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Chapter One

The Dead Producer's Desk

The call came after midnight, which meant it was either trouble, money, or family. Danny Diggs had learned the three often traveled together in expensive cars.

His mother’s voice came through the old analog phone in his garage office, low and tight. “Danny, I need you to come to Los Angeles.”

Danny looked at the rain threading down the window. Santa Barbara was pretending to be innocent again. The palms moved in the wind like they were cooperating with the authorities. “That sounds like the beginning of several bad decisions.”

“It is not a joke.”

“That’s what makes it worse.”

A pause. Caroline Diggs did not pause unless she was editing herself. She had been a film producer long enough to understand that silence, placed correctly, could do more damage than dialogue.

“Martin Leff is dead,” she said.

Danny knew the name. Everybody in his mother’s business knew the name. Martin Leff had produced patriotic thrillers, courtroom dramas, prestige biographies, and three romantic comedies that made people believe billionaires were lonely in ways that excused tax crimes. He had smiled beside presidents, actresses, directors, and men who later pretended not to know him. He had once told Danny that Hollywood was a church where the saints worked for scale and the devils owned the parking lots.

“Heart attack?” Danny asked.

“That is the story.”

“Then what is the truth?”

“The truth is why I called you.”

An hour later Jim Banks was in Danny’s office wearing a rain jacket, pajama pants, and the expression of a man who had been dragged from sleep by the gravitational pull of someone else’s disaster.

“No,” Jim said.

Danny blinked. “I didn’t ask yet.”

“You were about to ask me to go to Los Angeles, break into a dead producer’s office, and help you anger people who own private helicopters.”

Danny considered that. “I was going to say it with more charm.”

“That’s not a defense.”

“It is in Hollywood.”

They drove south before dawn in a borrowed black car Danny’s father had described as a “legal contingency vehicle.” Jim called it a felony with seat warmers. Los Angeles received them with wet streets, billboard smiles, and traffic lights that seemed to change out of spite.

Martin Leff’s office sat in a private production bungalow behind DreamGov Studios, a white building with Spanish tile, bougainvillea, and the stale smell of money that had learned to apologize badly. Caroline met them at the service gate. She wore dark glasses though the sun was not up yet, and a scarf tied around her hair the way old movie stars used to do when they wanted privacy and photographers.

“You look like Grace Kelly fleeing a subpoena,” Danny said.

“Do not be clever today.”

“I make no promises I can enforce.”

Caroline led them through a side passage into Leff’s office. The police had already gone. That was the first strange thing. Police in Hollywood loved a dead producer; it let them stand near famous furniture and feel underpaid. The second strange thing was the smell. Not decay. Not cigar smoke. Burned film.

The room was lined with framed photographs. Leff with Jack Nicholson at a charity poker table. Leff with a young director whose public kindness had ruined many private assistants. Leff with Caroline at an awards dinner, both smiling as if knives had been hidden below the frame. On the largest wall hung a black-and-white still of Humphrey Bogart under rain, tired and suspicious, which Danny considered the correct facial expression for adulthood.

“What happened here?” Jim asked.

Caroline looked at the black scorch marks around the private safe. “Someone came for his archive.”

“Did they get it?” Danny asked.

“Most of it.”

“Most?”

Caroline pointed to the desk. “Martin was vain. Vain men hide things where they believe only clever people will look.”

Danny pulled the drawers. Receipts. contracts. pills. an old silver lighter. Nothing. Then he felt beneath the center drawer and found tape. He peeled loose a yellowed envelope.

Inside was a photograph.

An old editing room. A man at a reel-to-reel machine, one hand raised toward the camera. His face was blurred. On the table sat a black film canister.

Written on the canister in white grease pencil were three words:

THE BLACK REEL.

Caroline inhaled sharply.

Danny looked at her. “You know what this is.”

“No.”

“That was fast enough to be rehearsed.”

She took off her glasses. Her eyes looked older than the rest of her. “I know what people whispered. I know what they said it could do.”

Jim leaned closer. “And what did they say?”

Caroline looked at the burned safe, then at the walls full of famous faces. “They said it was the first film DreamGov ever made that didn’t need an audience to believe it. It made the audience believe itself.”

Danny slipped the photograph into his jacket.

A sound came from the hallway.

Soft shoes. Many of them.

Caroline turned pale. “You have to go.”

“We just got here.”

“Danny.”

The office screen clicked on by itself. Vivian Cross appeared, silver-haired and smiling with the warmth of a winter tax audit.

“Caroline,” Vivian said, “you should have called before bringing your son into the picture.”

Danny looked at the screen. “I usually prefer a callback.”

Vivian’s eyes moved to him. “Johnny Diggs. Still auditioning for a life you cannot play.”

Jim whispered, “That seems personal.”

The hallway footsteps stopped outside the door.

Vivian smiled wider. “Bring the photograph to DreamGov, Danny. The studio has been expecting its lead.”

The screen went black.

Someone knocked once on the office door.

Danny looked at Jim.

Jim sighed. “This is why I hate movies.”

Danny smiled without joy and reached for the brass lamp on Martin Leff’s desk.

The door opened.

Chapter Two

The Studio That Smiled

By morning, Los Angeles looked like a city pretending it had never sinned. The sun came up gold over studio walls, civic cameras, smiling billboards, and palm trees wired to watch more than wind.

Danny and Jim stood across from DreamGov Studios with dark glasses, bad coffee, and the photograph of the Black Reel burning a hole in Danny’s pocket.

“You know,” Jim said, “most people come to studios because they want to be famous.”

“I came because somebody is using movies to erase people.”

“That’s darker than my reason.”

“What’s your reason?”

“I heard they have a cafeteria with real eggs.”

They slipped through the gate under the name Johnny Diggs, because in Hollywood a suspicious man could always claim to be an actor. DreamGov’s silver arch rose over them like an open eye. Fake courthouses, fake police stations, fake American small towns, and fake emergency rooms lined the lot. Danny had the feeling he was walking through a country that had been built for close-ups and destroyed in wide shot.

On a soundstage door someone had scratched a black circle with a white line through it: a reel cut in half. The door opened when Danny touched it.

Inside stood an old movie-palace set, red seats and gold trim, a dream version of a past that had never been honest. At the center sat an editing table. On it waited a black canister.

THE BLACK REEL.

A projector woke by itself. On-screen appeared Lena Marlowe, a vanished film editor with dark hair, sharp eyes, and the haunted look of a woman who had cut too close to the truth.

“If this reel is playing,” Lena said, “then Martin Leff is dead, Caroline Diggs is lying, and DreamGov has started using narrative correction again.”

Jim lowered his coffee. “That sounds official in a terrible way.”

Lena’s filmed face continued. “They told us we were making films. We weren’t. We were building emotional maps. Every cut taught the system what people feared, loved, resisted, and obeyed. The camera watched the actors. The audience watched the film. The system watched everybody.”

The room lights snapped on.

Vivian Cross entered in a cream-colored suit, silver hair pulled back, calm enough to be lethal. “That is stolen property.”

Danny tucked the canister behind his back. “In my experience, the best property is.”

Vivian’s smile sharpened. “Caroline’s boy.”

“People keep saying that like evidence.”

“Family is always evidence.”

She warned him to leave. He did not. Guards entered. Danny threw hot coffee. Jim knocked over a camera crane and apologized to the union. They ran through a side exit into artificial rain falling on a fake New York street.

A message lit Danny’s wristband:

BRING THE REEL TO CAROLINE DIGGS. DO NOT LET HER WATCH IT ALONE.

At the end of the fake street, a woman stood under a fake streetlamp in the manufactured rain. Dark hair. Sharp eyes. Older than the film. Alive enough to be impossible.

Lena Marlowe raised one finger to her lips, then disappeared through a painted theater door.

Jim stared. “Tell me you saw that.”

“I saw it.”

“Tell me she’s not supposed to be dead.”

“She’s not supposed to exist.”

Danny started after her.

Jim groaned and picked up a broken prop umbrella. “Somebody has to make sure the plot doesn’t eat you.”

Chapter Three

The Cutting Room of Ghosts

The painted theater door opened like a bank vault. Inside, DreamGov had built a false lobby to old Hollywood: gold frames, fake marble, chandelier light, and posters of borrowed ghosts. Bogart in rain. Marilyn smiling. James Dean wounded enough to be eternal. Audrey Hepburn elegant as a secret. Sidney Poitier upright enough to shame the room.

Lena Marlowe waited beneath a torn velvet curtain. Older now, scarred, thin, and very much alive.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” Danny said.

“So are half the people who built this town.”

Jim lifted the umbrella. “Jim. Emotionally exhausted supporting character.”

Lena led them into a hallway stacked with film cans. Their labels made Danny stop: GARBO RESPONSE TEST. BOGART RESISTANCE PROFILE. MONROE EMPATHY MAP. DEAN ADOLESCENT DEFIANCE STUDY. HEPBURN TRUST SEQUENCE. POITIER MORAL AUTHORITY MODEL.

“They used movie stars?” Jim whispered.

“They used what people felt about movie stars,” Lena said. “That’s worse.”

The cutting room beyond was real. Flatbeds, splicers, old monitors, ashtrays, and walls covered with still photographs: Cary Grant, Katharine Hepburn, Elizabeth Taylor, Al Pacino, Robert De Niro, Meryl Streep. Between them were unknown faces: failed actors, children, witnesses, the erased.

Then Danny saw himself at sixteen in a white room.

“The Black Reel wasn’t made to entertain people,” Lena said. “It was made to train the country.”

She played footage of Caroline Diggs in an editing bay with Vivian Cross, watching a boy dragged toward a van. The boy was Danny.

“That sequence was called Civic Reconciliation,” Lena said. “It taught viewers that forced removal was compassion. Disappearance was healing. If someone was taken, it meant they had been saved from themselves.”

“My mother cut it?” Danny asked.

“She cut out the heart of it. Buried the negative. Hid the reel.”

Every dead monitor turned on. Bogart’s borrowed face appeared, then Marilyn, James Dean, Audrey Hepburn, and a dozen others. The Star Engine spoke through them.

“Daniel Diggs. Remain where you are.”

Jim stared. “Is Casablanca threatening us?”

The faces shifted: Jimmy Stewart, Grace Kelly, Robert Mitchum, Denzel Washington, all hollowed into a single machine. Lena jammed a screwdriver into the control panel. Sparks flew.

Vivian’s voice came through the speaker. She told Danny that Lena was giving him just enough truth to be useful. Drones dropped from the ceiling. Lena fired. Danny grabbed the Black Reel. Jim swung the umbrella with little success and great feeling.

They escaped through a hidden Bogart frame into a passage that led beneath the studio.

“The Star Vault,” Lena said. “Where DreamGov keeps the faces.”

The underground chamber was circular, five stories high, lined with screens. Famous faces. Dead faces. Living faces. Unknown faces. Danny’s own face appeared in five versions: Johnny Diggs, Daniel Hart, Subject Zero, Danny the detective, Danny the boy in the chair.

Caroline appeared on every screen.

“Danny,” she said. “Step away from Lena Marlowe. She helped make you.”

Lena raised her pistol.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

The Black Reel began


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
1 [

[ ]

A

[t Y Y Y I B

THE BLACK
REEL

Danny Diggs Adventure Book 2

Written by

Matt Crohn

N N T Y Y e s Yy Y e ) O B OO





