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Chapter 1 - Lights Out at Harvkin
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The fan in Katie Bell's office made more noise than a Ford with a bad carburetor, but it moved the June heat around just enough to keep her from dissolving into her chair. She'd propped the window open with an old Underwood typewriter manual, letting in the sounds of Wilshire Boulevard two stories below—car horns, trolley bells, and the occasional shout from a newspaper boy. And the sound of boxers training below in Moretti's Gym. The clock on her wall read 2:17, and the bourbon in her desk drawer was calling her name with increasing persistence.

Katie leaned back in her chair, feet up on her desk, reviewing the notes from her last case—a missing husband who turned out to be missing only from his wife's bed, not from the arms of his secretary in Pasadena. Simple, cheap, and utterly depressing. The kind of work that paid the bills but reminded her why she kept that bourbon so close at hand.

The knock on her frosted glass door was sharp, authoritative. Three quick raps that suggested someone who had better things to do.

"It's open," Katie called, not bothering to take her feet off the desk.

The man who entered filled the doorframe in the way expensive suits had a way of doing. Tall, broad-shouldered, with salt-and-pepper hair combed back with military precision. His face was all angles and hard lines, like someone had carved it from stone and forgotten to soften the edges.

"Miss Bell?" he asked, though it wasn't really a question.

"The sign on the door usually keeps the Girl Scouts away," Katie replied, gesturing to the lettering on the glass: KATIE BELL INVESTIGATIONS. "What can I do for you, Mr...?"

"Anders. Lew Anders." He stepped into the office, his gaze sweeping across the worn furniture, the filing cabinet with the dented corner, the half-dead plant by the window. His expression remained neutral, but Katie could read the judgment in his eyes.

"Mind if I smoke?" he asked, already reaching inside his jacket.

"I mind," Katie said. "But that hasn't stopped anyone yet."

Anders paused, then returned the cigarette case to his pocket with a slight shrug. That caught her attention. Men like him usually didn't care what women like her preferred.

"I work for Harvkin Studios," he said, remaining standing despite the empty chair across from her desk. "I'm what they call a fixer."

"I know what a fixer is, Mr. Anders," Katie said, finally lowering her feet and sitting upright. "And I know Harvkin. What I don't know is, what brings a studio fixer to my office on a Tuesday afternoon."

"We have a situation. Delicate. Needs to be handled with discretion."

"That's what fixers are for, isn't it? To make problems disappear?"

Anders's mouth tightened almost imperceptibly. "Some problems require a different approach. That's why I'm here."

"Sit down," Katie said, gesturing to the chair. "You're giving me a crick in my neck."

Anders hesitated, then lowered himself into the chair, which creaked under his weight. "We're in production on a major picture. 'Moonlight Serenade.' Budget of two million. Calypso Drake is our lead."

Katie raised an eyebrow. Calypso Drake was Harvkin's brightest star—a blonde bombshell with actual talent behind the looks. The papers couldn't get enough of her.

"Four days ago," Anders continued, "Calypso didn't show up on set. No call, no message. Just vanished."

"People don't just vanish in Los Angeles," Katie said. "Especially not movie stars."

"This one did." Anders leaned forward. "No one's seen her. Her house is empty. Her car's in the garage. No clothes missing, no sign of struggle. Just... gone."

"Have you called the police?"

Anders's face darkened. "That's not how we handle things at Harvkin."

"So instead, you wait four days and then come to me?" Katie stood up and walked to the window, looking down at the street below. "Why not one of the big agencies? Pinkerton's got an office downtown."

"Those agencies have too many connections to the press. And they ask too many questions." Anders paused.  “You were a war correspondent, Katie. You dug up defense contracts and missing soldiers—you know how to be discreet.” Katie turned back to face him. "You've been checking up on me."

"I check up on everyone."

"And what else did your check tell you?"

"That you're good. That you don't get intimidated. And that you get results."

Katie returned to her desk but remained standing. "What does the studio want, Mr. Anders?"

"We want Calypso back on set. We're burning through ten thousand dollars a day with this delay. The contract's tight, the budget's tighter, and Morris Harvkin's patience is tightest of all."

"And if she doesn't want to come back?"

Anders's expression didn't change, but something in his eyes hardened. "That's not an option. She's under contract for this picture and two more. Morris doesn't care if she's having a nervous breakdown or shacked up with some bohemian in Malibu. He wants her back in front of the cameras."

Katie sat down again, studying Anders's face. "Let me get this straight. You want me to find your missing star, drag her back to the studio, and do it all without anyone finding out she was gone in the first place?"

"That's right."

"And what if she's in trouble? What if someone took her?"

Anders waved a dismissive hand. "Calypso has... episodes. She disappears, throws tantrums, makes demands. It's happened before. But never during production. Never for this long."

"So you think she's just having a more dramatic 'episode' than usual?"

"I think she's putting a very expensive production at risk, and Morris Harvkin wants it resolved." Anders reached into his jacket and pulled out an envelope, placing it on Katie's desk. "Three hundred dollars now. Another seven when you find her."

Katie didn't touch the envelope. "I don't take orders, Lew. You want a bloodhound, hire a cop. You want the truth, you get me. That means I follow the evidence wherever it leads—even if it's somewhere Harvkin Studios doesn't want to look."

Anders stared at her for a long moment, then gave a curt nod. "Fair enough. But remember, discretion is paramount. If the press gets wind that Calypso Drake is missing, it'll be a circus. And Morris doesn't like circuses unless he's selling the tickets."

"I'll need access," Katie said. "To the studio, to her dressing room, to anyone who saw her last."

"You'll have it." Anders stood up. "I'll leave your name at the gate. Come tomorrow morning, nine sharp. I'll meet you."

"One more thing," Katie said as Anders turned to leave. "Why me? Really."

Anders paused at the door. "Because you're good, like I said. And because you're a woman. Calypso... she doesn't trust men. Never has. If anyone can get through to her once you find her, it might be you."

After Anders left, Katie picked up the envelope. The bills inside were crisp and new. She tucked it into her desk drawer next to the bourbon, then pulled out a fresh notepad. At the top, she wrote: "CALYPSO DRAKE — MISSING." Below that, she jotted down what little she knew so far.

She'd need more than that. Much more.

The Harvkin Studios gate looked like the entrance to a small palace, all white stone and gilded metal. The guard booth was manned by a bull-necked fellow whose uniform strained across his chest. He checked Katie's name against his clipboard, made a phone call, then waved her through with a grunt that might have been "Have a good one" or might have been indigestion.

Inside, Harvkin was its own small city. Enormous soundstages lined the main thoroughfare, interspersed with smaller buildings housing offices, workshops, and support services. Studio cars whizzed by carrying harried-looking men with megaphones and women with clipboards. In the distance, Katie could see the famous Harvkin backlot—New York, Western, and European streets all within a stone's throw of each other.

Lew Anders was waiting for her just inside the gate, leaning against a black Packard. He wore a different suit today—gray instead of blue—but it looked just as expensive.

"Right on time," he said, checking his watch. "Follow me. I'll show you to Calypso's dressing room first."

As they walked, Katie took mental notes of the studio's layout. Anders led her to Soundstage 7, a massive structure near the center of the lot. Inside, they passed through a maze of sets—a nightclub with tables arranged around a small stage, a posh apartment with one wall missing, a city street painted in dramatic shadows. Dozens of people scurried about, adjusting lights, moving furniture, measuring spaces with tape.

"We're shooting around her," Anders explained, noticing Katie's interest in the activity. "Background shots, scenes with other actors. But we can only do that for another day or two before we hit a wall."

They reached a corridor at the back of the soundstage. A row of doors lined one side, each bearing a name. Anders stopped at one labeled "CALYPSO DRAKE" in gold letters.

"This is hers," he said, producing a key. "No one's been in since she disappeared, except me to check if she might have left a note."

"And did she?" Katie asked.

"No."

The dressing room was larger than Katie had expected, almost the size of her entire office. A makeup table with a mirror surrounded by lights dominated one wall. A small seating area with a couch and coffee table occupied another corner. A folding screen concealed what appeared to be a changing area, and a small bathroom was visible through an open door.

The room smelled of perfume and face powder, with undertones of cigarette smoke. It was tidy but lived-in, with personal touches everywhere, photographs in frames, a vase of now-wilting flowers, a collection of small ceramic animals on a shelf.

Katie moved carefully through the room, taking everything in. The makeup table was cluttered with cosmetics, brushes, and hair accessories. A script lay open on the coffee table, pages marked with pencil notes in the margins. A jade green dress hung on a rack near the changing screen, alongside several other costumes labeled with scene numbers.

"When was she last seen?" Katie asked, picking up a silver cigarette case from the makeup table. It was engraved with the initials "C.D."

"Friday evening," Anders replied, watching her from the doorway. "She finished her scenes around six, came back here to change, and was supposed to attend a dinner with some executives and the director. She never showed up."

"Who saw her last?"

"Her makeup girl, Dotty Simmons. Says Calypso seemed normal, maybe a little tired. Nothing unusual."

Katie set down the cigarette case and picked up one of the framed photographs—Calypso Drake, in a bathing suit on a beach, smiling at the camera. She was stunning, with platinum blonde hair, full lips, and a figure that explained why men lined up around the block to see her films.

"I'll need to talk to this Dotty," Katie said. "And anyone else who was close to her on set."

"I've arranged for you to speak with her director, Walter Klein, after this. And her co-star, Richard Palmer. They both know to be... selective with what they tell you."

Katie shot him a sharp look. "Meaning?"

"Meaning they know to stick to relevant information. Studio business stays studio business."

"Mr. Anders," Katie said, setting down the photograph, "if you want me to find Calypso Drake, I need the whole picture. Not just the parts Harvkin wants me to see."

Anders's expression didn't change, but Katie thought she detected a flicker of something—respect, perhaps—in his eyes.

"You'll get what you need," he said. "But remember our arrangement. This stays quiet."

"I remember." Katie continued her examination of the room, opening drawers and checking the small bathroom. Nothing seemed out of place or disturbing, though she noted a prescription bottle in the bathroom cabinet—something for nerves, according to the label.

"These 'episodes' you mentioned," Katie said, rejoining Anders at the door. "Tell me more about them."

Anders sighed. "Calypso's... high-strung. Temperamental. She's walked off sets before, locked herself in her dressing room, thrown fits when things didn't go her way. But she'd always come back within a few hours, usually after a good cry or a stiff drink."

"Never disappeared completely?"

"Once, about a year ago. Took off to Palm Springs for two days without telling anyone. Came back sunburned and full of apologies."

Katie nodded. "And her personal life? Boyfriend? Family?"

"No family to speak of. Parents dead, no siblings. As for men..." Anders hesitated. "Calypso goes through them like cigarettes. There's always someone, but no one serious at the moment, as far as I know."

"You're paid to know everything, Lew."

Anders gave her a thin smile. "Even I have limits, Miss Bell."

They left the dressing room, Anders locking the door behind them. As they walked back through the soundstage, Katie observed the controlled chaos of the production. Electricians adjusted lights, set dressers repositioned furniture, and an assistant director shouted instructions to a group of extras in evening wear.

"Where to now?" Katie asked.

"Klein's office. He's between setups." As they walked across the lot, Katie noticed a small, weathered building set apart from the main soundstages. Unlike the gleaming facades that dominated the studio grounds, this structure had an air of neglect about it.

"What's that building?" Katie asked, nodding toward it.

Anders

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





