
    
      [image: Book cover]
    

  
		
			Silhouettes on Celluloid

			A Boys’ Love Weimar-Era Novel
set in Berlin
(1927)

			Echoes Between Wars
Book 3

			Leo Vescari

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2025 Leo Vescari

			All Rights Reserved

			No part of this book may be reproduced by any means whatsoever without the written permission of the author,
except for very brief portions of the book
which may be quoted for the purpose of review.

			Published by WMC Publishing

			WMCPublishing.com

			[image: ]

			Please visit Leo’s author page at:

			WMCPublishing.com/leo-vescari

		

	
		
			Contents

			Chapter 1: City of Glitter and Shadows

			Chapter 2: Secrets Behind the Silver Screen

			Chapter 3: Colors of Rebellion

			Chapter 4: Whispers in the Cabaret

			Chapter 5: Masks of Identity

			Chapter 6: Flickers in the Dark

			Chapter 7: Portraits of Defiance

			Chapter 8: Shadows Cast Long

			Chapter 9: Fragments of a Hidden Truth

			Chapter 10: Dawn of a Fragile Light

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			City of Glitter and Shadows

			The tram rattled through Berlin’s morning streets like a mechanical beast digesting the city’s ambitions. Magnus Adler gripped the leather strap above his head, watching the urban landscape blur past the grimy windows. Coal smoke painted the air thick and gray, seeping through the vehicle’s worn seals to coat his throat with the taste of industry. Factory whistles shrieked their symphony across neighborhoods where ambition and desperation lived side by side in uneasy harmony.

			His reflection stared back from the glass, superimposed over the passing cityscape. Thirty-two years old, with dark hair that refused to stay properly combed and intelligent eyes that carried the quiet intensity of someone accustomed to working in shadows. The scar near his right eyebrow caught the morning light, a reminder of the accident during his apprenticeship in Stockholm when a lighting rig had toppled during a particularly ambitious shoot. A small price tp pay for his grand dreams.

			The other passengers pressed against him in the crowded compartment. A woman in a worn coat clutched a paper bag that smelled of fresh bread. Two men in paint-splattered overalls discussed the rising cost of everything with the weary resignation of those who earned their living with their hands. A young mother bounced a fussing infant, her tired eyes scanning the passing streets as if searching for something she had lost.

			Magnus’s leather satchel pressed against his hip, weighted with the colored glass filters that represented months of meticulous preparation. Each gel had been selected and tested in his Stockholm workshop, their hues catalogued with the precision of a botanist documenting rare flowers. Sapphire for moonlight scenes. Rose for romantic interludes. Amber for the golden hour that existed more often in dreams than reality.

			Sweden felt like another lifetime now. The measured pace of his provincial studio, the predictable rhythms of documentary work and portrait sessions. Safe. Comfortable. Suffocating. Here, surrounded by the electric energy of Germany’s film capital, he could become someone new. Someone whose work might matter beyond the narrow confines of commercial photography.

			Neubabelsberg sprawled ahead like a promise half-kept. The studio district buzzed with controlled chaos that reminded Magnus of an ant colony dedicated to manufacturing dreams. Crews hauled camera equipment across cobblestones still wet from the previous night’s rain, their movements choreographed by invisible directors shouting orders in rapid-fire German. Extras in elaborate period costumes clustered on street corners, their powdered faces incongruous against the backdrop of peeling political posters that proclaimed competing visions of Germany’s future.

			A woman in an eighteenth-century ball gown shared a cigarette with a Roman centurion, their conversation punctuated by the distant hammering of carpenters building tomorrow’s illusions. The juxtaposition struck Magnus as quintessentially Berlin. Ancient and modern, sacred and profane, all mixed together in a cocktail that intoxicated and disturbed in equal measure.

			He stepped from the tram, breathing deeply despite the assault on his lungs. The air tasted of sawdust and metal polish. Hope. Possibility. The faint sweetness of paint not yet dry on sets being constructed for stories not yet told. His boots found purchase on cobblestones worn smooth by generations of dreamers and schemers, all seeking their fortune in the shadow of the great studios.

			Street vendors hawked newspapers whose headlines proclaimed the latest political crisis. Magnus caught fragments of conversations in dialects that ranged from crisp Prussian to the softer cadences of Bavaria. The city spoke in many voices, each one carrying its own hopes and fears into the uncertain future that stretched ahead like an unwritten script.

			The main UFA building loomed before him like a cathedral dedicated to celluloid gods. Its façade bore the weathered dignity of an institution that had survived war, revolution, and the countless smaller catastrophes that attended any ambitious human enterprise. Towering film posters covered its walls, their bright proclamations competing with faded graffiti that spoke of political unrest simmering beneath the surface of daily life.

			Magnus recognized the faces of stars whose images had traveled as far as Stockholm, carried by the strange alchemy that transformed ordinary men and women into objects of international fascination. Ernst König’s piercing gaze watched him from a poster advertising “Hearts of the Fatherland,” the actor’s handsome features promising romance and heroism in equal measure. The man’s eyes seemed to follow Magnus as he approached the entrance, as if evaluating his worthiness to enter this temple of manufactured emotion.

			Inside, the building opened into a vast space that stole Magnus’s breath and left him momentarily disoriented. The soundstage stretched upward into shadows, its ceiling lost in a maze of catwalks and suspended lights that resembled a metallic forest canopy. The space could have housed a small cathedral, complete with its own peculiar form of worship. Voices echoed from invisible sources, creating a multilayered conversation that rose and fell like incantations.

			German dialects mixed and overlapped, creating a linguistic symphony that reminded him how far he had traveled from the familiar rhythms of his homeland. He caught fragments of technical discussions, budget concerns, artistic disputes that carried the passionate intensity of theological debates. This was a place where people cared deeply about things that might seem trivial to outsiders, where the angle of a light or the precise shade of a costume could spark arguments that lasted for hours.

			The smell of the place enveloped him. Fresh lumber mixed with old wood that had absorbed decades of human ambition. The sharp tang of electrical equipment running hot. Coffee grounds and cigarette smoke and the peculiar scent that seemed to cling to film stock, chemical and slightly sweet. It was the smell of creativity under pressure, of deadlines and dreams colliding in spaces designed to contain both.

			“Papers,” demanded the guard at the entrance desk. The man’s uniform carried the crisp authority of someone accustomed to turning away dreamers and time-wasters, his eyes already evaluating Magnus’s worth based on the cut of his clothes and the confidence of his approach. A small brass nameplate identified him as Weber, though his expression suggested he had little interest in personal introductions.

			Magnus produced his contract documents, noting how the official seals and signatures transformed him from interloper to legitimate participant in this grand enterprise. The guard studied the papers with bureaucratic skepticism, his weathered fingers tracing the embossed letterhead as if searching for evidence of forgery. Finally satisfied, he nodded toward a corridor that disappeared into the building’s industrial depths like a passageway into the underworld.

			“Workshop seventeen,” Weber grunted. “Third door past the costume storage. Mind the cables.”

			The corridor stretched ahead, lined with doors that bore cryptic labels. Prop Storage B. Makeup Station Four. Script Review. Each entrance promised its own specialized form of magic, its own contribution to the great machine that transformed human stories into flickering images on silver screens. Magnus passed technicians carrying mysterious equipment, their conversations filled with technical jargon that belonged to a specialized world he was still learning to navigate.

			His workspace proved smaller than anticipated but adequate for his purposes. The previous occupant had left behind the lingering scent of darkroom chemicals and the ghosts of abandoned projects. Pencil shavings scattered across a scarred wooden table. A calendar from the previous year, its pages marked with cryptic notations that spoke of deadlines met and missed. The detritus of creative work, familiar and oddly comforting.

			A single window provided natural light, its glass thick with the accumulated grime of industrial Berlin but still capable of admitting the pale November sunshine that served as the city’s primary source of hope during the darker months. Electrical fixtures offered the controlled illumination he would need for his experiments, their adjustable arms reaching toward his work surface like mechanical flowers seeking light.

			Magnus unpacked his equipment with the reverent care of a priest preparing for mass. Each piece had been selected for its specific purpose, tested and retested in his Stockholm workshop until he understood its capabilities completely. The color temperature meter that would measure the precise quality of his lighting. The exposure timer that would ensure consistent results across multiple tests. The notebook where he would record every variable, every subtle variation that might prove crucial to his success.

			His colored gels emerged from their protective cases like jewels revealed to daylight. Each filter caught the available light differently, transforming the harsh fluorescent glare into something approaching magic. Sapphire blue created the cool mystery of moonlight. Amber generated warmth where none had existed before. Rose suggested the blush of dawn or the glow of romantic possibility.

			These were his tools for painting with light, for adding color to a black-and-white world that seemed determined to drain itself of beauty. In Sweden, such experimentation had been viewed as expensive frivolity. Here, in the heart of an industry built on visual spectacle, it might represent the future itself.

			He selected a strip of film stock and positioned it carefully beneath his testing apparatus. The material felt delicate between his fingers, vulnerable to heat and humidity and the thousand small disasters that could destroy hours of careful work in seconds. The first gel, a delicate rose tint, transformed the monochrome image into something that spoke of sunset and possibility, of emotions that existed beyond the reach of ordinary language.

			Magnus made precise notes in his journal, documenting the exposure time and color intensity with the methodical precision of an alchemist recording the secrets of transmutation. Temperature: eighteen degrees Celsius. Humidity: moderate. Light source: northern exposure, partially clouded. Each variable mattered, each detail might prove crucial when the time came to reproduce his results under the pressure of actual production.

			The work consumed him completely, drawing him into a state of concentration where the outside world ceased to exist. Time became fluid, measured only in the progression of his experiments and the gradual accumulation of knowledge that would transform possibility into reality. He lost himself in the subtle variations between tints, in the way different colors could alter the emotional weight of a single scene, could suggest moods and atmospheres that black-and-white photography could only approximate.

			This was why he had come to Berlin. Not just to make films, but to push the boundaries of what film could become. To discover new ways of capturing human experience and transforming it into something that could reach across the darkness of theaters to touch the hearts of strangers. Art as communication. Beauty as rebellion against a world that seemed increasingly hostile to both.

			“Did you hear about the raid on that theater in Schöneberg?”

			The hushed conversation in the corridor outside his workshop shattered his concentration like a stone thrown through glass. Magnus froze, his hand still holding a strip of newly tinted film, its rose coloring suddenly seeming fragile and precious in ways he had not anticipated.

			“Three arrests,” came the whispered reply. “They’re calling it degenerate art again. Something about immoral influences corrupting public morality.”

			“The police?”

			“Who else? Word is they’re expanding the list of what they consider harmful to German values. Theater, cabaret, some kinds of films.” A pause filled with implications. “You need to be careful what projects you associate with these days.”

			Magnus set down his work with careful deliberation, his movements precise despite the tremor that had begun in his hands. The voices faded as the speakers moved deeper into the building, but their words lingered like smoke in his small workshop, seeping into corners where hope had been building small monuments to possibility.

			He had heard similar conversations in Stockholm, though delivered with the detachment of distance, as if the speakers were discussing events in some foreign country where such things might happen to other people. Here, surrounded by the physical reality of the threat they described, their words carried the weight of genuine danger. This was not an academic discussion but a survival strategy, the kind of whispered intelligence that might someday mean the difference between freedom and prison.

			The implications settled over him slowly, like dust accumulating on surfaces he had thought were clean. His work, his beautiful experiments with light and color, existed in a world where beauty itself could be classified as dangerous. Where the wrong kind of art could lead to arrest, imprisonment, worse. The rose-tinted film in his hands seemed suddenly fragile, a butterfly wing that might crumble at the slightest touch.

			He returned to his colored gels, but their beauty seemed more precious now, more vulnerable to the forces that sought to reduce all human experience to approved categories. Art as rebellion. The phrase had always possessed a romantic appeal when discussed in theoretical terms over coffee in Stockholm cafes. In this small workshop in Berlin, surrounded by the echoes of political tension, it carried the weight of genuine consequence.

			The sapphire filter caught the afternoon light streaming through his window, transforming the entire room into something otherworldly and beautiful. For a moment, the cramped space became an underwater grotto, a place of mystery and possibility where normal rules might not apply. Magnus smiled despite the anxiety gnawing at his chest, despite the whispered warnings that still echoed in his ears.

			If creating beauty in dangerous times was an act of rebellion, then he had chosen his battle well. The light was perfect for his next experiment.

			Ernst König’s dressing room existed in a world apart from the industrial chaos of the soundstages. Plush velvet curtains in deep burgundy framed windows that had been painted over to ensure privacy. A Persian rug covered polished hardwood floors, its intricate patterns worn smooth by the pacing of countless nervous performers. The air hung thick with the competing scents of lilac cologne and stale cigarette smoke, a combination that spoke of glamour and anxiety in equal measure.

			The morning light filtered through the painted glass, casting everything in a soft, diffused glow that flattered the skin and hid imperfections. Ernst had learned to appreciate such lighting tricks. They were tools of the trade, necessary illusions that transformed ordinary men into objects of desire and admiration. The same magic that made audiences believe in stories they knew were fiction.

			He reached for the mahogany radio that occupied the corner of his vanity, its brass fittings gleaming in the subdued light. The device crackled to life with the static-laden voice of an announcer discussing the morning’s cultural programming. Ernst adjusted the tuning dial with practiced fingers, searching for the interview he dreaded hearing but could not avoid.

			“We’re pleased to welcome Georg Brenner, star of the upcoming production ‘The Kaiser’s Dream.’” The announcer’s voice carried the crisp authority of Berlin’s cultural establishment. “Tell us about your thoughts on the future of German cinema.”

			Brenner’s response flowed with the effortless precision of stage-trained diction. Each word emerged perfectly formed, every consonant sharp and every vowel pure. High German spoken as the gods intended, free from the regional inflections that marked a man’s origins as surely as a birthmark. Ernst’s fingers tightened around the radio’s brass knob as he listened to his rival’s flawless performance.

			“The talkies represent an extraordinary opportunity for German actors,” Brenner continued. “Finally, we can show the world not just our faces, but our voices. The full range of our artistic expression.”

			Ernst’s stomach clenched. He reached for his cigarette case, a gift from an admirer whose name he had forgotten years ago, and lit a cigarette with hands that trembled almost imperceptibly. The smoke provided momentary relief from the knot forming in his chest, the familiar ritual calming his nerves through sheer repetition.

			The interview continued, each of Brenner’s perfectly enunciated words striking Ernst like small blows. The man spoke of Shakespeare and Goethe, of the tradition of German theater that would elevate cinema beyond mere entertainment. He discussed technique and training with the confidence of someone who had never doubted his place in the cultural hierarchy.

			Ernst switched off the radio with more force than necessary. The sudden silence felt oppressive after the stream of polished conversation. He stubbed out his barely smoked cigarette and stared at his reflection in the vanity mirror, searching for signs of the anxiety that gnawed at him like a persistent wound.

			The face that looked back belonged to Germany’s rising romantic lead. Strong jawline softened by sensitive eyes. Dark hair carefully styled to suggest casual perfection. The kind of features that photographed well and inspired fantasies among the women who wrote him passionate letters. Everything the cameras loved, everything that had built his career on the foundation of visual appeal.

			He picked up the script that had arrived three days earlier, bound in the expensive leather that marked important projects. “Eternal Devotion,” read the title page. A romantic drama about a young officer and the aristocrat’s daughter who loved him despite the barriers of class and duty. Standard material, the kind of role he could perform in his sleep.

			Ernst opened to a scene near the middle of the story. The young officer declares his love in a moonlit garden, his words carrying the weight of destiny and desire. Simple dialogue, nothing that should challenge an actor of his experience. He cleared his throat and began to read aloud.

			“Mein liebstes Fraulein, ich kann nicht langer schweigen.” The words emerged thick and clumsy from his lips, betraying every hour he had spent as a child in his grandfather’s house in Bavaria. The soft consonants that marked him as provincial. The slight slur that no amount of coaching had been able to completely eliminate. His accent, the ghost that haunted every performance, rose from hiding to mock his pretensions.

			He slammed the script down on the vanity surface hard enough to rattle the small bottles of cologne and hair tonic that crowded the space. The leather binding split slightly at the impact, revealing the white pages beneath like exposed bone. Ernst stared at the damaged script, seeing in its broken spine a preview of his own career once the talkies arrived in force.

			The mirror reflected his frustration back at him with cruel honesty. Behind the handsome façade lived a man built on careful deception. The regional accent was only the most obvious flaw. Deeper secrets lurked beneath the surface, truths that would destroy him more completely than any speech impediment. His carefully constructed identity as Germany’s romantic ideal depended on layers of performance that extended far beyond the soundstage.

			He thought of the women who wrote him letters, their passionate declarations of love addressed to a man who existed only in their imaginations. They dreamed of romance with someone whose heart belonged entirely to his craft, who had never felt the stirring of desire that their fantasies attributed to him. The irony would have been amusing if it were not so dangerous.

			Ernst rose from his chair and paced to the window, though the painted glass revealed nothing of the world beyond. His movements carried the unconscious grace that made him so effective on camera, but alone in his dressing room they felt hollow, performative gestures executed for an audience of one.

			The morning had brought another script, this one from a smaller studio willing to take risks on experimental material. He had read it the previous evening, intrigued by its unconventional approach to wartime themes. An anti-war story told through the eyes of ordinary soldiers, stripped of the patriotic rhetoric that dominated most military films. Dangerous material in the current political climate, but artistically compelling in ways that mainstream projects rarely achieved.

			Such projects attracted attention from critics and audiences alike, but also from authorities who viewed artistic innovation with suspicion. Ernst had heard whispers of increased surveillance, of careers ended by association with the wrong kind of art. The smart move would be to focus on safe material, the romantic comedies and melodramas that offended no one and challenged nothing.

			But safe material would not solve his fundamental problem. When the talkies arrived in force, his accent would betray him regardless of the roles he chose. Better to risk everything on projects that might showcase his abilities before technology rendered those abilities irrelevant. A calculated gamble that might preserve his career or destroy it completely.

			A soft knock interrupted his brooding. Ernst straightened his jacket and composed his features into the pleasant mask that served as his public face. The door opened to reveal Helga Meier, her practical dress and knowing smile marking her as one of the few people in the studio who saw him as more than a collection of profitable features.

			“You look like someone died,” she observed, closing the door behind her with the casual familiarity of long friendship. “Bad news from the radio?”

			“Georg Brenner discussing the artistic future of German cinema,” Ernst replied, accepting the cigarette she offered from her own case. “Apparently, the talkies will separate the truly gifted from the merely decorative.”

			Helga struck a match and held it steady while he lit his cigarette. Her hazel eyes studied his face with the professional attention of someone trained to notice details others missed. “Brenner’s an ass,” she said finally. “Pretty voice, empty head. You have ten times his talent.”

			“Talent doesn’t matter if the audience can’t understand what you’re saying.”

			“Your accent isn’t that strong.” She settled into the leather armchair opposite his vanity, crossing her legs with the confidence of someone comfortable in her own skin. “Besides, half the audience comes from the provinces. They might prefer actors who sound like real people instead of trained seals.”

			Ernst appreciated her loyalty even as he doubted her assessment. Helga had always been generous with encouragement, perhaps because her own position in the studio hierarchy made her sympathetic to those struggling with professional insecurities. Costume designers might be essential to productions, but they rarely received the recognition that actors took for granted.

			“What brings you to my palace of neurosis this morning?” he asked, gesturing toward the opulent surroundings with mock grandeur. “Besides providing therapeutic conversation to damaged leading men.”

			“Studio gossip,” she replied, settling back in her chair with the satisfied expression of someone bearing interesting news. “Friedrich Baum is in meetings with the executives. Word is they’re panicking about the American competition.”

			Ernst felt a familiar tightness in his chest. Studio politics affected everyone, but actors felt the tremors first and most acutely. Their careers depended on the whims of men who viewed artistic talent as a commodity to be bought and sold according to market conditions.

			“Panicking how?”

			“The usual way. Cutting budgets, demanding safer material, questioning every decision that might offend potential audiences.” Helga took a long drag from her cigarette. “They’re talking about bringing in voice coaches from the theaters. Mandatory speech training for anyone who wants to work in talkies.”

			The irony struck Ernst with bitter force. Speech training might help him disguise his accent, but it would also draw attention to the problem he was trying to hide. Group sessions with other actors would expose his weaknesses to competitors who might use the information against him. Privacy was a luxury he could not afford to lose.

			“There’s something else,” Helga continued, her voice dropping to the conspiratorial tone that marked truly sensitive information. “They’re reviewing all the current projects, looking for anything that might cause political problems.”

			Ernst’s cigarette froze halfway to his lips. Political problems could mean anything from communist sympathies to insufficient patriotism to the wrong kind of artistic innovation. In the current climate, safety lay in mediocrity and conformity, qualities that had never appealed to him as an artist.

			“How political are we talking?”

			“Hard to say. Depends on who’s doing the reviewing.” She studied his face with the attention of someone reading subtext. “Why? Are you involved in something that might raise questions?”

			Ernst considered the scripts on his desk, the experimental projects that had caught his interest precisely because they challenged conventional thinking. The anti-war film would certainly qualify as politically questionable. Any story that portrayed German military adventures in less than heroic terms risked official disapproval.

			“Nothing concrete yet,” he said carefully. “But there are always projects that push boundaries.”

			“My advice? Push boundaries quietly.” Helga rose from her chair with fluid grace. “The political winds are shifting. Better to bend than break.”

			She moved toward the door, then paused with her hand on the knob. “Ernst? Whatever you’re considering, be careful who you trust. The studio is full of people looking for ways to advance their own careers.”

			The door closed behind her with a soft click, leaving Ernst alone with his reflection and his fears. He studied his face in the mirror, seeing past the handsome features to the anxiety that lurked beneath. The man who looked back carried too many secrets, harbored too many vulnerabilities that could be exploited by enemies or rivals.

			Outside his dressing room, the studio continued its daily rhythm of creation and commerce. Scripts were written, sets constructed, dreams manufactured with industrial efficiency. Ernst remained motionless in his chair, surrounded by the luxury that masked his fundamental insecurity, contemplating choices that might determine whether his career survived the coming technological revolution.

			The script for “Eternal Devotion” lay open on his vanity, its damaged binding a reminder of his
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