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PRAISE FOR Footprints of Thunder

“An utterly original vision of the apocalypse.”

- DOUGLAS PRESTON, 

New York Times bestselling author of Impact
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PRAISE FOR Thunder of Time

“Enough toothsome confrontations and century-hopping to please both dinosaur and time-travel aficionados.”

- Booklist
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PRAISE FOR James F. David’s Dinosaur Thunder

“A Tyrannosaurus rex, nuclear explosions, and sacrificial Mayan rituals collide in David’s entertaining....third thriller set in a world in which prehistory has invaded the present.”

- Publishers Weekly
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PRAISE FOR James F. David’s Before the Cradle Falls

“David turns an implausible premise into a believable thriller that will appeal to both mystery and fantasy fans.”

- Booklist

––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR James F. David’s Ship of the Damned

“X-Files strangeness and race against time action come together in this eccentric, gripping science adventure based on the Philadelphia Experiment.”

- Publisher’s Weekly (starred review)
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PRAISE FOR James F. David’s Fragments

“Where are the new Stephen Kings and Dean Koontses coming from?  Former psychology professor James F. David puts himself near the top of the contender’s list with his second thriller—an absorbing story that soon leaves implausibility in the dust.”

-Amazon
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PRAISE FOR James F. David AND Judgment Day

“[An] innovative contribution to apocalyptic literature...The climactic battle in the heavens is passionate and affecting...linking it to the best military SF.”

- Booklist
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Dedication
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This book is for all fans of science fiction, and especially those who watch sci fi television. Despite cheesy sets, improbable plots, daring escapes, clumsy moral lessons, and passable acting, these shows always captured my imagination. While the special effects are excellent now, the heart of these shows has not changed and that is a fascination with the infinite possibilities in the final frontier. 
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BOOKQUEST REVIEWS

Caelesti Orbis

A wonderfully inventive first novel by feminist writer Leslie Young who explores both the inner and outer space of the female psyche. Young’s breakout book sets a new high bar for the subgenre of feminist science fiction. With  both daring broad, and restrained fine brushstrokes, Young paints a future where women are not only empowered but are the conduit of power as humanity breaks out of its paternal straightjacket into a universe where feminist values are the key to success in humanity’s first contacts with other intelligent life. A must read for FFF (Fans of Feminist Fiction). ★★★★
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BOOKS OF THE TIMES

Leslie Young’s First Novel Is a Wonder of Wonders

In Caelesti Orbis the female captain of Humanity’s first starship, Amica, leads an all female crew on a quest to make first contact and eventually last contact with the ultimate intelligence in the universe called the Great We Are. Free of masculine tropes of daring-do, heroics, and unnecessary confrontation, Young’s protagonist, the socially evolved Captain Lovejoy, takes science fiction where it has never gone before, a universe where compromise replaces confrontation, hope replaces fear, understanding replaces repulsion, and coexistence is humanity’s ultimate goal.  AAAA
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BITCH REVIEWS (online)

Caelesti Orbis

In an IT’S ABOUT DAMN TIME novel, Leslie Young takes male oppressed science fiction to the woodshed and BEATS THE HELL OUT OF IT. When Ms. Young could not find a publisher for her novel, she bypassed the old-boys-network and self-published online where Ms. Young’s insightful expression of the female psyche quickly drew readers. As sales skyrocketed, publishers bid for the print rights and Caelesti Orbis broke into traditional publishing, zooming to the top of the national sales charts. Now Ms. Young’s best selling novel is attracting the attention of film producers and soon could be revolutionizing movie science fiction as it did the print genre. Long live Ms. Young, my new hero Captain Lovejoy, and her all female crew. 9.5/10.

USA TODAY BEST-SELLING BOOKS (Top 20)


Title, Author, (Publisher)



	Caelesti Orbis, Leslie Young (Holmes Press).

	For the Love of White, Jemma Hadar (Little Brown).

	What’s Up Rock?, Lee Hale (Random House).

	Untethered From Earth, Martin Bain (Threshold).

	Call the Doctor, T. Ardis (Dell).

	Our Gal Attica, Kara Frack (Simonson).

	Becoming a B Organization, L. Cutus (Queen Publishing).

	The 5, M. Londo (Vorlon House).

	Keeping Up With the Cardassians, Kira Major (Simonson).

	Familiar Things, T. Duffers (Putnam and Sons).

	100 Flies, Morgan Crass (Ballantine).

	Thunder in the Skies, Birdy Argo (Amulet Books).

	Footprints of Thunder, James F. David (Tor).

	Woman in the Low Citadel, Felipe J. Weiner (Riverhead).

	Representatives of Acronym, Melinda Coulson (Marvelous Books).

	Door To Heaven, Ian McGyver (Translation Press).

	The Girdle, B. Holden (Expansive Press). 

	Oh Baby Yo, Lorian Mandal (Crown Books).

	Being Original is Best, William Kirk (Flumox Press).

	Unfairly Canceled, Serenity Reynolds (Firefly Inc.).


Remington Post U.S. News

Feminist Fraud: Author Of Best Selling Novel Pretended To Be Female

The author of a chart topping book has been accused of fraud. When women readers drove the novel Caelesti Orbis to the top of sales charts they believed the author, Leslie Young, identified as a woman. Suspicions recently arose, however, as the author spurned all offers of face-to-face interviews, which is not the normal behavior of first-time authors seeking to promote books. It was recently revealed that Leslie Young is actually both biologically and, by gender choice, male. Young has been unavailable for comment, however, as the literary storm erupted his print publisher (Holmes Press) has suspended shipments of the novel. A spokesperson for Holmes: New York said, “Our company published Caelesti Orbis in good faith. However, in rushing the novel from online to print format we failed to do our due diligence. We are currently reviewing our contractual obligations with Mr. Young who signed under false pretenses.”
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New York Times

Stolen Gender: Publishing World Rocked By Audacious Fraud

First-time author Leslie Young claims he never hid his gender when he published his acclaimed feminist-informed science fiction novel, Caelesti Orbis. After publishing the novel online, without the usual author headshot, the novel was discovered by socially-concerned women and sales soared. Print publishing rights were hastily purchased by the venerable Holmes Press and the novel fast-tracked into bookstores to capitalize on the online buzz. The strategy worked and the novel soon topped U.S. sales charts. Only then was it discovered that Leslie Young identifies as male. According to Celeste Macon, Holmes Press V.P. for Public Relations, “Holmes Press has canceled our contract for a second novel with Mr. Young and demanded the return of our advance. We are also considering legal remedies for the damage done to the reputation of Holmes Press.” 
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Chapter 1. Contract
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Since being doused with urine while sitting at an outdoor cafe, Les had shaved his beard, trimmed his hair, and now wore sunglasses and hats both to hide his face and to deflect unwanted fluids. After a bad experience in a ride-share, he even avoided being seen by drivers in the rearview mirror, as he did now. This driver was female, and Les feared she had recognized him because she kept glancing in the mirror. Les pulled the brim of his baseball cap lower.

Slumped in the backseat, Les pondered how he had come to this state? Divorced and penniless, Les had gone from Adjunct Professor Young, waiting for the first tenure track opening, to persona non grata in academia. His life had been shattered into a million pieces and then blown away by a cruel wind. Les took no comfort in knowing that his life could not get any worse only because he had nothing left to lose.

The driver pulled over at the entrance to Wonder Entertainment Network Studios and Les paid with a nearly tapped-out credit card, tipped generously, and got out quickly. The entrance to WEN Studios was a wrought iron gate with a guard booth. Most arrivals were by limousine or luxury car, but Les was a writer, not an actor or producer, so Les entered on foot. The elderly guard greeted Les with a raised eyebrow. 

“Leslie Young to see Raymond Wainwright. I have an appointment.”

“He’s in the Manor House,” the guard mumbled, stepped from his booth and pointed. “It’s the only building that isn’t falling down.”

Les followed a crumbling concrete path to a once majestic house. The property was the former ranch of a movie star whose biological lifespan long exceeded her acting life. With time, the property weathered and aged into its dilapidated state just as the actress had, and then was sold at auction when its owner died. Three soundstages sat to the north of the manor house, the smallest and oldest built by the previous owner, who filmed a steady stream of adult movies until internet porn destroyed his business model. Recently, WEN purchased the property and began expanding production facilities, including two new sound stages. The manor house where Les was headed was currently being remodeled and under siege by workmen on scaffolding. 

Inside the entrance portico was a reception desk and a pleasant young woman in a red dress that only women with bodies in the supermodel class could wear. 

“Les Young to see Mr. Wainwright,” Les said.

“He’s expecting you,” the woman said, giving Les a smile.

Les dropped his baseball hat on a table and then followed the receptionist down the hall to Wainwright's office which turned out to be a repurposed library. Les knocked.

“Come in,” Wainwright called. 

Les tried the handle but the knob did not turn. Then there was a buzz, and a soft click, and suddenly the knob moved. Inside Raymond Wainwright sat behind a massive desk. He had a mane of white hair and a closely cropped white beard. With a mischievous smile and large round eyes, he looked like a cross between the Cheshire Cat and Santa Claus. He rose, smiling, came around the desk, and pumped Les’ hand.

“Dr. Young, glad to meet you in person,” Wainwright said. 

Wainwright, who was a bear of a man, wore a blue suit but no tie, his shoes polished to a high shine. Les knew him only by reputation, as a modern day robber-baron who made his billions through government subsidized solar panels, then subsidized industrial size batteries, and then subsidized whatever else he could find. Ironically, Wainwright portrayed himself as a dedicated budget hawk, supporting politicians who promised to slash public spending; all except those with Wainwright’s subsidies. Wainwright’s new television network was not subsidized. It was his latest hobby, and a struggling start-up almost entirely financed by Wainwright himself.

“Ready to sign that contract?” Wainwright asked, directing Les to one of two oversized chairs. Wainwright took the other.

“I’m interested but I have to admit I was surprised by your offer.”

“Why? You wrote a best selling novel that broke online sales records. It’s ready-made for adapting to television and already has a built-in fan base. As I see it, Captain Lovejoy and her intrepid crew will be one of the tentpoles of Wonder Entertainment Network. Science fiction has been the missing link in our lineup since we launched, and sci-fi appeals to the demographic where we are weakest; young males. Princess Wars brings in women in all demographics, 911: Social Work Squad is popular even with adult men, and Divorce Island is the most watched reality show on any network, but we need more young viewers.”

“I’ve heard Doctors in Love does well.”

“You watch it?”

“Once, after I got your offer. I’m not much of a tv guy. We didn’t have a television in the commune where I grew up.”

“And now you’re going to be a tv writer. You just never know where life will take you.”

“You know I’ve never written a television script before.”

“I like that. With you there’s no risk of producing the same old same old.”

“I’ve looked at the script format and it’s nothing like novel writing.”

“I’ve hired a staff to help you. A couple are experienced television writers.”

“You really think Caelesti Orbis will make good television?”

“I made you an offer didn’t I?”

“It seems a little sophisticated for your audience. I don’t want to offend you, but WEN has a reputation for being a bit sleazy.”

“Not offended at all,” Wainwright said, and showed nothing but goodwill and cheer. “Caelesti Orbis will elevate our network. See, it’s not just about demographics. We care about our reputation, and, incidentally, improving our reputation will bring in more and different advertisers.”

Wainwright smiled his Cheshire Cat smile. Then he extended a long arm, picked up papers from his desk and handed them to Les.

“Here’s the contract. As agreed, I added the title of Associate Producer so you will have a say in how your novel is brought to the screen. You see, I do want this to be a high quality production.”

Les leafed through the pages pretending to read them. He knew they contained a financial lifeline and a new start.

“If you still doubt my good intentions, you should know that I have found our Captain Lovejoy.”

“I thought I might have some input on who would portray Lovejoy.”

“It’s Jane Seizemore. Three Oscars, two Tonys, and even a Grammy for her reading of her autobiography.”

“I thought she retired.”

“No, just started a family. Her agent contacted us when she saw we had locked down the rights to Caelesti Orbis. She’s very excited for the role.”

Les was surprised. He had worried about turning the book he had poured his heart and soul into over to Wainwright and his Wonder Entertainment Network. Afterall, it was the network whose Friday night lineup featured Celebrity Wrestling and Skinny Dipping With the Stars. Les reasoned that if done right, Caelesti Orbis could change the trajectory of WEN and it dearly needed a change. With Seizemore onboard, Les thought it might actually happen. 

“There’s one more thing. My legal troubles.”

“Sign, and the WEN legal team is your team. And our team is a bunch of sons-of-bitches.”

Now Wainwright's smile seemed menacing. Les signed anyway. He needed the money.

“Good man,” Wainwright said. “I’ll turn you over to my assistant who will get you your parking pass, ID, access codes, and then take you over for your sexual harassment training. Don’t worry, it’s a formality. The insurance company insists on it because of your history. You understand.”

“I guess, but it was a misunderstanding.”

“Of course.”

Wainwright walked Les to the door.

“I’ll introduce you to your writing team in the morning. We’ll need you to get started if we’re going to make our production schedule. I want a script outline and four synopses by the end of the week.”

“That’s four days,” Les said, gasping. “I don’t even know the format.”

“No one does. The software does the formatting. Besides, you have staff writers to help you.”

“But four days-”

“You have lots of material in your book. Just adapt some of it.”

As they reached the door, Wainwright said, “By the way, we decided to use the English translation of your title. Marketing said Latin put people off. The older demographic thought Caelesti Orbis was going to be something pretentious like Name of the Rose, or Ad Astra and the younger demographic thought our autocorrect had been hacked.”

“So it will be called Worlds of the Heavens?”

“Actually, Heavenly Bodies.”

Les thought and then frowned.

“That sounds a bit like a double entendre.”

“Does it?” Wainwright said, sounding surprised. “I guess my mind doesn’t work the same way as yours.”

Then Wainwright reached into his pocket and took out what looked like a garage door opener and pushed its button. There was a soft buzz and a click and then he opened the door. As Les was ushered out he almost ran into Jane Seizemore - The Jane Seizemore in the flesh! She looked older than when she got her breakout role in the comedy Three Times a Virgin and even older than for the role that led her to her most recent Oscar in A Woman’s Death. Still, she was a stunning woman with auburn hair, chestnut eyes, enchanting smile, and graceful moves which can be difficult when you are nearly six feet tall. Finding himself eye to eye, Les fumbled with what to say. 

“Right on time,” Wainwright said. “This is Leslie Young who just signed on as Head Writer and Associate Producer.”

Seizemore gave Les a cold stare, then accepted his hand, giving it a quick shake.

“I’m still angry with you, but I will admit that your novel touched me in a way that no other piece of literature has. I have issues with men, and you didn’t help with that, but your book makes me think there is hope for your gender.”

“Hope for me too?” Wainwright said. “See why I knew Jane here is perfect for the role of Captain Lovejoy? She can bring the character from the page to the screen and deliver all the piss and vinegar of our space captain and make people like it. A best selling novel and an Oscar winning star. We can’t miss.”

“I intend to give it a woman’s touch,” Seizemore said. “Something lacking until now.”

Les cringed.

“Maybe you two can talk again tomorrow,” Wainwright said. “Jane’s coming in for a costume fitting.”

“Costumes?” Les said. “You’ve got costumes designed already? I just signed.”

“I was confident you would,” Wainwright said. “Besides, time is short if we are going to be ready for that fall debut.”

Then Wainwright took Seizemore by the elbow and ushered her into his office. As the door closed there was a soft click as it locked. Les was once again in the hands of the nice young woman who greeted him. As she led Les to get his picture taken for his ID she said, “I’m up for a role as a Bridge Officer.”

The young blond in the red dress had a nice figure, perfect white teeth, professionally applied makeup and was somewhere in the very pretty to beautiful range. Les could not picture her as any of the crew of the Amica, at least not as he had imagined them.

“Which officer?” 

“Hortex. She’s the hot-to-trot pilot.”

“Not exactly hot-to-trot, she was just comfortable with her sexuality,” Les said.

“Right. Hot-to-trot.”

Les had a sour look on his face when he had his picture taken for his ID badge. It happened because he was wondering how Caelesti Orbis got translated into Heavenly Bodies and how Lieutenant Hortex, the staid, pilot of the starship Amica, had morphed into an attractive nymphomaniac?
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Chapter 2. The Writers
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Les was back by eight the next morning and greeted by the pleasant woman who might be playing the role of the pilot. Her name tag said, “Mercy,” but when Les said “Good morning, Mercy,” she corrected him and pronounced it like the French for thank you; “mair-SEE.”

“You’re an early bird,” Mercy said. “No one gets here this early except me. Most come in around ten or eleven.”

“What about Mr. Wainwright?”

“Eleven, unless he has a lunch meeting, then after two.” 

Mercy was wearing blue today, another tight fitting long dress with a slit up the side so she could cross her legs.

“I’ll go get breakfast,” Les said.

“Go to soundstage 3. They have an early shoot. There’ll be extra food. Just wear your badge and help yourself.”

Les easily found Soundstage 3, although it was not much of an accomplishment because it had giant 3s painted on every side. Under a tent just outside the building was a picked over breakfast buffet but with enough left to feed a platoon of Marines. Les helped himself, a female security guard watching him with interest. She was attractive and wore a form fitting uniform, so he was not sure if she was actually a security guard or an actress ready to shoot a scene. Les sat at a picnic table to eat and the guard wandered over.

“You’re with Heavenly Bodies,” she said. 

Her name tag read, “WES Security: Terri.”

“We’re still talking about the name,” Les said, planning to discuss it with Wainwright the first chance he got.

“I auditioned for the role of Frivola,” she said. “I think she’s the communications person or something.”

Like Mercy, Terri was a beautiful young woman, this one with red hair and a light dusting of freckles with a petite turned up nose and a smile accented with dimples. The Frivola in Les’ book was a mature woman, who was weighed down by an abusive relationship that she fled, leaving her family behind on Earth. Les tried to picture Terri aged with makeup in the role but could not make it work. Although, she did look amazing in her security guard uniform. Maybe she could be one of the extra crew members, he thought. 

“I really hope I get it. I’ve done seven commercials and I’ve been an extra in six episodes of Dead Men Tales. Twice as a zombie. I spent an hour in makeup for twenty seconds of screen time.”

“I don’t do the casting,” Les said.

“I know. It says ‘Head Writer’ on your tag.”

Les looked at his ID badge and realized his other title was missing.

“I’m the Associate Producer too,” Les said.

“Doesn’t say that,” Terri said. “You should get it fixed if it’s true. Writers don’t get lucky but producers do.”

Then Terri walked away with a noticeable sway to her hips and resumed whatever security guards at WES do. After eating, Les toured the lot, watched a scene of Undercover Lawyer being shot on an outdoor set, and directed by an angry, profane man, and then started walking back to the Manor. As he walked, a golf cart came the opposite direction, a young woman in a chauffeur’s cap at the wheel. She passed, looking hard at Les, then turned around and pulled up next to him.

“You’re Leslie Young, aren’t you?” 

Her name tag read, “Willi.” 

“How did you know?”

“You’re new on the lot and your I.D. has your name,” Willi said. 

“Right.” 

“Plus every woman here hates you,” Willi said, smiling.

Willi was an Asian woman with a round face, delicate features and striking green eyes. Les guessed there were not a lot of green-eyed asians, so Willi was either rare or wearing contacts.

“Want a ride?” 

Les did, and Willi drove him toward the Manor without asking where he needed to go.

“Are you an actress?” 

“Yes. Pretty much everyone here is an actor. We do other jobs as we wait for roles. That’s why I’m glad you signed your contract. I’m going to be Lieutenant Sofya, the navigator.”

“Great,” Les said, seeing no relationship between his character in Caelesti Orbis and the hot-looking Willi, except that both had Asian ancestry. 

With Willi’s ride, Les got back to the Manor by eleven. Wainwright was waiting for him impatiently. 

“Give us your cell phone number. Writers need to be reachable 24-7.”

“I had to cancel my phone,” Les said. “Once I get a paycheck I can reactivate.”

“Mercy, see that Les has a phone by the end of the day,” Wainwright said. “Let’s get to the Pit.”

The Pit was what was once a rumpus room for the manor. You could still see the dents in the carpet from where the pool table had been and it smelled faintly of cigar smoke. The interior room had no windows. It featured a sunken floor so that when you entered the room you were on sort of a stage, looking down on others in the room while they looked up at you. Spread around the room was a conference table with chairs on rollers and five desks with monitors and keypads. Along one wall was a couch and two mismatched chairs; one leather, one cloth. There were unopened cardboard boxes stacked here and there giving the room that “just moved in” look. Les now found himself on that entry stage looking down at the crew that was his writing staff. Wainwright did the introductions. 

“Everyone, this is Dr. Leslie Young, the author of the best selling novel Caelesti Orbis which is soon to be the hottest show on television.”

One of the writers snorted derisively.

“That’s Tucker Kowalski,” Wainwright said. “He’s living proof that even jerks can have talent. He’s your Executive Story Editor.”

“I want a raise and promotion,” Kowalski said.

“On the first day of work?” Wainwright said. “Write something worth watching first.”

“I did,” Kowalski whined. “Remember my Emmy for that episode on Faces in the Mirror?”

“I meant something that people actually watched,” Wainwright said. 

Kowalski was tall and lean with a shaved head, thin face, and eyebrows, mustache and goatee so black they looked like fakes he put on himself. He wore cargo shorts and a white tee shirt with paint stains. The shirt was either designer or one he actually painted his apartment in. His flip flops sat next to one of the desks; his feet bare. Kowalski reclined in one of the desk chairs. He did not bother to get up.

“This is Honor Williams,” Wainwright said, indicating a young, mixed race woman who looked to be of Caucasian, Asian, African-American heritage, a combination that created an exotic look. A thick climbing rose pattern of half finished tattoos covered one arm. Honor wore an oversized men's shirt over black leggings with sandals. Her hair was dyed bright green and worn in what Les could only describe as a casual poof. The long and lean Honor looked like a truffula tree. She gave Les a perky wave as she stood up from her desk chair but was giving him a hard stare. Her computer screen was on and it was clear she had been checking social media.

“Honor is Story Editor,” Wainwright said.

“My friends all hate you,” Honor said. “Me too.”

“I get that a lot.”

“We were lucky to get Honor,” Wainwright said. “She was on the writing staff for Y-Women.”

“That rip-off was canceled,” Kowalski said. “She was unemployed.”

“Remind me what you were doing when Mr. Wainwright called,” Honor said.

“Working on my novel.”

“Same one you’ve been working on for a decade? How’s that coming?” Honor asked.

“Better than your social life.”

“Save the banter for your screenplays,” Wainwright said. “That’s the kind of spirit I want infused into Heavenly Bodies. Over here we have Meadowlark Kenyon, one of your staff writers. She’s a popular romance novelist.”

Meadowlark was a middle-aged black woman wearing a flowered dress, black framed glasses, and silver hair that curved around her face like her head was being swallowed by a giant clam. While slightly overweight, the weight was pleasantly distributed and she had an appealing smile. Her red lipstick contrasted nicely with her dark skin and white teeth.

“Pleased to meet you,” Meadowlark said.

“Nice to meet you, Meadowlark.”

“I go by Tasha.”

Les could not get Tasha out of Meadow, Lark, or Kenyon no matter how many phonemic or morphological contortions he tried.

“Tasha was the name of the lead character in her first book,” Kowalski said. “I read it. Then I read her second book and I realized it was the first book with different names and places. That’s how she’s churned out fifty books, by using the find/change function keys. Find ‘cozy English cottage.’ Change to ‘rustic Montana hideaway.’ Find ‘handsome English fox hunter mounted on a well mannered steed.’ Change to ‘rugged high plains cowboy deftly managing a high spirited stallion.’”

“Not true,” Honor said. 

“Sorta true,” Tasha said, and then smiled. “Sales are putting my daughters through college.”

Les found himself liking Tasha.

“Online sales,” Kowalski said.

Les did not like Kowalski.

“Tuck’s pissed because he thinks he should be Head Writer,” Honor said.

“I have the most experience,” Tuck said.

“If you call failure experience,” Honor said.

“Avengers: Infinity Game,” the youngest man in the room said. 

He looked like a teenager to Les.

“Thanos said, ‘If you call failure experience’ in Infinity Game.”

“And here we have Neely Sintra, who is an encyclopedia of science fiction,” Wainwright said. “It’s his first job as a Staff Writer but he’ll be a valuable resource.”

Neely looked as out of place as Les felt. With wire rimmed glasses, a long sleeve plaid cotton shirt over new blue jeans and loafers, he looked like he just stepped out of the 1950s. He was six inches shorter than Kowalski, with brown hair and bangs that he parted on the left and then swept across his forehead. He had thin lips, squinty eyes and skin that may never have seen the light of day. Les suspected he was a Dungeons and Dragons Grand Wizard. 

“Valuable? He’s not a writer,” Tuck said.

“I’m working on a graphic novel,” Neely said.

“Ain’t we all,” Honor said.

“I’ll leave you to your work,” Wainwright said. “Bring me some ideas by three. Les, I’ll have Mercy put you on my schedule.”

Les looked at his watch. Not much time. Then Les realized he was still standing on the stage-like entrance and his collaborators were staring at him.

“You buying lunch?” Tuck asked.

“I suppose the network could,” Les said.

“This is WEN not ABC,” Tuck said. “We don’t have Disney’s deep pockets.”

Les did a quick mental assessment of his credit cards and was pretty sure he still had some space on one.

“I’ll buy,” Les said. 

“Chinese,” Honor said, and the others agreed. 

An hour later, with a scattering of mostly empty boxes of General Tso’s Chicken, Broccoli Beef, Fried Rice, Chow Mein, and Egg Rolls, Les and his team sat at the conference table, sipping tea, Red Bull, or Diet Coke, and staring at either their computer screens or, in Les’s case, a yellow pad.

“Tell us again the plot of  your book...whatchamacallit?” Honor said.

“Caelesti Orbis.”

“That translates to Heavenly Bodies?” Honor asked.

“It could, but we’re still talking about the title.”

“Really,” Tuck said and rolled in his wheelie chair to a desk, opened a drawer and pulled out a pad of paper, rolling back and sliding it across the table to Les.

On the top of each page was printed “Heavenly Bodies” and under that “WEN Studios” and under that “A Wainwright Production.”

“I’m sure it’s just a concept at this point,” Les said.

Then, Honor rolled across the floor, took a notebook off her desk and came back. She held it up. The blue notebook cover was embossed in gold with Heavenly Bodies, WEN Studios, and A Wainwright Production.

“Prototypes,” Les said.

Then, Tasha walked to a shelf along a wall that was stacked with office supplies and came back with a box of pens and dumped them on the table. They were all stamped with Heavenly Bodies. 

“Tell us about your novel, Heavenly Bodies,” Honor said. “What’s the general plot?”

“Has anyone read it?” 

“I ordered it last night,” Tasha said.

“Some of my friends read it,” Honor said. “They loved it until they found out it was a scam.”

“It wasn’t a scam,” Les said. “I wrote what I know women feel. I’ve read all the relevant gender studies literature.”

“That’s probably better than actually being a woman,” Honor said.

“Just tell us the general plot,” Tuck said.

“A woman, Captain Lovejoy, is awarded the command of Earth’s most advanced interstellar spacecraft, the Amica, and gets to choose her own crew. She selects all women because she doesn’t want Earth’s paternalism, sexism, racism-”

“All the isms,” Tuck said, interrupting. “Move on.”

“Anyway, she picks all women to crew the Amica so they can leave Earth’s worst sins behind.”

“You named their spaceship after an insurance company?” Honor asked.

“There’s an Amica insurance company?”

“Yes,” Honor said.

“Let him finish,” Tuck said. 

“So, Captain Lovejoy has three key officers who each represent an aspect of womanhood and allows Lovejoy to explore each dimension through interactions with her officers. One is Lieutenant Danica Hortex, who is extremely competent on the surface, but underneath she finds herself incapable of love because of a difficult childhood. So others find her cold, her personality an impenetrable armor, but underneath is a woman who desperately needs to know what love is. Unfortunately, at first she confuses sex with love but gradually learns the difference. 

“Then there’s Lieutenant Brea Sofya who is young, eager and full of potential. While she has a brilliant mind she was raised by a mother who taught her to suppress her intellectual gifts because the smart girls don’t get to date the quarterback. 

“Next is Lieutenant Marlowe Frivola who was brutalized by her partner and joined Star Corps to escape. While she seems brave on the surface, underneath she is a coward, or at least fears she is a coward, because she never fought back against her abuser until she reached the breaking point. Frivola has to learn not to confuse cowardice with wisdom and learn that running away is often the wisest thing to do and ultimately the most compassionate choice, since it protects yourself from harm and also protects your attacker. 

“The other key character is Chief Mia Marva who is a woman who started out gender assigned as a man, and is devoted to Captain Lovejoy because the Captain saved her life when she was still identifying as male. That was back during the Great People’s Liberation War when the concept of nations was rejected by the exploited masses. Chief Marva is the Engineer that keeps the Amica flying and who would give her life for Captain Lovejoy. Marva represents faithfulness and loyalty. 

“As a team, Captain Lovejoy and her crew set out to find The Great We Are, which is thought to be the ultimate intelligence in the universe. Along the way, the Amica crew cross paths with alien species that allow the strengths of each officer to shine, and through these interactions I explored the feminist critique of the failings of societies built on toxic masculinity including objectification, stereotyping, discrimination and paternalism.”

“So you rewrote The Wizard of Oz,” Tuck said.

“What? No! Caelesti Orbis is nothing like The Wizard of Oz.”

“Sounds like it to me,” Honor said. “Let’s see, Captain Lovejoy is Dorothy, Sofya is the Scarecrow seeking a brain, Hortex is the Tin Man who needs a heart, and Frivola is the Cowardly Lion seeking courage.”

“That’s an oversimplification,” Les said. “Besides, there’s Marva.”

“Marva is Toto, Dorothy’s loyal dog,” Tasha said. “The Great We Are is the Wizard. It all fits. Don’t be embarrassed, everyone rewrites someone else’s work.”

“Sometimes they rewrite their own work,” Tuck said, giving Tasha a weak smile.

Tasha gave Tuck the finger.

“It’s not The Wizard of Oz,” Les insisted.

“Ad Astra is Coppola’s Apocalypse Now,” Neely said. 

“Apocalypse Now is Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” Honor said.

“Caelesti Orbis is not The Wizard of Oz,” Les said.

“Sure it is,” Tuck said. “And good on you. So what if you cashed in on Frank Baum’s idea?”

“Let it go, Tuck,” Honor said.

“It’s not The Wizard of Oz,” Les said again.

Now Neely cleared his throat, shyly raised his hand, and got everyone’s attention.

“I think it’s actually Pixar’s Inside Out. Aren’t the lieutenants and Chief Marva like Riley’s emotional personifications Fear, Disgust, Joy and Anger?”

“You’re right,” Honor said. “It fits.”

“Let’s focus,” Les said. “We are running out of time and I need some ideas for my meeting with Wainwright.”

Now everyone looked at each other but no one said anything so Les led.

“We could do the first chapter of Caelesti Orbis where Captain Lovejoy is given command of the Amica and then selects her crew. That chapter thoroughly explores paternalism and individualistic versus collective psyches. It’s some of my best writing.”

“Snoozer,” Tuck said.

“The first episode has to have something to grab the viewer's attention,” Honor said. “A thoughtful discussion of paternalism isn’t gonna to do it.”

“There are some heated discussions with the Admirals who run Space Corps,” Les said.

“Does Captain Lovejoy disintegrate any of them with a death ray?” Tuck asked. “Then no.”

“The decision by Captain Lovejoy to eschew standard uniforms and let the crew select their own attire is pretty interesting,” Les said. “In that chapter I explored the role uniforms play in restricting full female expression.”

“No,” Tuck, Honor, Tasha and Neely said simultaneously.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Tuck said. “What if we mix some humor in with a crisis? Let’s say that Captain Lovejoy volunteers to shuttle wheat from one planet to another where there’s a disease or something killing the crops. But on the way she comes across a damaged ship and rescues the traveling salesman who owns the ship. While on Amica the tradesman tries to sell the crew fuzzy little creatures as pets; let’s call them wibblers. Anyway, the wibblers are cute and the crew loves them but they just keep multiplying like rabbits; faster than rabbits. Captain Lovejoy tolerates the wibblers but before she knows it the wibblers have overrun the Amica and even gotten into the wheat. Then Lovejoy and the crew have to figure out how to get rid of the wibblers before the wheat is all eaten.”

“That’s good,” Les said. “There’s a crisis to create tension, a subplot that lightens the mood and endears viewers and then the two threads come together at the end. Not sure I like the name wibblers but we can work on that.”

Les scribbled notes furiously.

“Not bad,” Honor said. “But the narrative depends too much on character familiarity which you don’t have when first meeting the crew. What about a creature feature? I have an idea where we can bring your Great We Are into the plot in the first episode. That gives a running narrative to tie the episodes together. So what happens is that some force suddenly stops the Amica dead in space and then Captain Lovejoy is teleported to the surface of a planet where she is expected to fight the captain of an alien ship that got trapped the same way. The loser’s ship and crew will be destroyed. Captain Lovejoy wins of course, but then convinces the force that captured them to spare the aliens.”

“I like that,” Les said. “We can hint that the force is The Great We Are but not say it outright. It sets up the mystery just like in my book.”

Les scribbled more notes on his pad.

“Let me suggest one,” Tasha said. “The crew of the Amica find the ruins of an ancient civilization but the only thing left is a device that they accidentally trigger and one of their crew, say Chief Marva, is sent into the past on Earth and does something that changes the future so the Amica and all its crew disappear. That leaves only Captain Lovejoy and maybe Lieutenant Hortex who have to use the device to go into Earth’s past to fix the timeline.”

“Wonderful,” Les said. “I think the idea needs some work but it has promise.”

“It could win a Writers Guild of America award,” Tuck said.

“Think so?” Les said.

I have an idea,” Neely said. 

“Keep them coming,” Les said.

An hour later, Les proudly presented the ideas to Wainwright who stared at him passively for a long time after he finished. 

“Les, those are all classic Star Trek episodes. The Trouble With Tribbles, The Arena, City on the Edge of Forever, and The Corbomite Maneuver.”

Les felt like a fool.

“I never really watched tv.”

Wainwright sighed, frowned, and then smiled in a fatherly way. 

“Tuck is still mad because I didn't make him Head Writer. Honor too. They have a lot of experience but if we gave one of them control, then Heavenly Bodies would look like the shows they worked on before and those shows failed. With you leading I hoped the show would be something different. I can see there is still resentment.” 

Then Wainwright walked Les to the outer office where Jane Seizemore was talking with Mercy.

“Jane, would you keep Les company for a bit? I need to go to the Pit and talk with his colleagues.”

Jane frowned and then agreed, and led Les to what used to be a large eating space near the kitchen. It was an octagonal bump-out with windows making it a cheery place to have coffee. There was a coffee cart setup nearby and they ordered drinks, then sat opposite each other across a small table.

“What happened?” Jane asked.

“The new guy fell for a snipe hunt,” Les said.

Mercifully, Jane let the matter drop.

“How did the costume fitting go?”

“It was just measurements so they could finish the modifications. I’ll go back to try the costume on in a few minutes. They’re keeping the design secret for a big reveal.”

“Can I ask you why you took this role? Don’t get me wrong, you’re perfect but you must have a long list of movie offers.”

“Not really,” Jane said. “I’m in that awkward age where I’m too old to play a young woman and not ready to play old women. Then there’s the other reason. I need the money.”

“There’s a lot of that going around,” Les said. “Between my publisher, my ex wife, and her lawyer, there’s not much left of what I made from my book and I’ve been blacklisted in academia. No chance I will ever be on a faculty again.”

“In my case my financial manager turned out to be an incompetent crook. First he mismanaged my money and stole what was left. Then he married my ex husband and the two of them disappeared. The detectives think they’re in Paraguay, or Uruguay; one of the guays. So, I had to find work, and with two children I couldn’t be off on movie shoots for months at a time. Working in television means I don’t lose my house and I get to go home for dinner with my girls.”

“I think Wainwright knew we were desperate,” Les said.

“Yes,” Jane said. “And here we are.”

They talked more about how each had ended up working for an upstart network with poor ratings, and sitting in a ramshackle mansion, sipping latte’s, waiting for their first paycheck. Les enjoyed the shared misery.

Wainwright appeared and was his jovial self. 

“Your staff has a new attitude,” Wainwright said. “See what you can do now.”

The staff did have a new attitude and so did Les. He was angry but his conversation with Jane Seizemore reminded him of why he took this job; he had no other options. 

When he got back to the Pit someone had used masking tape to divide part of a corkboard wall into three columns. With a black Magic Marker, one column was labeled “Good Ideas,” one “Maybe Ideas,” and the third, “Bad Ideas.” There was nothing posted in any of the columns. Les called his writers together and sat at the head of the conference table facing the corkboard. 

“Let’s do this differently,” Les said. “Our first episode will be to introduce the crew and the ship. I’ll outline it and then the rest of you share ideas on how to improve it.”

No one objected.

“We start by meeting Lovejoy as Captain of a solar system patrol ship,” Les said. “It’s a branch of Space Corps called the Space Guard.”

Everyone but Neely squirmed.

“Problem?”

“If you start in a different spaceship it takes another set,” Honor said. “It also takes more special effects to show another ship in space. That would be effects we would never use again. The show’s budget is pretty limited so effects are rationed.”

“Unless Lovejoy is alone on that ship there have to be extras as crew too,” Tasha said. “More costumes and makeup.”

“It’s okay, we should spend a lot on the first episode to hook the audience,” Tuck said. “We can skimp later by doing low budget plots like characters getting shifted between dimensions so they are invisible, amnesia plots, hallucinatory dreams, alien possession and stuff like that. We can use the same sets and costumes for all of those. Very cheap.”

“There was a spaceship set on Y-Women,” Honor said. “Pieces of it might still be on a backlot somewhere. We should get Gofer to see if we can use it for interiors.”

“Who’s Gofer?” Les asked.

“His name is Raphael Gauthier,” Tasha said. “G-A-U-T-H-I-E-R. Don’t call him Gofer.”

“He’s Wainwright’s toady and our showrunner,” Tuck said.

“Showrunner?”

“Executive Producer,” Honor said. “He has ultimate say on what gets filmed and how much we can spend.”

“I haven’t met him,” Les said, wondering why.

“Wainwright gave him a shot at directing to keep him happy while our show is ramping up,” Tuck said. “He’s been working on an episode of Undercover Lawyer. The episode is supposed to be wrapping up but they had to do some reshoots since he sucks as a director.”

Les wondered if he was the man shouting at the actors and crew when Les was wandering the lots?

“Look, we have a budget of $2.5 million per episode and they project twenty-five episodes, assuming we get picked up for a full season,” Tuck said. “But not all episodes have to cost the same. So if we spend $4 million on the pilot episode we can load it with special effects and sets, then we spend only $2 million on three other episodes to stay on budget.”

“Gofer will sign off on that,” Honor said. “He’s a jerk but not the worst showrunner.”

“I’m Associate Producer, doesn’t that give me some say?”

“No,” everyone said, including Neely who hardly ever spoke.

“But you should get that title on your ID,” Tuck said. “It makes you more attractive.”

“So, we can keep the start with Lovejoy on her patrol ship?” Les asked.

Everyone agreed. 

“Then she gets called back to Star Corps headquarters and gets the news that she is going to be Captain of the Amica,” Les said.

“Star Corps headquarters would be another set,” Tuck said. “We’ll need the money for special effects.”

“So she gets an email?” Les asked, exasperated.

“No, the cheap way to do this is that she gets promoted on her patrol ship because we already have that set. She could also get promoted with a call,” Honor said. “What did you call tv screens in your book?”

“Viewers.”

“Good,” Tuck said. “It’s less typing than the viewscreen.”

“So, she can get the message over a viewer or there’s always the trick of having her run into a superior officer in a hallway and get the news that way,” Honor said.

“If we skip an exterior shot of Star Corps we could have her promoted in some Admirals’ office,” Tuck said. “But if you want a window they’ll need to paint a wall green to add a view. More digital effects which are expensive.”

“Let’s get the basic plot outline and then we can fit it into the budget later,” Les said.

Everyone’s head bobbed.

“Okay, so Lovejoy gets the news somehow, and then we see her in a shuttle admiring the Amica in orbit where she’s getting her finishing touches.”

“Don’t refer to ships with gendered language,” Honor said.

“Right. Sorry. Lovejoy sees the Amica for the first time and it’s love at first sight.”

“Wait. Sorry. I don’t mean to keep interrupting,” Tuck said. “But why spend the money on creating the visuals for Lovejoy’s patrol ship but do nothing with it? I mean, what’s she patrolling for?”

“It’s the Space Guard. They look for and assist space freighters and transports that have broken down,” Les said.

“So, they’re AAA in space?” Honor said.

“I suppose,” Les said.

“Glad you didn’t try to sell that as a series,” Tuck said. “If we want to keep the audience from turning to one of their other two hundred options we need to put action up front. Fixing a flat in space isn’t going to cut it. So, let’s have Lovejoy save a freighter from space pirates.”

“Great idea,” Neely suddenly said. “Even in Ad Astra they had moon pirates.”

“Space pirates? Really?” Les said skeptically. “Is that realistic?”

“No,” Tuck said, “but this is science fiction.”

They agreed on the space pirates beginning and then moved the plot forward. With many interruptions they managed to outline a plot that included a space pirate attack and rescue, the Star Corps headquarters visit, promotion, and then Lovejoy hand-picking her crew by visiting them in various settings, all low cost to film, and then ending with a distress call from a star system and the abrupt departure of the Amica to give aid.

“What does Lovejoy say when they go to warp drive?” Honor asked.

“It’s not warp drive, it's quantum tunneling,” Les said.

“What does your Captain say?” Honor said. “Make it so? Punch it? Engage?”

“That’s too directive,” Les said. “Captain Lovejoy tries to minimize hierarchy and promote collaborative decision making. It’s the decision making style that women prefer.”

“Oh really?” Honor said.

“So what does she say when she wants the pilot to leave?” Tuck asked. “You know, in your book, Colostomy Orifice, when Lovejoy wants the Amica to go somewhere? Pilot, how you feeling? Want to vote on when we leave? I’m thinking it’s time to go. What do y'all think?”

“My book is Caelesti Orbis. Usually, Captain Lovejoy says, ‘When you're ready.’”

“Works for me,” Honor said and the rest agreed. “So that’s our last line.”

“I’ll take the first pass on the screenplay,” Tuck said.

Then Honor took a card and wrote THE MISSION in bold black marker, and underneath LES and then under that SPACE PIRATES and TUCK. Then she tacked it to the cork board at the top of the column labeled “Good Ideas.”

“Now, episode two,” Honor said, as Tuck started typing.

At that point Les’ new phone rang. He fumbled with it but managed to answer. It was Mercy.

“Good, Les, you’re still here. I’m in Wardrobe and Ms. Seizemore is on her way to see you. She wants you to be there when she gets to the Pit.”

“Does she have a question?”

“Les, she’s really pissed,” Mercy said. “I don’t know why. She looks great.” 

Then Mercy hung up. Les did not know what Jane would be angry about and why she would want to see him. Then he forgot about it and went back to work on episode two, which would be about the aliens that sent the distress call that launched the Amica’s mission. 

“The humanoids call themselves the Similists,” Les explained. “Centuries ago, their culture dealt with discrimination based on racial and ethnic differences by adopting the practice of wearing identical masks and gowns that cover their bodies from head to toe so that the only external differences between people were voice and height. Even husbands and wives never see each other until their wedding night. It’s an extreme cultural adaptation to eliminate bias and to promote racial harmony and it has worked for the Similists for a millennium. However, war is about to break out because some of the population changed the color of their face masks from white to brown.”

“Masks are cheap and the costume designers can use sheets to drape the actors,” Tuck said, pausing in his typing.

“They might have Roman togas in storage,” Honor said.

“That Monday Night Movie WEN did, Rendezvous With Ramadi, had a lot of Muslim extras,” Tasha said. “They could repurpose those things the women wear.”

“Burqas,” Neely said.

“That would add another layer of meaning,” Tasha said. “Like whether it’s actually subjugation of women if they wear the sheets willingly.”

“In the Similist culture men wear the same thing,” Les said.

“Viewers will still think the men made them do it,” Tasha said. “The point is it will get viewers talking.”

“I like it,” Honor said. 

Suddenly, the door was thrown open and smashed against the wall and in stormed Oscar winner Jane Seizemore in her Captain Lovejoy uniform. She stood at the entrance, hands on her hips, her face red with furry, wearing a Barbarella-like outfit complete with semi-transparent cones for a bra, thigh high black boots, skin tight gold lame bustier with the cones, and a short gold cape.

“What the hell is this?” Seizemore demanded.

“This show might be a hit after all,” Tuck said.
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Chapter 3. An Angry Oscar Winner
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Les was both horrified and fascinated by the Captain Lovejoy uniform. Nothing in his book suggested a Barbarella outfit, in fact, his Captain Lovejoy wore slacks, turtle neck, and a blue Space Corps jacket through most of the book. 

“I had no input,” Les said, but Jane cut him off.

“I am not wearing this!” Jane declared.

“The fanboys will love it,” Tuck said. 

“I like it,” Tasha said. “Les, if you want to team up I think we can spin off Caelesti Orbis into a series called Caelesti Orbis Erotica.”

“Have you talked to Wainwright?” Les asked.

“He’s out. He knew I wouldn’t go for this and he left early,” Jane said, barely able to control her anger.

Then through the door came Terri, Mercy, and Willi in their Lieutenant costumes. They arrayed behind Jane and struck model poses. All were smiling. All wore gold miniskirts, shiny black boots, and jackets with epaulets over shirts with deep v-necks.

“We are the Lovejoys,” they said in unison.

“No, no, no, you are not Lovejoys,” Jane moaned.

The self-named Lovejoys came down into the Pit, showing off their costumes, and twirling without being asked. Jane stood on the platform, watching, horrified. Then she stomped directly to Les.

“Was this your idea?”

“No,” Les said, trying not to look at her cones. “You read my book. I oppose objectification of women. It’s a theme in my novel. Lovejoy wore pants.”

“Ooh, there’s a pants option for us,” Mercy
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