you think he asked for your input? This is scary new territory. This series is for kids like you, not old farts like G.D. and me." Gordon tapped his cast with his eagle-headed cane for emphasis.

Raine snorted and muttered about "old farts". A moment later, they were laughing. Her basic notes occupied them through most of lunch. Sometimes, Raine thought building the foundations for books and scripts was even more fun than the finished story. She liked making up the rules and weaving together the background. 

"You know they're just going to use all sorts of hokey-doke special effects if you don't specify what happens when Bridger or the aliens use their powers, right?" 

He snorted and muttered, "hokey-doke". Then he laughed. "What would you suggest? And what exactly do you mean by hokey-doke?"

"Taking too much time, and too much flash. I mean, honestly, remember when you made me watch your videotapes of Manimal? What use is it to change into the shape of an animal to get out of a jam when he has to sit and make like an obscene phone call for ten minutes and flex his muscles before anything happens? Remember when he was in a crate and got pushed into the ocean? By the time he went through the heavy breathing, he should have drowned, not turned into a dolphin. Is there like a film union rule or something about special effects? You have to spend so much of the show time on them?"

"A valid point. I don't know how much control G.D. has, but you're right. Detailing the special effects could protect the overall quality. What would you suggest instead of flashy lights and sound effects and such?"

"Make Bridger's eyes change colors. When he can generate an electrical charge, his eyes turn one color. When he touches someone to heal them, his eyes are another color."

Gordon nodded thoughtfully and made a note in the theme book lying open on the arm of the easy chair next to him. After that, she found it easier to share more ideas. To avoid wretched, unbelievable alien makeup, and fighting over what the aliens actually looked like: never show the aliens. Leave as much as possible to the imagination. Shadows could pass overhead, or an odd-looking eye could be glimpsed in the darkness, but never a hand or foot or tentacles.

"Make the audience use their imaginations, while saving on the special effects budget," she said. "Suggestion is a lot more powerful than seeing it outright. Like in the shower scene in Psycho. Am I right?"

"I don't know what your mother was thinking, letting you watch that movie," he muttered.

Another suggestion: to simplify the story-telling process, have the aliens put Bridger, the only survivor of a doomed colony, into a cryo-sleep chamber. When colonists arrived years later, they would open it to find a grown man. Casting wouldn't have to worry about finding a series of actors who looked enough alike the audience would believe they were the same boy, growing up. 

They had fun tossing ideas back and forth for half the afternoon, covering all the problems Bridger would have dealing with the new colonists. He was still emotionally a little boy, but had an adult body. The alien psionic powers, and the knowledge the aliens had put into his head would complicate everything. 

"Really, what do you think the chances are of this series selling?" she had to ask as she prepared to leave and go home for dinner. 

"Sadly, it gets rougher every year. That's why it pays to have a truly clever agent. All sorts of caveats and codicils in the contract, trying to tie up the creator's rights, so it isn't his property anymore." He snorted, and reached for the notebook computer she brought over from his worktable. The notes he had taken while they brainstormed now had to be turned into a file to send by email to his friend and fellow writer. "Larry is a clever lad, always looking out for his old fart clients. He always insists on a rights reversion clause for G.D. If production stops on new episodes, after two years all rights and control are turned back over to G.D. They can't make toys or lunch boxes or record albums based on anything from the TV show without his permission. That puts some much-needed protection and creative control back in the author's hands."

 

 

Thirteen years ago

Garrett's Wilderness, Estes Park

 

Kyle Garrett trudged up the path from the canoe landing, wiping his sweating face on his tee-shirt. The late spring sun felt just heavy enough on his shoulders to mildly sting. A brown Jeep was just backing out of the turnaround area between the main office of the wilderness outfitting station. He slowed his steps and put his shirt back on, and watched his kid sister, Katie, step back from the Jeep. Just like he thought--Don Hampton had driven her home from school. Again. Just because the Hamptons were good friends and had attended the same church with the Garretts for the last three generations, that didn't mean it was all right for college sophomore Don to spend so much time and attention on high school sophomore Katie. Kyle knew better than to ask about Don's class schedule, but he could just bet that it wasn't all that convenient for him to drive twenty miles to the high school to get Katie and bring her home, then return to campus.

"Oh, hey, red alert!" Katie called.

Great. She had seen him staring at her. Kyle knew he was being an idiot, but weren't big brothers supposed to make idiots out of themselves while they protected their eight-years-younger little sisters?

"What's that mean?" he asked, starting forward again. Don rolled down his side window and waved, then finished turning the Jeep.

"Jamie is up top."

"Jamie?"

"Cousin Jamie. Mister big-time movie producer himself." Katie made a frame out of her hands, then scrambled to catch her backpack as it slid off her shoulder. She laughed and waved to Don as he put the Jeep in gear and drove away. "Better be careful."

"Of what?" Kyle let her lead the way up the slope, past the rental cabins and storage sheds for camping gear and canoes, following the gravel road when it branched to the right, to get to their house.

The Garrett family had run Garrett's Wilderness for eight generations now, first serving the needs of hunters and surveyors and mountain men. Now they provided canoes for day-trippers, camping gear for overnight and longer trips, even guides and communication equipment. Hikers, canoers and horseback riding trips set out from the main location, with outposts manned by the many Garrett cousins, of several generations. Eighty years ago, Kyle's grandfather and great-grandfather had taken a risk and bought up land through the mountains and along the river, giving them exclusive access to establish permanent stations to serve the needs of their customers, including clusters of cabins for rent. As the Garrett family had grown, so had the services offered and the locations they maintained. 

Kyle's father Troy was the oldest son of the oldest son, going back to Elwood Garrett, who had come out to Colorado as an orphan on a wagon train. Tradition put the head of the family and the business in the ancestral family home--which had been added to and modified through the generations. As the property increased, homes were built for the new generations. Kyle had the plans for his own cabin waiting. He had started designing it when he was still in college, getting his business administration degree. Somehow, he still hadn't found the time to take the first step of picking out the site for his cabin.

"What's up with Jamie now?" he asked, when Katie just waggled her eyebrows at him.

"Lights, camera, action." She scooted off the path just before it connected with the flagstones leading up to the house.

Kyle groaned. He had been reluctant to act in their cousin's film school graduation project last year, and now his fears seemed to be coming true. His own mother had warned him to be careful of the schemers and con men on the Hawkes side of the family--her family.

"No," he announced just a few minutes later, stepping into the living room.

"No, what?" Jamie Hawkes said with a chuckle rippling his voice. "Kyle, this is Marvin Curtis, my agent. Marv, this is the man."

"I thought he was a good fit on film, but..." The short, sharp-nosed man nodded, never taking his gaze off Kyle. "He's perfect."

"Shhhh. Don't let him hear you. He's already a white knight." Jamie winked at Kyle. "Well, come on in, Cuz. We've got big news." He was a bear of a man, big in voice and body, with shaggy brown hair and a laugh always ready to burst out and shake the foundations.

"Like I said before, no. I'm not going to be in another of your wacko-psycho art deco films. It took me a week to get all the crap out of my hair and my ears from the last one." Kyle sighed inwardly and settled down on the hassock facing the sofa where Jamie and Marvin sat.

"You know who G. Don Menger is?" Marvin didn't seem upset when Kyle shook his head. "You saw the pilot for Firebird last year?"

"Yeah, it was kind of fun. They totally slaughtered it when they turned it into a TV show. Should have just left it as a movie."

"See?" Jamie leaned back in the couch. "He's got the eye. That's the big problem with Hollywood. You start with a really great concept, and maybe you luck out and the producer and director hit the nail on the head with the pilot. Then the network execs get their hands on it and the new production team twists everything around."

"What does that have to do with me?" Kyle said. "If you're trying to confuse me until I agree to whatever you're up to, forget it."

"No confusion," Marvin said. "G. Don Menger has written a pilot for another show. Jamie is in the production team, and he's lobbying for you to at least audition. It'll be a month of filming, max. You get another good credit on your resume--"

"I don't have a resume."

"Hate to disappoint you, Cuz, but that freaky little student film I did is getting major recognition. We're talking THX-1138 chapter two." Jamie rubbed his hands together. "Come on, what'll it hurt?"

"Jamie--"

"All we're asking you to do is audition," Marvin said.

"What's in it for you?"

"Well..." He grinned, nailing Kyle's grudging impression that Marvin was a likeable guy despite being his cousin's agent. "I get some kudos from the agency for discovering you. If you get the role."

"Come on, what are the chances it'll go past the pilot movie?" Jamie said. "You had fun doing the movie with me, didn't you?"

Kyle hated to admit it, but yes, he had a lot of fun. He had even joined a community theater group, because he discovered he kind of liked acting. If Jamie found out he was acting, even just on the amateur level, he would never give up. Maybe if Kyle cooperated, he wouldn't push and dig and look for fodder for blackmail, like he usually did. Why did he consider Jamie his favorite cousin, anyway?

"Okay, what does it take to audition? I don't have to go to LA, do I?"

"Nope." Jamie reached over the side of the sofa and picked up a bulky video camera.

Kyle winced, knowing he was caught.

A month later, he finally managed to forget he had done the audition, then Marvin called to let him know he had made the short list. The production company wanted to fly him out to Wyoming for the next step. Kyle wanted to back out, but there was an implied contract to follow through on the casting process, just by auditioning. 

Jamie was so sure Kyle was going to get the role of Bridger, the sole survivor of a failed colony on an alien world, he was hyper. He somehow got Kyle excited about the whole proposition, so when the offer came, Kyle accepted the role without thinking. 

The second thoughts struck between hanging up the phone and heading back outside to the family picnic; aunts, uncles, cousins and their significant others. His father depended on him to handle much of the office work. He had lots of chores to help run the outfitting station, multiple tasks to take care of, depending on the day of the week. How could he just head for the West Coast to make a movie? 

Sure, it might only take a month out of his life, but what if the pilot movie was a success and the network picked up the option to turn it into a TV show? Sure, it might flop, getting canceled halfway through the first season. That was especially true of shows that had some sort of fantasy or science fiction aspect. Still, what if...

Troy seemed to pick up on Kyle's thoughts before he had them clear in his own head. After everybody finished congratulating him and went back to swimming and volleyball and horseshoes and the water bomb war, father took son off to the side to talk.

"Hate to break it to you, son, but we're not going to implode if you follow your dreams for a little while, have some fun, try some new things. Yeah, we depend on you, but we're all used to covering a lot of different jobs. Go have some fun, figure out what you really want to do with your life."

"That's the thing, Dad." Kyle settled at the picnic table. "This is what I want to do. Keep working here."

"How do you know if you haven't tried anything else?"

"Just because you're a Garrett doesn't mean you're bound to this place for the rest of your life," Kathryn, his mother added, joining their conversation. "You've got some Hawkes blood in there somewhere. Better figure out what wild and crazy tendencies you have, so they don't get you in trouble later."

Kyle took her advice far enough to make Hawkes his stage name. If everything bombed, he could come home and pray nobody he knew actually saw the movie, so he could just forget about it and stay in the woods for the rest of his life.

That wasn't his destiny, he supposed, when Marvin called two weeks before the pilot movie aired in February. His agent was delighted to inform him that the network executives were so pleased with the pilot movie for Bridger, they were picking up the series, to begin in the fall.

"Go have fun," Troy told him, when he broke the news. "Who knows where this show will take you, the people you'll meet, the things you'll learn? Especially about yourself."

 

 

Twelve years ago

Colorado Springs

 

"What did you think?" Gordon asked, as Raine slipped through his door, shoved by gusts of snowy wind, the afternoon after Bridger aired on network TV. No need for him to clarify what he meant.

"Pretty good."

"Just pretty good?" He chuckled and caught up the afghan on the couch next to his easy chair with the end of his cane. With a practiced whisk, he flung it out of the way while Raine peeled out of her parka and double layers of gloves and scarves. "Tell me what you really think?"

"They left some of the stupid stuff in, just like your friend said they would. How come writers don't have any control over what the TV people do to their scripts?" She huffed and stomped over to the couch, pausing in front of the fireplace with its pile of ruby coals to rub her hands in the gush of heat.

"Nature of the beast, my dear." The timer on his microwave pinged and he gestured with the cane. "Your mother thought you might get stuck here, if the snow picked up once you left school. Stay for dinner and they'll pick you up on their way back from the airport."

"If they can even land in this weather," Raine said with a shrug. Her nose told her Gordon had prepared cheese and salsa dip and taquitos, and a pot of hot spiced cider waited in the Crock Pot. 

"What did your friends think of the movie?" he asked as she put the tray full of their snack on the coffee table in front of him.

"I don't think any of the creeps bothered watching it all the way through. They were laughing about it at lunch."

"What did they say when you told them you had been a consultant on the script?"

"Like they'd believe me?" She grinned, shivering a little at the memory of seeing her name far down in the credits. She hadn't expected to be paid for the work she did and given screen credit. The check was trade minimum, but for a high school sophomore it was huge. She gave half to her parents to help with Wild Wings, against their protests, and put the rest aside to save up for a new computer.

"You didn't tell anyone?"

"Sam. But she knew already." Raine had braced all day for some kind of comment. No one would believe she had been involved in a TV pilot, so they would make a joke of her having the same name as a story consultant. The total silence from her classmates meant no one had watched the movie all the way through the credits. Gordon had taught her to do that. Maybe they changed the channel once the final scene faded from the screen. 

Did it really matter? Sam loved the whole idea of Bridger. She had nearly gotten them in trouble in two classes, whispering about all the scenes she loved and the chases and how Bridger got the best of the colony security goons. She had done sketches of several scenes on scraps of paper and substituted the faces of some of their classmates for the bozos who chased Bridger through the forest and got ambushed by the shapechanger aliens disguised as animals. 

Raine decided to use some of her money to buy art supplies for Sam. She had a great future as a cartoonist or satirist, no matter what the jerks in their class said about her. Grinning, she pulled out her notebook, to show Gordon a sketch of Bridger poised on the edge of a cliff. Sam had done it in art class, in just the forty-five minutes allotted. Their teacher, Mrs. McGuinness had been so impressed, she had showed it to everyone. That just proved none of their classmates had seen the movie, because nobody reacted or said anything to Sam.

Gordon admired it greatly, so Raine felt a little guilty asking if he would send it to G. Don Menger. Sam had made it as a gift for him. She almost wished she hadn't promised she would pass it on and offered to ask Sam to make another for him to keep.

"No, my dear, this is something that should be one of a kind," Gordon said. "G.D. will be delighted and touched at this wonderful tribute." He sighed, and his smile faded slightly. "Yes, we do like some evidence that our work has touched someone."

He cheered up in just a few moments. They spent the evening discussing and dissecting the movie, analyzing what they liked and didn't like about the changes between script and screen. Raine enjoyed learning more about the whole Hollywood process, even if she disliked the almost obsessive need to change things, just to get each contributor's fingerprints on the project. She told Gordon several ideas she had for stories. The people Bridger would meet on his quest to stay free from the authorities, make contact with the aliens, and keep the colony from harming the planet's ecology. For an exercise, Gordon had her write down her ideas, presenting them as proposals for the production company. Raine thought it was fun, even if it was a waste of time. She could pretend, just for a little while, that she was part of the series' writing team.

A week later, Gordon gave her another assignment: come up with outlines for several stories about one character she had created, a colonist girl named Jess. Raine squirmed a little but didn't tell Gordon why. Jess was hers. More accurately, Jess was her. She loved playing with Bridger's world in her imagination. When she walked through the forest around Wild Wings, she scouted places for Bridger to hide from colony security. She dreamed up entire conversations between Jess and Bridger.

Sam thought the assignment was great fun, especially when Raine bounced ideas off her. She drew pictures of Jess and Bridger on their first adventure, and made Jess look like Raine, but older and tougher.

Raine took extra care not to mention Sam or her drawings, when she met with Gordon to go over her writing assignment. She prepared her proposed storylines per industry standards, the action outlined in a teaser, three acts, and a tag. After she turned in her assignment, she was mortified to learn that G. Don Menger would go through them. Why the creator of Bridger needed to see her ideas for a show that might not make it past production of the first half-season, Raine had no idea.

"Oh, yes, he liked them very much. All the ideas. You've got a good grasp of the whole process, and your sense of dramatic timing is nearly spot-on." Gordon's smile widened and he tipped his head to one side, eyes narrowing. "What in the world is bothering you? You look like you're expecting a safe to drop on you from ten stories up."

"Gordon, you are up to something just awful." Raine settled down on the couch and swung her stocking feet up on the coffee table. "What kind of trouble are you in?"

"None at all. I just have one question for you, Mi'lady Shakespeare."

"Uh oh," she muttered, earning a bark of laughter from him.

"Which would you prefer? The fee and screen credit for coming up with the story, or the fee and screen credit for writing the script?"

"Writing..." Raine almost drew her legs back, to fold up into a fetal position sitting upright.

"Writing it is."

"Gordon!" She could only stare, heart thudding, as Gordon tipped his head back and laughed. Somehow, Raine found herself laughing with him.

G. Don Menger had showed her story proposals to the producer, fibbing a little that Larry Pondsby, his agent, was her agent. The producer was familiar with Raine's name, thanks to her credit as consultant on the pilot movie. They were looking for scripts and wanted to have at least the first half of the season settled before they started shooting. If Raine could turn in the first script within two weeks, they were willing to option the other Jess story proposals.

"That was really nice of your agent to act like I was a client," Raine said, reading through the cover letter with the proposed contract. Larry was both Gordon's and G. Don Menger's agent, which made things easier when the two men collaborated. 

"Nice?" Gordon snorted, then shut the refrigerator door for emphasis. He had worked on a celebration snack for them while Raine read through the contract and instructions and the cover letters from Larry and the production company. "He knows what's good for him, and that means protecting my favorite pupil at the very start of her career."

"Career." She shivered a little. 

"Think you can do it?"

"Won't know until I try, will I?" Raine tried to smile. At the very least, the production company wanted her first Jess story, and she would get paid even if someone else wrote the script. The funny thing was, after all the hard work she had put into creating Jess, she didn't want to let anyone else touch her creation. Her alter-ego, in some ways. 

In the space of two weeks, she did four drafts of the script, with Gordon watching over her shoulder. He printed it up on the pre-punched paper and bound it for her and sent it special delivery to Larry, who was waiting to hand-deliver the script to the production company. Then Raine tried to do as Gordon advised: go back to her normal life and forget about the script waiting to be read and analyzed and criticized and shredded.

She did a better job trying to forget than she intended, because when Gordon called her on Wednesday afternoon, just a little more than a week later and told her that her script had been accepted, her first reaction was, "What script?" Sam hadn't forgotten, because when Raine called her more than an hour later to tell her, she screamed loud enough they both swore Raine heard her without the telephone.

At spring break, Raine, her mother, Amanda, and Gordon flew to Los Angeles. Gordon had meetings with several people relating to turning one of his books into a graphic novel series and left the Rilkes in the very capable hands of his agent, now Raine's agent. They had a two-hour drive to the production company for the script conference. The small town perched on the edge of the national forest also served as the production company's headquarters and the location for shooting most of the first season of Bridger.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"Now that's a stage mama if I ever saw one," Jamie said, hooking his thumb over his shoulder.

Kyle looked up from testing the feel of the shackles on his wrists and ankles. Post-production would insert all the blinking lights and shimmer of electrical current that was supposed to restrain Bridger and knock him unconscious whenever he resisted orders from colony security. Right now, the shackles were just hunks of dull gray plastic that looked like they had been rejected from building the Death Star. He followed his cousin's gesture into the three-sided courtyard of the hotel.

Bryce Hancock, story head, was just settling down at one of the glass-topped tables set up on the concrete slab around the pool. With him were a man who looked slightly familiar--Kyle was sure he had been introduced as someone's agent last week--a woman in faded jeans and khaki jacket, and a girl who looked around his sister's age. The woman and girl looked enough alike, with snub noses, square cheekbones, pointed chins, and long, honey-colored hair caught to the left side of their heads in a single, glossy ponytail, they had to be mother and daughter.

"Bryce doesn't do casting," Kyle said, and slipped the shackles off his wrists.

"Yeah, well, this outfit isn't as well-heeled as they'd like you to think. The big-wigs are covering each other's jobs, instead of bringing in more staff. Save money," his cousin retorted. "What other reason would they be here? They're casting for the first script." He frowned and leaned forward, as if to see the two strangers better. "Can't remember a cute kid being in the first script."

"She's not," Alyssa Carter said, stepping out of the hotel room behind them. "You read the new proposed scripts?"

Kyle nodded. There was precious little else to do in this town besides making the rounds of five different night clubs. He could go country western or disco revival, or just find a smoky, dark corner to sit and drink. Reading the stack of scripts would impress the producers and provide an excuse not to go bar-hopping every night with Jamie. His mother had warned him about the Hawkes side of the family, after all.

"That cute kid, as Jamie puts it, created one of the characters we hope will be semi-regular."

"Jess?" He turned and looked at the girl again.

"What do you think of Jess?" an unfamiliar, deep male voice asked.

Kyle turned back to the door to the hotel room as a white-whiskered man stepped down with some care, leaning on an eagle-headed ebony cane.

"I think she gets all the good lines." He shrugged and grinned. "I know my sister and all her friends would love her."

"Uh huh." Alyssa nodded. "That's what we thought when we first saw the stories she proposed. Appeal to a wider audience."

"Stories?" Now that he had looked at the man a little longer, Kyle thought he had seen him during the shooting of the pilot movie. He had to be someone important in the production company. He held out his hand to shake. "I'm sorry, sir, I don't remember if we met."

"We didn't." The man chuckled and gripped Kyle's hand for a few seconds. "I'm G. Don Menger." He laughed when Kyle stammered, trying to think of something intelligent to say. "I'm pleased to meet you, too. What do you think of Raine's first-ever script?"

"Talented kid," Jamie said. He snorted when Kyle gave him a questioning look. "Yeah, I read it."

"Does she like animals?" Kyle asked, trying to redeem himself. "Just from the way Jess interacts with the animals in the script, I get the feeling the writer knows animals, how to work with them. Wild animals. Back home, we get a lot of people who don't even go to the zoo. They ignore our safety warnings and then talk to the animals like they understand English and..." He shrugged.

"Yes, indeed. Raine, so I'm told, has an incredible gift for animals. Her parents run a wildlife rescue center and she is something of their secret weapon, able to calm sick animals so they can be treated."

"Is that a fact?" Alyssa took another step off the patio and tipped her head to one side, studying Raine. "What do you think of her, Kyle?" She laughed when he just shook his head, unsure what she was getting at. "Does she look like Jess to you? Can she act?" She turned back to Menger.

As a matter of fact, Raine did look a lot like Kyle envisioned Jess, when he read the script.

"How old is she?" he had to ask.

"Hmm, still in high school. She's the protégé of a colleague. That's how she came to have consultant credit in the pilot script," Menger said.

"Triple threat," Jamie muttered.

"How's that?" 

"She writes, she's a critter wrangler, she's cute, and if she can act..." He shrugged. 

"That's four," Kyle had to say. His cousin snarled silently at him, earning soft chuckles from Alyssa and a thoughtful look from Menger.

"Excuse me," Alyssa said. "I shouldn't take long, but--"

"No need," Menger said. "I spotted a coffee shop next door. I think I'll settle down there and get some notes jotted down while the ideas are still clear in my head."

"Sounds good." She nodded to the three of them and set off around the pool.

Kyle managed to sound fifty I.Q. points more intelligent as he said goodbye to Menger. The show's creator chuckled and shook his hand again, and admonished him to take good care of himself, because the first season was going to be an active one. Anyone who wasn't used to the rigorous shooting schedule of a television series could get wiped out and crash very easily.

"Yeah, well, the guy sure doesn't know you. Mountain Man Garrett," Jamie muttered, once Menger had exited into the hotel room. 

Kyle knew he shouldn't stare, but something like dread held his attention on the five people seated around the poolside table, talking. Maybe the smart thing would be to go inside. The more he stared, the younger Raine looked to him. He knew exactly what he would do to a guy who stared at Katie like he was staring at Raine.

Jamie just laughed at him and leaned back, his notebook on his lap, and put his feet up on the patio table.

Disaster struck, in the form of Alyssa looking around and gesturing at him, then beckoning him to come over. Kyle knew he should have listened to his gut instinct and gone inside about five minutes ago.

Raine looked even younger when he walked over to the table and Alyssa introduced him to Raine, her mother, Dr. Rilke, and her agent, Larry Pondsby. His palms felt like waterfalls as they shook hands.

"I thought your script was great," he said, and hoped no one noticed when he wiped his hands on his backside. Raine's big gray eyes got even bigger and she blushed just enough to notice under her creamy tan. She had to be an outdoors type of girl, to have that good coloring so early in the spring. Kyle thought about asking if she liked to go canoeing or hiking. He didn't, because that sounded lame in his head.

"You complained that Jess had all the good lines," Alyssa said with her characteristic smirk.

"That's why it was great. Less work for me." Kyle thought he could breathe again when Raine's nose crinkled up and she smiled. Relief--she understood that he was joking.

"You have to help me convince Raine to take a screen test, see how she'd do playing Jess."

"I don't know how to act," Raine said, coloring a little more.

"Neither do I," Kyle said.

"But--" A cute little wrinkle dug in between her eyes when she frowned and her mouth opened and closed, visibly confused.

"Until I helped my cousin Jamie with his graduation project in film school--that's him over there on the patio, the bear--" Kyle gestured. Jamie was watching, enough to raise a hand when everyone turned to look at him. "Until I did that film, I never did any acting. In the pilot, the guys on the crew were calling me Pinocchio--to my face--because my performance was so stiff. It got better."

"That's what you think," Alyssa muttered, and winked at Raine. She let out a squeaking snort of a giggle.

"Yeah, and I felt like an idiot, but less of one. You'll do fine."

"Listen to the man," she said. "Would Bridger lie to you?"

Raine blushed again, while Kyle muffled a groan. He hated how Alyssa kept referring to him as Bridger. Marvin said it was a trick to get actors to "be" their characters. Kyle felt like he had something many-legged crawling inside his shirt. He had seen what happened to guys in high school and college who believed their press releases about what great athletes or scholars they were. Just about the time they really thought they were "all that", they tripped over something big and ugly. Usually something they didn't want other people to know about them. Usually in a big, public way. He didn't want that to happen to him. It would, if he let people talk like he was the character he had played.

Considering how many movies bombed when they made the transition to TV, Kyle estimated Bridger would die about mid-season. He would gladly go home to Garrett's Wilderness and settle back into his office and handyman chores and look on this time with a mix of fondness and embarrassment.

Looking into Raine Rilke's big eyes while Alyssa made her sales pitch, watching the transition from reluctance to daring to believe, Kyle thought he might have a few really good memories. Little girl or not, something about Raine made him want to get to know her. If he could help her have some fun and take a chance, too, what was the harm in that?

 

 

 


Monday, August 14

 

Hey, Sam --

 

I figured out why they wanted me to play Jess. This is a two-bit outfit. All the guys on the crew are grumbling about it. They do everything as cheap as they can, and that includes hiring kids with no acting talent or experience. One of them even told me that I was like a bazillion (his words) times better than the slinky dame (his words) who was here last week. They said she was crawling all over Kyle, on camera and off. They were laughing about how she was past fifty, makeup three inches thick, and her full-body girdle creaked every time she moved, playing this matriarchal witch who wants Bridger to donate to a big test tube baby factory. Can we say double-ick-gross-vomit?

 

Kind of makes me think selling my first-ever script wasn't so incredible. If that's the kind of stuff they're buying.

 

They were laughing about how uncomfortable Kyle was, having to be nice to the old bimbo off camera. Even though she doesn't have a lot of credits (at least, ones she'll admit to in public, according to Ricky the animal wrangler), she has powerful relatives in the business. So they didn't shoot her with a tranquilizer the first time she tried to play tonsil hockey with Kyle. Not part of the script. Maybe they bought my script because Jess most definitely does not kiss Bridger?

 

Anyway, we got here on Friday night, and the Internet was out at the hotel, so I had to wait to report to you like I promised until we actually got out on location this morning, with the trailers, and they got the wireless signal up. I swear, the first thing I'm going to do with my check for acting is get a portable wireless doohickey thingy. You know what I mean? I don't want to have to depend on everybody else having a signal I can link to.

 

Honestly, I'm wondering what I'm doing here. Sunday we were supposed to spend the whole day reading through the script and just figuring out the subnotes or whatever Mike the director calls them, you know, what the characters are thinking underneath the lines. I learned not to volunteer what I was thinking when I wrote the lines. Turns out, writers are the lowest of the low in Hollywood. The guys at craft services get more respect than writers. They feed us, in case you were wondering. Weird how I'm picking up the lingo so fast. I certainly don't want to pick up much else of anything around here. Anyway, it turns out that even though I'm the writer and I created half the characters, I don't know what anybody is thinking when they say the lines that I wrote. Conrad Emerson, the guy who plays Captain Simmonds, and Kyle Hawkes are about the only actors who didn't sneer at me when I explained why lines had to be said a certain way, so lines later on in the script would make sense. I think they didn't sneer at me because I met both of them before filming, and they both know I'm the writer. Everybody else is all, "You're just a stupid kid, what do you know?" The second time someone snarled at me, Mike snarled back at them that I was the writer, so yeah, I did know something, since I knew what was going to happen later in the script, and it just showed that none of them had read the script yet or they'd know what I was saying made sense. Didn't stop them making faces and muttering at each other, but at least they didn't do it out loud where he could hear it.

 

What a bunch of jerks. Actors are all jerks.

 

Yeah, that includes Kyle Hawkes.

 

Now that you've picked yourself up off the ground, here's the scoop. Even though he was so nice to me in April, the guy is a bozo. He's an overgrown adolescent. Just as bad as the jerkfaces in our class. Getting back to what I was starting to say before, about Sunday, we were supposed to spend the whole day going through the script. We didn't because Kyle and some of the stunt crew guys and most of the lighting crew guys were out drinking and goofing around Saturday night, until Sunday morning. So, they were all sleeping late and hung over. None of them--except Kyle--had to show up for the meeting, so what did they care? So when Penny came by the trailer Sunday morning and said I'd be free until after lunch--and added, "Like usual," so that means those bozos have done this before--she offered to have someone drive me into town if I wanted.

 

I saw a church that looked kind of nice when Mom and I got into town Friday, so I had the driver take me to the church, just like you asked me to do. 

 

Pick yourself up off the floor. I promised to go to a church, didn't I?

 

Mom even came with me. Yeah, pick yourself up again. Getting bruised? Maybe you should just stay on the floor for my emails.

 

The people were really nice, welcoming us when we walked in the front door and inviting me to some youth group stuff going on this week. I think I'd like to go back, if shooting stops for the day early enough. I mean, do I really want to hang around the set in my trailer if everybody is going to be just as big jerks like they were yesterday? The thing is, Mom mentioned we were only in town for the week, when some lady invited her to a women's luncheon in two weeks. When she said we were filming, just the look in some people's eyes, that should have warned me. The production company isn't that popular out here.

 

You know what really stinks? They adjusted the shooting schedule already, and the last day of shooting is going to be on my birthday, instead of getting to fly home on my birthday. So cancel our big goof off day, hitting the Omelet Shack and then spending mega-bucks at the Book Warehouse and then three movies in a row at the Twin. I got the feeling this is going to be the longest danged week of my entire life.

 

I know you said you'd be praying for me the whole time I'm gone, but could you like double up on your praying?

 

You are absolutely my best friend in the whole entire world.

 

Love ya!

 

Raine

 

 

 

 


Wednesday, August 16

 

Okay, things aren't quite so bad as I thought they'd be Monday morning. Maybe it was stage fright, even though there's no stage? The cameras do kind of look like prehistoric monsters.

 

Anyway, the first two days of shooting weren't so bad. Mostly because I was doing all my solo shots, where Jess has run away from the colony and trying to survive out in the wilderness by herself. The animal wranglers are pretty nice, and some of them know who Mom is, so they were nearly asking for her autograph. You should have seen some of the other actors staring, when they let me handle the falcon that brings Jess this mutant-looking rabbit with bug eyes. Got to play with the wolf cubs, too. They said I have "the touch". Well, duh. You grow up playing with wild animals, you know how to talk to them, y'know?

 

I was feeling pretty good, other than being a little ticked that they changed some of Jess's lines. Hello? We're on an alien planet. What makes them think that the aliens speak English? It's not like we have a Universal Translator or anything. They cut all my lines where Jess talks to the animals and then kind of slaps herself for being stupid enough to think they'd understand. Of course, they're working on bigger hints that the animals who protect Jess and bring her to Bridger are aliens. So I guess that works out. I hope it's better on film than it felt when I was saying the lines.

 

You know how we were goofing around, pretending we were scouting and setting up traps for colony security and helping Bridger escape traps and all that fun stuff? We were such little kids, but it was so much fun. There were a few times during the shooting when I could actually slide back into that pretending so hard it became real. That made everything a lot better.

 

Until Kyle came by and ruined it. He's got this smirk and this "I told you so" attitude. He actually said that to one of the tech guys, when I finished my shot and could finally walk off. Something like, "Told you she'd do it." Yeah, like the big jerk knows anything about me? I fell into that whole stupid trick of Alyssa's, where she keeps referring to us by our character names. A couple times I really felt like we really were Jess and Bridger, teaming up against the bozos running the colony and threatening to destroy an important valley area with this power plant. Like we could understand each other. Then Kyle does something stupid like burping and ruining the shot. Or shaking up cans of beer to make like champagne, to celebrate with the stunt guys when a scene goes right. I am definitely not going to sit around and watch the other people filming their scenes if I'm not going to be in them. Nope, gonna use homework as an excuse to hide in my trailer.

 

Sometimes it's really hard to pretend Kyle is Bridger when we're doing our scenes. And then there are times I turn around and catch him watching me and I just get this weird shiver all over. Not like the scum-bums in our class who think anything in skirts is fair game, and if you're not one of the popular girls then you should be grateful for attention from them. You know? Why does he watch me like that all the time?

 

Mom is waking up. I better get off. Another day of filming ahead of me. We're going to be in the water most of the day, either swimming up to the power plant intake, or getting pulled downstream when the dam blows up. Fun, fun, fun. Maybe I can talk Mike into changing the big heroic scene, where Jess steals Bridger's coat and makes colony security think she's him, and they shoot her, letting Bridger get away. Either talk them into killing Jess or capturing Bridger and letting the aliens-disguised-as-animals break him out. What do you think?

 

Later,

 

Raine

 

 


Thursday, August 17

 

Guys are so gross. I didn't tell you that the assistant to the director is Kyle's cousin, Jamie Hawkes. He put Kyle in a project for film school, and that's how Kyle got discovered. Anyway, Jamie and Kyle were having this argument yesterday morning while we were setting up for the river scene. Some big argument about my costume. Or lack thereof. Like I'm supposed to go in that cold water in my underwear or nothing at all. Yeah, like anybody who knows anything about camping in unfamiliar territory, where you don't know what lives in the water, is going to strip down and risk getting bitten or catching something disgusting? One of them was laughing and the other was grumbling about "realism" and as soon as I figured out what the subject was--me--I got out of there.

 

I can't wait to go home. I already wrote to Larry about refusing to turn my other Jess stories into scripts. No way will I come back to this purgatory.

 

You are praying for me really hard, aren't you? I promise, I am going to come to church every Sunday for the next year and youth group on Wednesday nights, just to thank you for having my back.

 

Raine

 

 

 


Saturday, August 19

 

Sam! I'm so happy! The best birthday present in my entire life. A bunch of distance shots, all of them by myself, so no scuzzbucket Kyle Hawkes anywhere within sound or sight for most of the day today. Although we have to reshoot the goodbye scene again. Mike didn't tell me why when he stopped by the trailer last night. But if everything works out, I'm done by four. Maybe we can pack up and leave this afternoon and head to the airport and stay at a hotel there, instead of racing to the airport tomorrow morning.

 

It's over. Durance vile has freed its prisoner. I am on my way home in thirty hours.

 

Thanks for praying for me all week. I swear I could feel it!

 

Love ya,

 

Raine

 

 

"Nothing like a dream coming true, huh, kiddo?" Mike, the director, clapped Raine on the shoulder and gestured around the outdoor set. Right now it was just a forest clearing, but when the special effects team got done, it would look like the edge of a farm, situated outside the main colony dome, on an alien planet. He was more suited to be a Sumo wrestler, but his touch was amazingly comforting and gentle. 

"Yeah. Sure." Raine summoned up a smile. Especially when it turns into a nightmare.

For someone who had no acting experience only two weeks ago, she amazed herself. Even her mother didn't realize how absolutely miserable she felt right now.

"Like I said last night," Mike continued, as he applied pressure on her shoulders to turn her around, "we're having a little trouble with the goodbye. So we need to reshoot it."

"What kind of trouble?" Panic shot through Raine. Mixed with the anger that had been a subnote all week.

Then she knew. As if she had radar built into her head, she turned and found Kyle, standing on the other side of the clearing. So what if he was the star? So what if after one pilot movie, he was supposedly the hottest thing around? She could hardly look at him and separate him from Bridger, the tormented hero, mistrusted and hunted.

All right, so it was The Fugitive set in outer space, but Raine had loved the concept before the movie had sold. If she hadn't fallen in love with Bridger after reading the script, she definitely would have been lost when she saw the story come to life on the TV screen. When she met Kyle during the first trip to California, she had thought he was her dream come to life. Then within the first two days of filming, she loathed him even worse than half the students at Razor Ridge Academy. They relegated her to the sidelines because she didn't wear the right makeup and hair style and didn't drive the right car and because her parents didn't kiss up to anyone in town.

Then she knew: Kyle had finally gotten his way about making some stupid changes to the script. 

To make things worse, today was her sixteenth birthday. Instead of one day of being queen of the world, everything was going absolutely wrong.

"Well..." Mike drawled and slid his arm around Raine's shoulder. "We decided the ending is just too... I don't know, too short. Falls flat. Too cold. You did really good with those improv exercises, remember? We thought we'd just go for it, experiment, okay?"

"How?" Raine let him guide her across the clearing to the makeup trailer. Her gut knotted. How could her summer adventure have turned into such a disaster? She had come to California with visions of all the girls in her class dying of envy that she spent time with Kyle Hawkes.

She snorted, disgusted with herself. Kyle was nothing like Bridger. If she never saw him again, it would be too soon.

"We talked about a few ideas. Honestly, kiddo, we want you to just react. Pretend you're Jess. Just react to Bridger. You can do it. You're a natural." Mike leaned closer and winked. "Truth to tell, kiddo, you're more a natural than Kyle. That's why we're letting him take the lead." He winked again, gave her a nudge toward Dina, head of makeup, and strode across the clearing to where Kyle and the head cameraman were waiting.

Raine took a deep breath, settled into the chair, and closed her eyes to let Dina touch up her makeup. She could do this. Pretending Kyle wasn't Kyle had helped her survive most of the week.

Half an hour later, Raine walked across the forest clearing. She ignored the hum of the cameras, the lights, the microphone boom, to pretend she walked on an alien world. How many times had she played this scene in the forest back home, with and without Sam? This should be easy. Why wasn't it easy? She clutched Bridger's battered black jacket close to her heart and bent her head to sniff the aroma of wilderness and freedom clinging to it. Just as she had envisioned Jess doing when she first dreamed up the story and scene.

That wasn't wilderness and freedom, but the stink of sweat and beer, from celebrating another successful stunt shot last night. 

Didn't the costume people take care of things like this? Just another sign what a two-bit operation this was. Maybe she should ask Sam to pray the show got canceled before her episode appeared? Then she could pretend this week of agony had never happened. 

Okay, God, I know I don't talk to You much, but Sam sure thinks You're great, and I like going to church and learning about You and... help? Please? 

"You got my message."

Kyle stepped from the forest shadows. His green contact lenses caught the stray beams of sunlight piercing the leaves. Golden light and shadows danced over the long tangle of hair falling to his shoulders in four shades of brown.

No, Raine firmly reminded herself. This was Bridger. Kyle Hawkes had vanished. She was Jess, the girl he had rescued from a flood. They had endured danger, the adventure of a lifetime, to shut down a power station before it devastated the delicate balance of wildlife on this alien planet.

"Captain Simmonds is up at the house. I didn't want him to find this." Raine handed over the jacket. It wasn't hard to look heartbroken. Her eyes watered from the makeup and her lips trembled from weariness. Filming a TV series wasn't the glamorous thrill she had thought it only a few months ago. Chalk up another misconception in her short sixteen years of life.

"Thanks. I owe you, Jess." Kyle took the jacket and tucked it under one arm. He glanced over her shoulder, toward where the dome would be in the final composite shot. "Would you mind if I came back someday?"
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