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      I should probably thank Edgar Rice Burroughs a whole lot for this one.

       

      Remember: always wear sunscreen.

      

      Thanks to Victoria Raschke for naming Mammoth Hunters!
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      Now Hollywood Report: Liam James— best known for his role in the cable series, Tails from the Urban Jungle, was unofficially declared dead Thursday after a single-car accident flipped his vehicle across several lanes of freeway in Los Angeles county.

      Emergency medical professionals credit a quick-thinking witness who performed CPR on James until their arrival for his survival. Emergency medical responders resuscitated James— who had no pulse and was not breathing on his own when they arrived. James was rushed to Cedars-Sinai where he is currently in ICU. Further details of his injuries are not known at this time.

      The accident occurred after James drove off set in a modified Corvette used in the filming of the remake of the 1978 movie of the same title. Corvette Summer is mostly known for its connection to the original star, Mark Hamill’s reported near-death in a car accident after filming was complete.

      Eyewitnesses to James’ accident said the car flipped for no apparent reason. It is estimated that his vehicle was traveling at speeds approaching 80mph.

      Like its 1978 counter-part, the refurbished 1972 Corvette Stingray was painted cherry red with orange glitter flames and had a right-hand drive. Investigators discovered a malfunction in the motorcycle chain connecting the steering shaft to the left mounted steering box which left James without control of the car.

      Ascendant Studio officials immediately expressed grief at learning the news of James’ accident and were quick to point out that the vehicle was rebuilt to match a certain look for filming, and was not sound for freeway speeds.
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      Lunch was ruined by several things— the first being the scowl on my sister Ruth’s face. What had I done this time?

      “That color doesn’t suit you, Dani,” she bit out.

      Odds were fairly balanced she was complaining about the yellow sweater I wore over my black and white outfit or the new hair color. It had to be the red hair. Typically, I went for platinum blonde, but a few weeks ago, I decided to switch it up and my stylist and I went for a blend of 7/4 and 77/44. In other words, I was Lucille Ball orange and infringing on my sister’s hair color territory.

      I forgot to mention it to her. I’d been this color for almost a month, and so far it was exhausting. I don’t know how she did it. Ruthie had been a redhead since she was sixteen.

      “You must be sisters. They say red hair runs in the family,” our chipper waiter commented. “What drinks can I bring for you?”

      Before I managed to get out that I wanted a strawberry daiquiri, Ruth ordered waters with lemon for both of us, and announced, “We are sisters, and no thank you, we don’t drink alcohol.”

      Total bullshit. She drank. Did she forget that wine was alcohol? No, she was being pissy and controlling. Nothing new.

      “I know. Red is such a hard color to maintain.” I gave her that point, I didn’t want to fight over lunch. “I’m having it stripped out starting next month. I’ll have an ombré fade for a while. Apparently, this color stains the hair quite a bit, so my ends that are already fried, won’t let go of it easily.”

      “Then why did you do it?” She still sneered, not giving up, not recognizing that I had already conceded to her.

      “I wanted something fun and different. Nothing as extreme as black, but I wanted something dramatic for the premiere last month.”

      I loved movie premieres. For a few minutes, I got to pretend I was a starlet. I’d walk the red carpet, and sometimes I’d even have my picture taken. Of course, my boss, Charlie Davenport, king of King of the Scene, would say I’m a star when it comes to set design and construction. What can I say? I loved making things look like they aren’t. And since King of the Scene was a top special effects set company, we got to go to some great opening nights and premier parties.

      “Oh, which schmaltzy flick did you work on this time? It Came From the Black Lagoon?” She let out one of those fake snobby as shit laughs.

      I don’t know where my sister got her high and mighty attitude, but there it was competing with the penthouse of the Burj Khalifa for loftiness. She didn’t have to work, somewhat of a rarity in Los Angeles these days. Her current husband was boring as fuck, but he made the big bucks, and surprisingly enough he wasn’t in the industry. I was, and Ruthie hated it. She was not concerned with my feelings and frequently let me know how stupid I was for getting involved with the Hollywood machine.

      She had a personal grudge against the movie industry. His name was Daddy. Well, I called him Daddy, she called him Frank Kensington. Never just Frank, always both names like it was a cuss word. She followed along with what Mom did. Frank-fucking-asshole-Kensington. It made custody weekends interesting until she stopped going when she turned fourteen.

      Neither of them got that using “Kensington” like it was bad would set me up for some therapy issues when I was older. I mean, how else is an eight-year-old supposed to take it when her last name becomes the equivalent of running around calling someone a “motherfucking cunt?” Yes, in Mom’s eyes Kensington was as bad, if not worse than the C-word.

      Ruth thought I was rebelling against her and Mom by working in the industry. Dad worked in the industry, and when I was seven he traded Mom in for a younger model, who just happened to be an actress he met on set.

      Daddy was a cameraman. Still was.

      Being in set design, I got to build some of the weirdest stuff for some of the best science fiction movies, and that included the rash of recent monster, excuse me, kaiju, movies that were popular again. The premier had indeed been for a monster movie.

      I laughed, “You’re thinking of that Oscar-winning movie with the fish-man.” I shook my head and muttered, “It Came from the Black Lagoon.”

      Our chipper waiter delivered the waters and announced he would be right back to take our order.

      I took a sip.

      “No, this one was based on that multi-player video game. It’s more fantasy than monster. But it does have some great big burly Orcs in it.”

      Ruth raised her eyebrows at me. It didn’t matter if I gave her the title or not. She wouldn’t know what I was talking about.

      “You should grow up and stop playing around. You could still be an architect.”

      I was reminded why, even though we lived in the same greater metropolitan area, we didn’t see each other more than a few times a year. I loved my sister, I just wish she would accept my choices.

      Our waiter came back and I ordered the grilled salmon. I really wanted the steak, but Ruthie was in her holier-than-thou Ruth mode; I didn’t need or want more judgment from her over my food choices. She ordered a large salad with strawberries and feta.

      I took a sip of water to wash the foul taste out of my mouth that appeared suddenly. Everything went wrong all at once. I lost any strength in my hand and my water glass slipped, spilling all over the table. I couldn’t breathe. My chest wouldn’t move. I couldn’t suck anything in, or even blow anything out. I could barely manage tiny shallow breaths.

      The look of horror on Ruth’s face added to my already terrorized state. Her lips were moving, but she made no sound.

      My vision blurred, and gray crept in around the edges. The more I panicked the less air moved into my lungs.

      I passed out.

      When I came to, an off duty EMT had a warm hand on my neck checking my pulse. Someone handed him a paper bag and he had me breathe into it. By the time the emergency crew arrived, Ruth was berating me again, only instead of not approving of the shade of yellow my sweater was, or my choice of hair dye, she was letting me know how inconvenient and inconsiderate making a scene in the middle of the restaurant was to her.

      It didn’t matter to her that my oxygen levels were crazy low, or that I was bawling as if my world had ended. Yet again, I had embarrassed her.

      In my head, I called out for Flint. He didn’t answer. That seemed to make everything worse, and I sucked in more air and cried some more. Ruth declined the ambulance ride to the hospital for me. I didn’t mind; I didn’t need that bill. But she promised the EMTs she would take me.

      Our waiter was a dear and he packaged up our lunches in to-go containers and gave us some forks.

      Ruth didn’t talk on the drive over to the Emergency Room. Maybe she was scared more than pissed off. Pissed off Ruth never shuts up.

      She dropped me off at the ER doors and went to park. I sat on a bench. I wished Flint would show up. He was typically so good about being there when I needed him. And I really needed him now. I needed him to slip into my head and let me feel his arms around me, even though I couldn’t touch him. And if I caught a glimpse of him, it was never more than a flicker of light and shadow.

      I was too wobbly to walk. My whole body felt like it was in the process of recovering from being full of bees. I didn’t know how else to describe it, there was a residual buzzing over my skin, that felt numb as if it had been hurt and stung, and was now easing back. Just there hadn’t been the initial stinging sensation.

      Ruth guided me in, and the triage nurse got me situated in a wheelchair. She took my vitals, and checked my oxygen levels, still low, and said they would get me back in a few minutes.

      Ruth and I sat in a corner eating our lunches. I wasn’t very hungry, but I felt like I needed strength. Food was fuel. Fuel was strength.

      Ruth stayed uncharacteristically quiet the entire time. I really had expected her to continue going off on me. Maybe the EMT said something to scare her. They finally got me into the back.

      I hate ERs, there are too many spiritual residues. At least I didn’t see the flicker of any full ghost this visit. I saw ghosts, and I’m highly empathetic, and that can be exhausting at times. Especially when I’m sick or hurt. My barriers were so far down as to be non-existent this afternoon. They felt raw too, that was an unusual sensation. The residues didn’t bother me any more than random shivers down my spine. Had Flint been around I would have not sensed the other wisps of spirits, his would have taken all of my attention.

      The ER nurse placed sticky sensors against my chest, and I cringed knowing the adhesive would either stick to me forever or peel the skin away when they were removed.

      Ruth was back to her old self, blaming me for the world’s most dramatic panic attack, by the time they released me. Nothing was wrong that they could find. But something was wrong, Flint was gone. I couldn’t sense him, couldn’t pull him to me.

      “I love you, don’t scare me like that again,” Ruth said as she pulled away from the curb.

      At least she drove me home. I more than half-way expected her to put me in an Uber and tell me to get over myself. I’m sure Mom had something to do with Ruthie making sure I got home safely. Mom had been sweet on the phone, she had even asked if she needed to get on a plane and come see me. I told her no she could stay home, but that I might come down for a long weekend. I needed the peace of some Santa Fe time.

      I thought some-how my boss had found out about my afternoon in the ER when he called.

      “Hey Charlie,” I said. I sounded so tired to my own ears.

      “Are you under contract right now?” he asked.

      “Yeah, with you. What’s up?” If Charlie forgot I was already working for him then something hot had just come in. I hoped.

      “How long have I got you for?”

      “This is week four of six. Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “What happens after that?” His answering questions with questions was going to make me batty. Something I didn’t need after the day I just had.

      “I make phone calls unless you decide to hire me on full time.” I loved working for Charlie, I would love it more if I was permanent.

      “Make sure you’re here on Monday by ten AM. You’re gonna love this. Oh, and I’m extending your contract out by at least three months.” He hung up.

      The man was a tease. My heart rate zoomed, still not quite regulated after this afternoon’s freak-out. I was too exhausted for the adrenalin rush to do much more than crash hard and fast. I was good for nothing else, except to cause damage to a pint of ice cream.

      I curled up on my couch and watched TV— still worried about what happened with Flint, where was he? Flipping through channels I learned that actor Liam James had officially died, but had been resuscitated after a nasty car accident that had Hollywood reporters digging up the details on a car accident from the nineteen-seventies that left a major film actor with a broken nose, a concussion, and a slew of rumors that followed him around for forty-odd years. They called it the Corvette Summer Curse.
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      I paused as I climbed up the rigging. For the one-millionth time since this shoot started, I couldn’t believe I was here on the set of a Sebastian Hale film. I had to pinch myself. Of course part of me kept asking: why had I insisted on coming? I didn’t do outside.

      I wiped my hand down the thigh of my cargos before wrapping it around the pole above to haul myself up. The climb wasn’t far but it was the opposite of gravity, and today that seemed harder than usual.

      I preferred working on a sound stage where there were lifts or stairs, or other bits of rigging designed for scenery monkeys like myself to crawl around on. Let’s be real, set designers build-in easy access. We didn’t like unnecessary work. Outside in nature was different. Well, this nature was different. We had to build around the landscape, and we couldn’t bulldoze any rocks that were in our way. I had been lucky enough to accompany the boss on the scouting trip so that I could help to determine how our sets would integrate into the natural landscape. I should have built-in more stairs.

      By the time filming was wrapped at this location and everything cleared out, there would be no evidence of our constructed sets. No one would know we had been there at all.

      I had just swung my leg over the rail to the high platform when I heard my name.

      I peered down over the edge. It wasn’t far. I wasn’t the climbing type though, so it seemed farther away than it really was.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I called down to the runner who shielded his eyes with a clipboard.

      “They need you down in makeup.”

      “What?” That made no sense. I wasn’t a make-up artist, and I wasn’t an actor. “I don’t do makeup, you want Mary.” She was the head of special effects makeup and I knew she was on set this week.

      “Nope, they sent me after Danica Kensington. Said you knew about sunscreen.” His conversation made less than no sense. “Can you come on down? Glenn requested you specifically.”

      Oh shit, wonder-kid Glenn Russell was asking for me? Okay, he wasn’t a kid anymore, he was older than me, but he came on the scene with a big splash fresh out of UCLA film school, and that reputation clung like glitter— there wasn’t any easy way to get rid of it.

      Well, never let it be said that I left the director of a movie waiting on me for long. I swung my leg back over the side rail and climbed my way, even more slowly than the haul up, down.

      “What the hell does Glenn want me for? How the hell does Glenn even know who I am?” I shot off questions a mile a minute as I followed him down and around the path into the ravine where the makeup trailer was parked.

      Glenn Russell was at the point of his career where he could write his own paycheck. He hit Hollywood hard with a lightning strike on his first film. Number one box office ticket sales first two weekends, and that was during the Christmas release season. His next film pulled the same magical numbers, but for a total of four weeks and with a June opening. He was movie magic himself when it came to action-adventure. Having him on this project was just another insurance that the studio would have a hit on their hands.

      To be honest, the studio was stacking the cards at this point. A Sebastian Hale Adventure was a guaranteed hit no matter what. They always earned enough at the box office to ensure there would be more movies made. Then they added to the mix the hottest director of the decade, and let’s face it, casting Liam James as Seb Hale was not a dumb move at all. That man was…

      I stopped walking. I may have stopped breathing. I didn’t get star struck on principle, plus it makes my job really hard to do, but damn. There was no way anyone would have guessed he flat-lined in a car wreck eighteen months earlier.

      Liam James stood in front of me, half-naked, wearing only his Sebastian Hale requisite loin cloth. Okay, for this particular adventure it was a linen Egyptian kilt. That was part of the story’s shtick, no matter where in time Seb Hale ended up, he somehow managed to lose all his modern trappings of civilized clothes. Except for his shoes, and frequently for comedic relief, his sock garters.

      I was saved that particular ridiculous look today, he wore proper English riding boots up to his knees. Those were some fine looking knees.

      His arms were crossed, and damn if that pose did not make his shoulders look a mile wide and his hips distracting. Kilts shouldn’t hang, clinging just below the hip bone like that. It was almost indecent. Not that I was complaining. Liam James was an incredibly good looking man. He had built his career as a blond. After his car accident, he let the natural dark coloring grow out. I now gazed upon the new Sebastian Hale for the first time, and he stole my breath.

      Yeah, I’m one of those geeks. I read all thirty Time Traveling Adventures of Sebastian Hale books by the time I was a senior in high school. I grew up watching the movies, after all, they had been making a new batch every few years ever since the stories were first published in the early nineteen hundreds.

      And after Flint left me, I binge-watched every single episode of the Sebastian Hale movies he had starred in. Every night I fell asleep on the couch watching a half-naked black-and-white Flint be the hero over and over again in the five movie serials from the late nineteen-thirties. Sebastian Hale and the Temple of Ahmentari was one of my favorites, it combined all the prowess and attraction of Seb Hale and had a heavy dose of ancient Egypt. What wasn’t there to love? I got a good dose of inspiration for these sets from those films.

      In Sebastian Hale and the Princess of the Taj time travel plopped Seb Hale in the middle of pre-empire India. It got all of the histories wrong. It got all of the religions wrong, but there was Flint Reese kissing that actress from Tasmania, the one who ended up actually being Indian, but no one found out until after her death. At least once in her life, she got to be an Indian princess.

      Sebastian Hale Before Time featured wooly mammoths and dinosaurs at the same time, plus the sexiest cave girl until Raquel Welch wore a fur bikini in the nineteen-sixties. Same plot, same cheesy lines repeated over and over again. And I ate them up, hour after hour of them in glorious black-and-white.

      Flint’s slicked-back hair said more about the era of the filming than anything costuming did to convey the character. I missed that hair. It worked as an Edwardian style, but it was so very thirties, long to his jaw with the back short. When he didn’t slick it back, the dark hair hung in straight lines across his face. I loved threading my fingers through those silky strands.

      By the time I finished all fifteen episodes of Sebastian Hale and the Horse of Troy I didn’t think I could cry anymore but I managed to sob my way through the twelve episodes of Sebastian Hale on the Silk Road.

      The movies weren’t sad. They were schmaltzy, feel-good adventure flicks. They were familiar and comfortable like a warm blanket at a time I was sad because, after years of being so certain that I had my very own personal muse in Flint, I had to wonder if maybe I hadn’t made it all up in my head.

      With Liam, it looked like they got Seb right: larger than average, an inverted triangle of a torso with lean rippling muscles, and wild disarray of formally controlled Edwardian male hair fashion; short on the side and back, with longer hair on top that hung down into his eyes. A basic wedge cut, but with the longer hair uncontrolled. Flint Reese had been my favorite Seb Hale. God, Flint had been gorgeous, and I was biased for other reasons. But I think his position as favorite flew right out the window as soon as I saw Liam James.

      Mr. Hale, I had to remember on set to call him by his character’s name— that was one of Glenn’s particular rules. Glenn made the big bucks happen, so we followed orders— was looking over Glenn’s shoulder as the two of them intently focused on a monitor in front of them.

      “Hey Glenn, I got Danica for you,” the runner announced. I didn’t get his name until later.

      Glenn grunted and Mr. Hale lifted his head and gave me a quick glance.

      “Davenport tells me you are the palest person he has ever met,” Glenn said without even looking up.

      “I don’t know about that, but I am pretty pale.” I was more than pretty pale. I made pasty white look like a tan. Another one of the plethora of reasons I did not insist on doing outdoor location set work. I had idiopathic hypo-photosensitivity. It basically meant I had some kind of extreme sun allergy and could get sunburned just thinking about it. Yeah, working on set in the Utah desert wasn’t the brightest idea I ever had, but this was a Sebastian Hale film, damn it.

      “What do you know about sunscreen?” Glenn asked.

      I had no clue what information he was looking for. “All kinds of things. What do you need?”

      “Come here.” He waved me over, and with a hand on my back positioned me so that I could also look at the monitor. The screen was protected with a black plastic hood to keep the glare of the ambient light from interfering with visibility. Best guess is, we were looking at dailies from yesterday.

      Seb Hale was speaking intently with the dusky Egyptian beauty. They were close enough they could kiss, but they wouldn’t. They wouldn’t kiss until the very end. Sebastian Hale done right was rife with sexual tension. And the heroine was always a dusky local beauty.

      Well, fuck a duck, if the local beauty this time wasn’t played by Cecilia Saaid. At least they cast an Egyptian in the role. How had I missed she was playing Nefertari? I may have groaned out loud.

      “You see it too?” Glenn asked enthusiastically.

      I shook my head. I confessed, “I’m sorry, I’m not sure what you want me to be looking at. The shots are so tight on the actors I can’t make out anything going wrong with the set.”

      “Not the set, look at Sebastian’s shoulders.”

      I had been trying not to. They were distracting. And the real thing was perilously close behind me.

      Glenn pointed, and traced his finger just above the surface of the monitor, not touching it. “Look, pink.”

      “Well, yeah, that happens with naked skin and sun.” Liam drawled.

      Something in my body went sizzle. I don’t think I had ever heard Liam James’s natural speaking voice before. And if I had, I hadn’t been paying attention. It was low and swirled with the sexiest hint of a British accent. It wasn’t the accent he used as Sebastian Hale, which was a proper upper crust Londonian aristocratic sound. His natural voice had hints of almost Scottish. I didn’t know the various regional accents in England, but this was definitely Scottish adjacent, and very familiar.

      Something in Liam’s voice reminded me of Flint. He had been from northern England and immigrated with his mother when he was a kid. I didn’t want to think about him anymore. I was done being sad over Flint. He left me. At first, I thought something may have changed in my brain to affect my vision of the other, after all, I had passed out pretty spectacularly at that restaurant. Maybe Flint was around and I could no longer hear him or feel him. But he hadn’t come to me in my dreams either for eighteen months. I didn’t think the problem was with me. I still saw other ghosts.

      What could have made Flint so suddenly move on? He completely ghosted on me. I had to laugh, if I didn’t I would cry. Ghosted by a fucking ghost.

      “Well, it doesn’t happen with Sebastian Hale. He is more dignified than that,” Glenn replied.

      He was right. Pesky natural elements never impeded Sebastian Hale. Locals learned his language, not the other way around. Sun did not burn him. Hell, rain barely made him wet. Animals did his bidding, time made adjustments for him, and he always got the girl. A different girl in every century as it were.

      How many little bastard Seb Hale babies would have been left throughout history if he really had been able to time travel, and wasn’t just a ragingly popular pulp fiction character? I bet there would be more of his progeny than the world population of Genghis Khan’s offspring. I know I’d volunteer as a not-quite virginal sacrifice.

      “Can you make it so he doesn’t get more sun?”

      It took me a minute to figure out Glenn was asking me a question.

      “Um, why ask me? Why not see what your make-up artist has?”

      “She let him get color.”

      “Did she use anything on you?” I turned to ask the man in question.

      “She sprayed something over me before filming.” God his voice was yummy, even when talking about sunscreen.

      I raised my eyebrows expecting him to say more. He didn’t.

      “That’s it? Just a spray? How many applications?”

      He shook his head. “Once in the morning.”

      “How many days have you been out here?” Glenn asked.

      I turned my attention back to him, and he was giving me a serious once over, and once again look.

      “You don’t look like you’ve been outside much.”

      I huffed a laugh. “I got here the week prior to filming with the rest of the set crew.” We had done most of our pre-construction back at the warehouse in LA, so all we needed to do once here was refine some of the fittings and put it all together like a big puzzle. It saved us hundreds of man-hours from having to be on location, which cost a serious chunk of change.

      “But you’re so pale.” Thanks for the observation Seb.

      “I’m mostly covered, and I am well slathered in sunscreen. Sebastian Hale has to be exposed. There is bound to be some color to his skin.” I pointed out.

      “Can you make it stop?” Glenn asked.

      “I can show you how to apply sunscreen that will minimize the sun’s effects, but he’s all exposed. He is going to get some color.”

      “Great, tell Lake what you need.” Glenn clapped and rubbed his hands together. “You’re now in charge of keeping our hero proper British Lord pale.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      I needed to tell my boss, Charlie, that I had been usurped by the director to ensure the hero didn’t get a healthy tan.

      “Give me a shopping list, and by the time you let Davenport know what’s going on, and get back here, I should be back with sunscreen.” Lake, holding onto his clipboard gave me a weak smile.

      I nodded in return and left to find Charlie and let him know why I wasn’t pulling my weight on set.
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      Marcia, the makeup artist, and Mr. Hale met me back at the makeup trailer. One look at her and I understood why they had sought the assistance of someone else. Marcia was gorgeous but the word sunburn did not exist in her vocabulary.

      She held out a can of SPF 4. “I used this yesterday. It always works for me.”

      Of course, it did. She was a dark-skinned beauty. I’m sure she used sunscreen daily on that gorgeous skin of hers. After all, skin cancer was in everyone’s vocabulary, but sunburn not so much.

      “Has Lake gotten back with the stuff yet?” I looked around to see if the runner had beaten me back and was hiding.

      “He left all of this.” Marcia picked up a plastic bag full of bottles.

      I looked in at the assortment of pink and blue. Perfect, he had gotten creams and sprays. I pulled out a blue and gold spray can, set the bag down, and pulled out a second can. I handed one to Marcia and said, “This needs to get applied every hour.”

      I unwrapped the second can and sprayed some onto my fingers. “You can just spray his neck, shoulders, and arms, but”— I held up my fingers showing her the lotion— “this is how you need to apply it to his forehead, ears, cheeks, nose, chin. All the high points that the sun is hitting.”

      I bit my lip and then thought about it. “They’re using reflectors, right? Right,” I answered myself.

      “You’ll need to spray the front of his neck, chin, and chest.”

      “I’m not doing that,” Marcia announced.

      “Then who is? Sebastian Hale does not sunburn,” Liam’s voice rumbled like distant thunder.

      I looked over at Liam for the first time since Marcia and I started talking. A second ago he had been nose down in his phone. Typical talent, ignoring the people there to make his efforts look, well, effortless. I didn’t think he had been listening. Truthfully, I was trying not to gaze over at him. I didn’t do celebrity crushes, well not with the live ones anyway. And, I had never been distracted by an actor on set before. There was just something about him that pulled me in like a magnet.

      I took a deep breath, told myself it had everything to do with Sebastian Hale and not the fact that he smelled like clean earth and sandalwood.

      “What do you mean you aren’t doing it? He’s right, Sebastian Hale doesn’t burn or tan or… anything. He’s Sebastian Hale.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh great, another mighty white savior saves the day storyline, cause the brown natives can’t take care of themselves.” Her tone overflowed with raging sarcasm.

      I cringed. She was not wrong. The premise of The Time Travels of Sebastian Hale were all very much turn of the twentieth-century colonizers and imperialists save the day.

      Liam scoffed. Mr. Hale scoffed. Had to remember to call him Mr. Hale on set.

      Marcia and I turned to him.

      “Have you read this script? Nefertari is the real hero. I’m just there to do her bidding. It’s flipped the Sebastian Hale mythos on its ear. William Powers Stapleton should be spinning in his grave. She saves me from the slavers, she comes up with the plan. Seb Hale gets to be noble and mighty, and he is a completely feminist social justice warrior.”

      I felt my eyebrows crinkle together. This was Liam James speaking to minions, and not barking? The man had a bit of a surly reputation. So far he wasn’t upholding it very well. I wasn’t complaining.

      “I thought this was based on Seb Hale and the Temple of Ahmentari?” I asked.

      “Based on. Loosely. Egypt, temples, Nefertari, I think that’s where the similarities end. Look who is doing this?” He looked right at me and I swear those teddy bear brown eyes melted all the connective tissue in my body. “Aren’t you the woman who Glenn brought in specifically to make sure I don’t get any color?”

      The expression I made was not a smile. I showed off my teeth in a grimace, I guess that’s what that had been all about. I thought it was for a consultation, maybe it was a job interview. I wondered how I would be credited in the film. Would my name show up under Charlie’s and the crew’s with King of the Scene, or would I be Mr. James’s sunburn consultant?

      I sighed, “I guess it’s me then. Okay, let’s get to it.”

      Marcia made a sort of snorty laugh and told me good luck before disappearing back into the trailer.

      “Okay.” I handed out a pink bottle of lotion to Liam. “You need to slather this on.”

      He looked at me, didn’t say a word, popped an earbud in, and dove nose first back into his phone. There was the Liam James … with the reputation.

      I tapped him lightly on the front of his shoulder. I was perilously close to his pectoral muscles. I swallowed sand. This probably would not have bothered Marcia in the least. But I didn’t work directly with the celebrities, ever. And certainly not with one like Liam James who was flipping every hormonal switch I had. I needed to shake that BS off. The attraction was purely a Seb Hale fangirl moment. It had nothing to do with how his voice had a physical aspect to it, or how his eyes made me think of Flint.

      I squeezed my eyes tight at the sudden and surprise sting of tears. Curse Flint. Curse him straight to hell and back in a small hand basket with only cookie crumbs.

      Liam lifted his attention to me.

      “Hi? You need to put sunscreen on.” I held the bottle out to him again.

      “No, you need to put sunscreen on me.”

      My head made a sweeping nod on its own as I realized what needed to happen here. “Okay, I can do that, but, um, look, I’m not a makeup artist so I’m going to need you to help me out here.”

      “Fine. What?”

      I started to say something and then stopped, not sure how to approach this. I tried again. “Okay, I need permission to touch your body, I guess, and I need you to apply the sunscreen here”— I motioned my hand in a circle in front of his chest and abs. There was no way I could touch him there, that was entirely too intimate.

      He snatched the bottle and put a small dollop in his palm and began smearing it into his skin. This was hard to watch. I had a reason to stare at all the rippling muscles of his torso, but he was doing it all wrong.

      “That’s not going to do you any good.” I grabbed his hand and squelched a blob of lotion onto it. “Now rub that evenly on, but don’t rub it in. It has to sit, give your skin a chance to absorb it.”

      He began rubbing it over his chest. The white cream clung to a few chest hairs that the waxing clearly hadn’t caught. It was hypnotizing. I blinked away images of being in a shower and watching him do that with a bar of soap. Dani, bitch, get it together.

      “Make sure it’s evenly spread out and you’ll need to go just below your waistband. I’m going to start on your legs.”

      “My legs and the skin under the waistband are covered.”

      I’m surprised he didn’t hit me with a “well actually,” before he informed me of where his clothes were. His attitude was making it very easy not to be attracted to him. I needed to focus on that and not his body.

      I knelt next to him and rubbed lotion between my hands so it wasn’t cold when I touched him. “Clothing moves. You’d be amazed by how much. Now, don’t jump I’m gonna touch you.”

      I wrapped my hand slowly around his leg just below his knee. He stiffened and hissed a little. I didn’t mean to tickle him, but it was his knee. I now knew that Liam James had ticklish knees. I didn’t need to know that!

      I didn’t need to register how muscular and firm his thighs were, and I stopped because I really didn’t need to be applying sunscreen that far up his leg. I shifted to his other leg. Again, ticklish knees.

      I had him coated in white cream and told him to just hang out while I ran over and knocked on the make-up trailer’s door.

      Marcia stuck her head out.

      “I need to do his face, has he already had makeup done?”

      I figure he had since he was already in costume, but sometimes, they did costume first, depending on who needed how much work, and how many chairs the trailer had, and… well, lots of factors.

      “No, not yet. They needed to deal with the sunburn issues first.”

      “Do you do a full face?” I knew next to nothing about regular movie make-up, how much coverage was he going with. How much protection did he really need? The more make-up he had on the less sunscreen because make-up provided some coverage.

      She shook her head. “We keep him pretty minimalist.”

      I nodded. “Okay, I’ll get his face covered.”

      I left Marcia and returned to Liam. It wasn’t that far from the trailer to the tent we were working under.

      I dragged a chair over so that I could reach his face. He was substantially taller than me, I needed him to sit. As I leaned in close to apply the specific facial sunscreen Lake had purchased at my direction, I knew this was going to be a challenge. Something pulled me into this man in a way I had never experienced before. I wanted to caress the planes of his face like a lover. Stroke along the side of his cheek and down his jaw. With his eyes closed and even breathing, I felt that magnetic tug again.

      I rubbed a little too vigorously trying to jerk myself out of it. Not only was it a bad idea to even think about, but it was also not allowed. Getting involved with the talent was a contractual no-no with Charlie. Absolutely no involvement with talent while on set for the duration of a shoot.

      “I thought we were supposed to leave it sit before rubbing it in.” His eyes opened and it took everything I had to back up a step. The brown pulled me down into their depths.

      I cleared my throat. “That’s for the rest of your skin. Your face can get applied once since you’ll have on make-up.”

      He gave a little harrumph noise in reply.

      Back on his feet, I instructed him to start rubbing the sunscreen in. I worked on his back, shoulders, and legs.

      “We’re done here?” He clapped his hands in a way that announced he was done.

      “Not quite. I need you to stand like a T.”

      I proceeded to spray him down with another layer of protection.

      “Now you can go to make-up.”

      I followed him over to the trailer with the bag of bottles. Lake had purchased doubles of everything. It wasn’t going to be enough.

      I stuck my head in the door and caught Marcia’s eye. “Can we leave these in here?”

      She pointed to an out of the way corner on the floor next to some cabinets.

      “Thanks.” I bounced out the door with two cans of spray and went in search of Lake. I had some questions, like was I really supposed to now be slathering up Liam James before filming every morning, and who was going to be in charge of his hourly applications?
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        * * *

      

      I wiped my hands down my thighs, again. I still felt slick with sunscreen, and I didn’t want slick hands as I hauled myself back up the scaffolding. Once at the top I wiped my hands again. My skin was beautifully hydrated, but my fingers felt slippery.

      “What happened to you?” Nolan asked as I made my way across the platform to where he secured some cabling.

      “Apparently I’m the only person on set who wears sunscreen.”

      “Bullshit.” He coughed like some middle schoolboy in the back row of English class.

      “I know, right? But Charlie threw me under the bus. Now I have to trowel up Sebastian Hale every morning.” There was no way I would let him know that my job now included man handling Liam James in a very personal way. Sorry, not sorry, I looked forward to skimming my hands over his shoulders. It was so sleazy in my brain. And that’s where those thoughts were going to stay. I would be completely professional, and I would not do anything inappropriate.

      “Does this mean I’m down a set of hands?” he asked.

      “It might. Once they start shooting, I have to get back down there and monitor and reapply the sunscreen.”

      “And that, Dani, is why I sent you down there.” The boss man swung up onto our platform. Charlie wouldn’t have sent me down there if he didn’t think I could handle it, or wasn’t the right person for the job.

      Charlie was like the dad I never had. I mean I have a father, he just wasn’t around much. Charlie, on the other hand, over mentored everyone. Those who couldn’t handle it finished a contract and were gone. The rest of us worked for him like we were in some kind of cult. We got a boss we liked, good jobs, encouragement, and a den mother in his wife Linda.

      I didn’t have to worry about Charlie getting upset with me. He knew how important being here was for me, and not just because he had tricked me into designing the sets when I was drowning in a deep depression over missing Flint— okay he didn’t know about the Flint part— but because he knew I was a huge Sebastian Hale geek.

      “Who else would realize that sunscreen needs to be constantly reapplied if the makeup people didn’t?”

      I sighed, he was right. “Point taken.”

      Charlie turned to Nolan, “I need your eyes on Nefertari’s bedroom.”

      “Isn’t Viv on that?”

      “We’ve run into a snag, and I want your input before it turns into a SNAFU. Dani can finish this up.” Charlie was right, I was just lashing down columns. Viv was working on some rigging that suspended Nefertari’s bed, and another system that would fly in the gods. Carlos Constanza as Horus was a big freaking deal. And we needed to keep the chick who played Isis safe, even if she wasn’t a big name, yet.

      I might not feel bad if something happened to the bed with Cecilia in it. Not that anything bad would actually happen if the bed fell or dropped the eighteen inches it was suspended. But I liked Carlos and didn’t want to see him get hurt.

      I sat on my ass to take a breather. My feet swung over the edge of the scaffolding. The view over the production sets from up here was pretty cool. The people below moved about like ants. They weren’t that small, it was more along the lines of a scaled model village. I wasn’t very high up, but high enough for a change of perspective.

      I saw the top of Liam’s dark head. I followed his path as he strolled through the canyon from catering to the main set. I should head down that way soon. He paused. Tension bunched in his shoulders. Headed toward him I saw the tall crown of Nefertari bouncing along the path. I leaned in. This was going to be interesting.

      Cecilia had a reputation of hooking up with every leading man she ever worked with. Every one of them. I believed the rumors. While most of Hollywood was working hard to do away with the casting couch, Cecilia wasn’t ashamed to be single-handedly bringing it back. Well, in her case that would be two hands and a mouth.

      The only time I bothered caring about Cecilia’s sexual habits were when they had a direct impact on me. Fine, she could bang Liam all she wanted, I had no claim on him. I actually didn’t want to like him much, he was eye candy. However, if she pitched one of her infamous fits that delayed shooting, she was messing with my job.

      She changed her pace and really wasn’t walking anymore, she slithered. I almost wondered if her eyes emitted a targeting beam and if Liam had a red laser dot in the middle of his forehead. Talk about body language— her’s radiated sex, his was a frozen block of terror.

      Oh, this was good. Liam didn’t like Cecilia, assuming I read his posture correctly. Yep. There it was. She reached out for him and ran her hands across his collar bones in a way I wouldn’t dare touch him. He captured her wrists in one hand and pulled them from his chest. I was too far away to hear anything clearly. She was probably talking in a low seductive voice.

      With a sudden gesture, her hands were released and Liam made a loud growling bark. I stood up so I could visually trail him from above. He stormed off in the direction he had come from. I glance back at Cecilia. Her arms were crossed and she stomped her foot.

      I smiled. I was inclined to actually like the man now. Good looking, check. Playing Seb Hale, check. Not a fan of Cecilia Saaid, double-check.

      Liam stopped as he was approached by another actress. Isis, what was her name? Emi Paul. She didn’t walk; she flowed. She moved like that when up in the aerial silk rigging for Isis. Liam opened his arms and she moved in for a hug. Oh, well, that would explain why he wasn’t interested in Cecilia if he already hooked up with Isis.

      She backed out of the embrace, laughed, swatted at him as if he teased her. One second he moved as if he were relaxed, the next he clutched at his head and fell to his knees. Isis had her arms around him and helped him down to the ground. I had heard about these attacks. After the accident, the rumor was Liam had debilitating headaches, they came on suddenly and left without any after-effects. This had to be what was happening. I hadn’t realized he had them on set.

      I held my breath as I watched the action below me. There wasn’t much to it. Isis seemed to be comforting Liam. And then she helped him back up to his feet. He gave her another hug, and instead of continuing in the direction away from Cecilia and the Nefertari encounter, he followed Isis in that direction. I watched until they turned a corner and were out of sight.
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