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PRAISE FOR BENJAMIN DEAN


‘Scandalous, funny and deliciously compelling!’
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CHELSEA PITCHER, AUTHOR OF THIS LIE WILL KILL YOU

‘A compelling thriller that stays with you long after you’ve finished reading.’

KATHRYN FOXFIELD, AUTHOR OF GOOD GIRLS DIE FIRST

‘A scandalous peek behind the royal curtain, with more jaw-dropping, OMG-twists than even the most salacious tabloid journalist could create.’

ERIK J. BROWN, AUTHOR OF ALL THAT’S LEFT IN THE WORLD

‘One page-burning scandal after another. Benjamin Dean is YA royalty.’

FEMI FADUGBA, AUTHOR OF THE UPPER WORLD

‘A scandalous, twisty mystery that had me on the edge of my seat gasping for more.’

KATE WESTON, AUTHOR OF DIARY OF A CONFUSED FEMINIST

‘A twisty thriller that kept me guessing until the very end.’

LEX CROUCHER, AUTHOR OF REPUTATION

‘Addictive, compelling, and utterly delicious.’

SIMON JAMES GREEN, AUTHOR OF NOAH CAN’T EVEN

‘The scandal of the season!’
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Content warning: This book contains on-page depictions of excessive alcohol consumption, death and murder.





For Mum, as always, and for Ellie B – those therapy sessions while we were supposed to be writing our silly little posts might have just saved my life. Thank you.
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Prologue WHAT HAVE WE DONE? Abel Miller / 11 August 2023 / 23:13


Nobody was supposed to end up dead. I thought the safety of fame would protect us from that. I assumed nothing could touch us. Hurt us. Kill us.

And yet, right now, there’s blood on my hands. My shirt. The kitchen tiles. The cupboard door. It’s splattered everywhere like a fucked-up paint by numbers. I guess I was wrong about the whole being famous thing. There was me thinking this blessed and gilded life was supposed to be fun. It wasn’t meant to be a death sentence.

But I can’t think about that. I need to stay focused on getting as far away from this crime scene as possible. I can’t be caught here. Not with someone else’s blood all over me. Especially now the police have arrived.

I reach the side door and take off running, pelting through the shadows of the garden, away from the flashing red and blue lights of the police sirens that seem to be chasing me. I hear the front door crash open and a loud voice demand that nobody move. I don’t stop. I keep running.

History has a habit of repeating itself.

2010.

2020.

Now.

Maybe everyone was right. Perhaps this show really is cursed. The only difference this time is that I’m right in the middle of it, and I’ve had a big part to play.

I escape the way we got in. Through the trees, over the fence, down the mountain and back to the car. They’re waiting, but the moment I appear covered in blood, their faces fall.

‘Abel…’ one of them whispers.

I nod. ‘It’s done.’

In a daze, I can’t find any other words, but it’s enough for them to understand. Four of us walked into that house. Only three of us are here now. The blood on my hands tells the rest of the story.

One of us is dead.
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Part One THE PERFECT SURFACE AND WHAT HIDES BENEATH







THE DAILY EYE NEWSPAPER

THE CURSED SUNSET RISES ONCE MORE!

By Hannah Wilkes, CELEBRITY REPORTER

1 August 2023

AFTER MELTDOWNS, DISAPPEARANCES AND TRAGEDY, OMNI CHANNEL HAVE ANNOUNCED THE RETURN OF TEEN DRAMA SUNSET HIGH.


It’s been labelled one of the most cursed TV shows in Hollywood history, but Omnificent, the famed production studio behind Omni Channel, have today revealed that Sunset High will make its grand return to screens early next year, with filming due to begin imminently. The show follows the drama-filled lives of high-school teens at a prestigious private school in Beverly Hills, and its brand-new cast includes Omni Channel’s go-to heart-throb Lucky Tate, marking his return to work following the death of his mother in a car accident last December. Tate’s long-term girlfriend and fan-favourite Ryan Hudson, as well as Omni Channel’s latest rising star Ella Winter have also joined the line-up.

However, the murky past of Sunset High shrouds its return in controversy. Many will be familiar with the streak of bad luck that followed the show since the original aired in 2010, with critics online dubbing it the ‘Cursed Sunset’. At the time, millions of fans around the world witnessed the unravelling of twenty-year-old actress Mila Stone, who, after increasingly erratic behaviour and numerous public meltdowns, announced her retirement from the spotlight altogether. The star sensationally blamed Omnificent for ‘ruining my mental well-being’ and ‘dragging me to the brink of a nervous breakdown’. Omnificent refuted the allegations and accused Stone of breaching her contract. Multiple on-set sources later claimed that her ego and demands made her ‘impossible to work with’.

Things only went from bad to worse for the show in 2020 when it was rebooted with teen sensation Penelope Daunt leading a fresh cast. What started as a Hollywood fairy tale became a nightmare when the nineteen-year-old disappeared while on a solo sunset hike around LA’s Runyon Canyon, something her friends said she often did in a bid for alone time. Daunt was last seen on the evening of 8 July that year, with door-cam footage picking up the star as she parked her car on a nearby residential street. A missing person report was filed on 10 July when she didn’t show up to work. Despite a storm of conspiracy theories touted by amateur sleuths online, which persist to this day, no trace of the actress has been found. The case remains open more than three years later.

News of Daunt’s disappearance came on the heels of a tragic accident that took place at an exclusive Beverly Hills hotel frequently booked for Omnificent cast and crew. On 9 July 2020, just one day after Daunt was last seen, it was reported that a junior assistant working for Omni Channel on the Sunset High reboot had plunged to his death after falling from the hotel’s roof, leaving members of the show badly shaken. A source with direct knowledge of the situation, speaking on the promise of anonymity, told Page Six at the time: ‘The show can’t go on. After the rooftop fall and Penelope’s disappearance, nobody feels safe.’ Omnificent were quick to scrap the reboot following the incidents, with the show’s creator and director, Lake Carter, stating everyone needed ‘time and space to grieve and heal after such tragedy and loss’. In response to the news, another source added: ‘I’m glad Sunset High has been shut down. I hope it never sees the light of day again.’
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Chapter One ON THE HORIZON Abel / 1 August 2023


I’m walking through Heathrow Airport when I’m recognized for the first time. I feel it before I see the eyes that have found me, like an invisible hand has tapped me on the shoulder, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. Sure enough, when I turn round, there they are – a young couple holding hands, whispering frantically to each other while stealing glances in my direction. I tell myself it’s not what I think, that they’re not looking at me, but then I clock the large TV screen overhead, flashing up the latest news stories of the day.

CONTROVERSIAL TEEN SHOW SUNSET HIGH RETURNS WITH NEW CAST.

I stop dead in my tracks. Above the headline are four pictures. Lucky Tate, every inch the white Hollywood dreamboat with ruffled brown hair, searing blue eyes and a face that looks like it’s been carved from marble. Ryan Hudson posing on a red carpet, dark skin flawlessly smooth, full lips curving into a dazzling smile. Ella Winter performing the role of young starlet with effortless ease, tanned complexion gleaming as she tosses long silvery-blonde hair over her shoulder. The final picture is clearly a selfie masquerading as a professional headshot. The boy’s mixed race, with short freshly faded hair and clear-rimmed glasses. He smiles but I can see the uncertainty behind his eyes.

Abel Miller.

I’m staring at my own face. Not weird at all.

I glance at the couple again out of the corner of my eye, but now I see they’re not the only ones looking in my direction. A group of teens have noticed too and they’re not even trying to be subtle about it – they’re pointing right at me. My breath lodges in my throat like the oxygen has turned solid. I duck my head and get the hell out of there. I wasn’t expecting to be noticed so soon, but news of the Sunset High reboot has clearly got people interested.

It takes me a minute to find the first-class lounge, not least because I’ve never had a reason to go to it before today. Only yesterday I was a nameless nobody who flew economy. I guess things have changed now.

I’m welcomed into the lounge by two smiling faces on the front desk. They offer to take my rucksack and hoodie, which I politely decline, then guide me to a set of double doors that open into a world I’ve only ever imagined before. And, let me tell you, that shit is LAVISH! You get a whole separate lounge in the airport to chill in with food and drink and the option to take a freaking shower or a nap while you wait for your flight. There are literal nap pods! I’ve been slumming it in economy this whole time like a fool while the other half live it up like this? Wild.

I’m definitely the youngest person here, and by the way I stick to the outskirts of the room, you can tell this isn’t my usual scene. I’m not even bothering with the food because what if I think it’s free but I actually have to pay for it? I’m not about to embarrass myself like that. I should just be happy that I didn’t have to pay for my own flight, because based on how my bank account looks right now, I would’ve had to travel to Los Angeles in the cargo hold.

I settle into a leather armchair in the furthest corner possible with a USB charging port built into the armrest, a mini desk that swivels over my lap and a view of the runway. There are worse places to mind your own business. I watch as a plane prepares to take off, bound for who knows where. It picks up speed, rumbling down the tarmac, then its nose lifts and the plane aims for the clouds, beginning its journey to a new destination… just like me.

With over an hour to kill before my flight takes off, I unzip my rucksack and grab my laptop. My stomach lurches when the internet tabs I forgot to close last night reappear on the screen, evidence of my last-minute research when I couldn’t sleep. Even though I know the story like the back of my hand, I can’t help but read about that damn curse all over again.

The girl who broke down.

The boy who fell.

The star who vanished.

You can see why people call it the ‘Cursed Sunset’. Whenever the show comes back, something tragic happens.

I swipe through the tabs and headlines, various pictures scattered underneath them. There’s Mila Stone looking the essence of glamour on a red carpet before filming for Sunset High started; then again, this time her face blurred in anger as she lashed out at photographers days after the show aired. On another tab there’s a video of Penelope Daunt accepting an award, the one she dedicated to her estranged father, Max Daunt, who was in hospital at the time. Penelope went missing weeks later.

I stop on a tab that contains a video of the door-cam footage dated 8 July 2020. I press play and watch as a rusty white car passes through the shot a minute before Penelope’s Mercedes appears. She climbs out, a rucksack slung over her shoulder, and scrapes her auburn hair back into a ponytail before putting on a baseball cap. She looks… agitated, glancing round every few seconds like someone might be following her. There aren’t many other people or cars around at that time of the evening, though. A blacked-out jeep passes by, followed by a guy on a bike who does a double-take in Penelope’s direction and slows down as if he’s recognized who she is. The driver of a blue BMW must beep impatiently because the cyclist gives them the middle finger and pedals away. They exit the shot just before Penelope does. She walks out of the frame, and that’s it. Ninety seconds of footage. The final moments of Penelope Daunt before she vanished.

It was the celebrity story of the year, maybe even the decade. Countless front pages, news articles, podcast episodes and fan videos had been dedicated to Penelope’s story, and they all asked the same question – how does one of the most famous faces in the world simply disappear into thin air? Penelope had joined Omni Channel as a teenager, and after starring in a bunch of their most successful shows, she’d become their queen. Even if you weren’t a fan, it was hard not to know who she was. Surely someone had answers.

Various conspiracy theories had been offered up and passed around the internet like sordid secrets. The most popular revolved around the guy on the bike. He’d seemed to recognize her after all. But Porter McKay, as he was later identified, had been interviewed by police and cleared of any wrongdoing. Not that it stopped people online from calling him a murderer, even though there was no proof to even suggest Penelope was dead. For all anyone knew, she could’ve slipped away to a paradise island to sip on piña coladas and escape the suffocating frenzy of fame that followed her everywhere she went.

I sink into my chair, letting my head fall back and my eyes close. Even then, I can still see the tape and the headlines as if they’re imprinted on the back of my eyelids. Maybe I’ve been too obsessed lately with Omnificent and Sunset High for my own good.

My phone vibrates, dragging me back to the lounge. I see the name on the screen, then quickly glance around the room to make sure nobody is in earshot.

‘Hello?’ I say, keeping my voice quiet.

‘Not too famous to answer your own phone yet?’ Hannah Wilkes asks.

‘Not yet. Give it a few days.’ I take a steadying breath, ignoring the tingle of anticipation that’s crawling up my spine. ‘So… do we have a deal?’

Hannah pauses. The silence crackles in my ear, enough to spike my heartbeat. But then she says the words I’ve been waiting to hear.

‘Yes, we have a deal.’

I close my eyes with relief, clenching my other fist. It might be the eleventh hour, but the last piece of my plan has finally slotted into place.

‘You give us the stories, we publish them,’ Hannah continues. ‘But if you get rumbled, you leave the Daily Eye out of it. We can’t be caught conducting an undercover investigation into Omnificent. They’ll have us in court quicker than Lake Carter can yell action.’

‘You have my word,’ I say.

Hannah chuckles to herself. ‘You’re going to blow this shit apart from the inside. They won’t see it coming.’

I remember when I first walked into her office for a meeting. I’d received the call that I’d got the role on Sunset High the week before after endless gruelling auditions. I was glad to see that years of being a theatre kid and drama school had finally paid off. After being told all my life that it would be almost impossible to make it as an actor, I’d landed myself a pretty sweet role – I’d be playing Rex, the best friend of Lucky Tate’s character. I’d heard it was down to me and Saint Morgan. He was a Hollywood bad boy, much more established and a sure favourite for the role. But fate must have smiled down on me because he got busted for drag racing his sports car while under the influence of drugs the week of the final audition. What a shame.

But this wasn’t about getting my first big break. No, I had much bigger plans than that. So I pitched my idea to Hannah – use me and my role in Sunset High to peel back the Omnificent curtain and see what really happens behind the scenes. She’d looked at me like I’d not only grown a second head, but like that second head had turned out to be Kim Kardashian.

Sure, the Daily Eye newspaper was one of the trashier tabloids, one that many wouldn’t even waste spit on. But that rag also happened to have one of the biggest global readerships in the world. Any story they published would be seen by millions, which was the exact platform I needed to expose Omnificent for the liars they really were. If I was going to risk everything to do this, then I wanted to make sure that the whole damn world knew about it.

‘I do have one question, though…’ Hannah says. She clears her throat. ‘Are you going to tell me why you’re doing this? What do you have to gain from it?’

I weigh up which of my guarded secrets to let free and decide a little sprinkle of honesty can’t hurt.

‘I want the truth,’ I say. ‘Omnificent, Lake Carter, Sunset High – they’ve already ruined so many lives. Why should they get away with that? Why should we let them destroy anyone else?’

It’s not a lie, but I’m glad Hannah doesn’t push for anything more. She acknowledges my answer with a hum of satisfaction, then throws me a curveball.

‘I’m sure you’ve already seen the latest news. Looks like you’re flying straight into the eye of the storm.’

I frown. ‘What news?’

I hear a faint gasp in my ear. ‘Holy shit. You don’t know?’

‘Know what?’

Hannah cackles with glee. ‘God, I’m so happy I get to be the one to break this to you. You’re not going to believe it.’ I hear some tapping on the other end of the line as adrenaline plunges its needle into my heart. ‘This just in from TMZ. Check your texts.’

I swipe at my phone screen and open a screenshot sent from Hannah. It’s from an article posted an hour ago. I must’ve missed it while checking in for my flight. The headline reads: LUCKY TATE CHEATS ON RYAN HUDSON WITH BEST FRIEND ELLA WINTER! I can’t even hide my shock. I’m sure I haven’t read that right. Lucky and Ryan have been the golden couple for two years now since meeting on the set of Omni Channel’s hit show This High Life. They played characters who fell in love on screen, and then they fell in love in front of the world off screen too. There were even rumours a while ago that they’d got engaged. They’re kind of couple goals, even though I think I might be allergic to seeing straight relationships with my own eyes.

Ella Winter was in This High Life too. She’s pretty new to the spotlight, but she’s quickly become an Omni Channel favourite. People are already saying they think she might eclipse Ryan. Her star is rising at an alarming pace. I see her face everywhere. I’m sure I even saw it on a billboard advertising make-up when I first walked into the airport this morning. But Ryan and Ella are supposed to be best friends. Everyone knows that. This is huge.

There’s a second screenshot too, this one including a couple of pictures clearly taken at a distance. I inspect them properly, feeling my jaw drop as I see Ella’s silvery hair and Lucky’s brown curls. Their faces aren’t visible since they’re glued to each other’s, but it’s unmistakably them.

‘Oh my fucking God,’ I say as I bring the phone back up to my ear.

‘Really shakes the table, doesn’t it?’ Hannah says, as if she couldn’t be happier. ‘I’m just reading E! News now. Lucky Tate has been pictured getting close with Hollywood’s newest starlet Ella Winter, the best friend of his supposed girlfriend Ryan Hudson. The intimate moment was snapped by fellow diners at a hotel bar in New York. Blah, blah, blah, everything’s terrible. Reps for Omnificent have now come out to say Lucky and Ryan broke up quietly a few months ago. Funny that they failed to mention that earlier.’ Hannah tuts to herself, then carries on reading. ‘Lucky hasn’t been seen in public with Ryan since earlier this year following the death of his mother. I suppose cheating on your girlfriend is one way to deal with grief.’

I flinch. Grief isn’t something I joke about. I act as if I didn’t hear what she said.

‘It’s happening again,’ I say instead, thinking about the supposed curse.

‘I know! Isn’t it great?’ Hannah says, completely misreading the apprehension in my tone. ‘The scandals are already starting, and you’re going to be front row for the whole thing.’ She sighs to herself. ‘I’d kill to watch this unfold with my own eyes.’

‘I’ll send you a postcard,’ I mutter.

A melodic sound plays over the speakers in the lounge, followed by an announcement that my flight is ready to board. This is it then. I say my goodbyes to Hannah, who makes me promise to keep her updated on every small detail, then I hang up and start gathering my things before setting off for the gate.

As soon as I flash my ticket, I get ushered to the front of the crowded line as if I’m royalty. Once on board, a flight attendant offers me a glass of champagne or freshly squeezed orange juice. I choose the champagne. I’m not stupid. If I’m going to do this, I plan to enjoy every single perk that comes with it.

Another smiling attendant guides me to my seat, which is actually a suite with sliding panels to create privacy and a leather chair that folds down flat to make a bed. I’ve seen apartments in London with less space. And as if that’s not enough, a first-class care package provides me with luxury bedding, a pillow, loungewear, slippers, an eye mask and a toiletry bag filled with mini essentials, such as a toothbrush and hand cream. In economy, you’re lucky to get leg room and a seat that nobody’s kicking from behind.

In a little cubby under the TV screen is a bundle of magazines. I barely glimpse them as I reach over to see what movies I can line up for the flight, but then I realize Lucky Tate is staring back at me from the top cover. He looks like he’s just fallen off a ruffled-hair, blue-eyed, Hollywood fuckboy conveyer belt. He has this easy grin that spreads over his face, and even in print it’s like he’s pinning me in place with his stare, looking into me. I may as well admit it right now – I have a huge crush on him. To put it simply, he’s hot. Stop you in your tracks, heartbeat fluttering type of hot. But still, I won’t let myself get distracted by a disarming smile. Nope. No way. I refuse to be that pathetic. I pick a magazine with Meryl Streep on the front and cover Lucky Tate. There. Problem solved. God love Meryl Streep.

When I settle back into my seat, I think I spot Tom Holland a little further down the aisle. I can’t be sure because whoever it is has a cap and shades on, clearly not wanting to be disturbed, but that mixed with Lucky Tate is enough to make me feel a little dizzy. To take my mind off the crush I also have on Spider-Man, I check my phone, automatically opening my messages. The first thing I see is the text chain pinned to the top of my screen, and it instantly wipes my mind of anything else. It’s probably not wise to keep it there, so visible, but I can’t let go. It’s a reminder of what I’ve lost. And now it’s a reminder of why I’m doing this.

Thu 9 July 2020


Adam

I know you’re probably still asleep but can you call me when you wake up? I don’t care what time it is here, just call me straight away. It’s about Omni and it’s urgent. I don’t know what’s going on but it’s fucked up. Call me asap

06:04




No worries, false alarm! Love you bro x

06:17




Me

Since when do you call me bro [image: Emoji: Nauseated face] Just woke up and called you but no answer. Everything okay?

08:38




You must have crashed. I’m heading to school. Call me when you wake up

09:02




I’m seeing stuff online. Someone fell from a hotel roof in LA? Isn’t that where you’re staying? What’s going on?

10:29




Adam, please pick up

10:31




Please…

10:36



My brother was only twenty-two. He’d gone to LA to pursue the job of a lifetime working on the reboot of Sunset High. He’d said it was going to be his big break because he never believed in maybes. For him, it was a matter of fact, written in the stars. He wanted to be a director. He used to always say, ‘Hey, Abel, I’m going to write a script someday. You’ll play the lead and we’ll win an Oscar. Two Black brothers standing up on that stage together in front of all them white people, mad that we even got a foot in the door. You in?’ I used to laugh because it seemed like a daydream to me. But I always said yes. He had it all mapped out, and nobody was going to stop him from getting there.

Nobody except Omnificent.

They said it was a tragic accident, and my brother’s death was quickly swept under the rug when it was announced twelve hours later that Penelope Daunt had gone missing. Adam became nothing more than a nameless victim to a supposed curse. But I haven’t forgotten. His last texts have played over and over in my head for three years. He wanted to tell me something about Omnificent, and I won’t stop until I know what. I won’t stop until I get the truth.

The plane begins to rattle as it sets off down the runway, and before I know it we’re in the sky, climbing into the clouds, beginning our journey to LA. Possibility lingers on the horizon. Fear too. But so does revenge.






[image: ]


Chapter Two TRACES OF HEARTBREAK Ryan Hudson


If you’d asked me how I wanted to spend my Monday night, I might have said a nice hot bath, a good book, a new script to sink my teeth into or a trashy romance movie that plays into every cliché but in the best possible way. What I got instead was a stalker leaving me a ‘gift’ outside my home, the cops being absolutely useless and the news that my ‘doting boyfriend’ has cheated on me with my ‘best friend’, something I discovered at the same time the rest of the world found out. I know they say bad things come in threes, but come on, universe, give me a break.

‘So you’re saying you’ve seen this man outside your property before?’ The officer sits on the edge of my couch, legs crossed at the knee and a notepad in hand. He has yet to take any notes, despite the fact we’ve been talking for ten minutes already.

‘I’ve already reported this,’ I say, trying not to lose my patience. ‘Three times. This man has been outside my gates every other day for the last few weeks since my address got leaked online last month. Whoever it is won’t go away.’

‘Has he approached you or tried to gain entry to your property? I mean, he’s technically not breaking the law by standing on the street.’

I briefly close my eyes, an intense pain at the front of my brain kicking the inside of my skull over and over again. I point to the box wrapped in a red ribbon on the coffee table between us.

‘Is this not enough proof that I have a stalker and you need to do something about it? That was left outside my front door for fuck’s sake.’

The officer bristles at my tone. ‘Thank you, miss. We’re very aware of that.’

I force myself to remain calm. I might be famous, but this officer and the sour-faced colleague behind him couldn’t give less of a crap. In fact, they look like they despise me because of it. Telling them I have a stalker isn’t getting me any sympathy.

‘With all due respect, how do we know that this is a stalker? Could a friend not have left it for you?’ the officer continues.

I bolt up, swiping the lid off the box and grabbing a fistful of the Sunset High posters inside. They’re all from the scrapped 2020 reboot, Penelope Daunt front and centre. Her face has been scribbled out in red marker pen on every single one.

‘I arrived home to find these on my doorstep. It’s the same show I’ve just been cast in. Do you not think this makes it pretty obvious that I’ve got a stalker?’

‘Ah, you mean the cursed show,’ the other officer says, ignoring the actual problem here. It’s hard to miss the sarcasm oiling his words. ‘A kids’ show, isn’t it? So you think one of them might be stalking you?’

I don’t get why they’re both so intent on being useless. It’s like I’ve got to prove that I’m the victim here. Not that proving myself isn’t something I’m used to. I’ve had to do that my whole life, especially in this industry. People used to say I’d never make it as an actress. Some said I was too brooding, too awkward, too miserable. Others thought I wasn’t girly enough, not happy enough, not grateful enough. Let’s talk facts, though – a lot of their criticism was just an acceptable cover for people being pissed off that I was a successful Black girl who dared to follow my dreams and make it in a business that hadn’t always wanted me in the spotlight.

Still, I’d made it. The house I’d bought was proof of that. The foundations, the bricks, the walls and everything in between them was mine, paid for with the money I’d earned off my own back, having started with nothing. So I’m not about to let these two dumbasses get the better of me.

‘For the last time, this man has been outside my house for weeks, he’s now left me a threatening package, and I no longer feel safe. Is that not enough for your investigation?’

‘Can I ask how many people have access to your home?’ the first officer asks, as if I haven’t even spoken. ‘Maybe one of them simply left this behind as a joke.’

I’m about to lose my shit, even though I know that’s not wise, when I hear the front door open. I jump half out of my skin, thinking the stalker has come back, but my manager, Brad, comes striding round the corner. The officer gives me a sharp look, as if this proves his point.

‘Are you okay?’ Brad asks, coming straight to my side. He opens his arms and pulls me into a tight hug. ‘I’m going to sort this out, don’t you worry.’

I let myself feel safe for just a moment in his embrace. Brad’s the only man I even vaguely trust. We’ve been through a lot together since he signed me to his management company back when I was only just starting out. Omnificent had held open auditions for supporting roles in some of their Omni Channel shows, and I’d rocked up on my own, a thirteen-year-old with nothing but hopes and dreams. They signed me and I met Brad soon after. He was more than a manager to me. In some ways, he was the only family I’d ever known.

‘You’ve given the cops a statement?’ Brad asks, pulling away.

‘Yep. They were just being super helpful by asking some follow-up questions.’ I plaster a smile on my face and turn to face the officers.

Brad understands my tone and shoots them a glare. ‘If you’ll give us a moment,’ he says. Then without waiting for their answer, he guides me out into the hallway where he hands me a set of keys. ‘I’ll pick it up from here. Take these and head for the house in the Hills. Nobody will find you there.’

‘I don’t want to be scared into running away.’ Fear laces my words, but I try to stay calm. ‘This is everything I’ve worked for all these years. This is my home. Leaving feels like letting this stalker win.’

Brad nods his understanding. ‘I know, but it’s temporary, okay? Just until we sort out better security here. And besides, Omni have booked you a suite at the hotel from tomorrow until filming wraps up, so you can stay there instead. I want you to be safe, Ry.’

I feel defeated, but I know I don’t have another option. Staying here alone won’t prove anything to anyone. I take the keys and give Brad a quick peck on the cheek, then I glance towards the living room to check the officers aren’t listening in.

‘Have you heard from Omni?’ I ask softly, already tensing.

I’d been on my way home earlier, blissfully unaware that my stalker was leaving me a gift, when Brad had called to break the news. My relationship with Lucky had been over for a month now, not that the world knew it yet. I was sure Omni were waiting for the reboot announcement in order to get the most press. Instead, Lucky – the boy everyone thought I was still in a happy relationship with – had been pictured out for lunch with Ella in New York. That was odd enough in itself, but then TMZ dropped the clanger that in one of the pictures, they’d clearly moved on to dessert.

Brad shifts uncomfortably. Great, more bad news then. ‘Just know that I’m fighting this every step of the way.’ He hesitates, then lets it spill. ‘I’m told it’s not serious right now. Apparently it was just a casual date.’

‘A casual date?’ I splutter. ‘Did you see the pictures? They were all but dry-humping the table, and in broad daylight too. They knew they’d be seen.’

Brad grimaces. ‘Yes, well… Omni aren’t saying much. Have you heard from either of them?’

‘They’re not picking up my calls.’ I shake my head in disbelief. ‘This has Omni’s fingerprints all over it. They never wanted me as their star, and this is their perfect opportunity to phase me out.’

I squeeze my eyes tight shut as if that will stop it from happening, but despite my best efforts, I feel my heart drop. Sure, my relationship with Omni is hardly perfect. I don’t think they ever really planned for me to become as successful as I did. They cast me in my first show as a supporting character with six lines of dialogue. I acted my ass off and took those six lines straight to the bank. The show was critically panned, but every single review highlighted me as one to watch. Omni called it a happy accident. I called it damn hard work. But I’ve always known I don’t fit their usual lead actress mould. For a start, I’m not white or some all-American girl next door. I’m not like Mila Stone or Penelope Daunt. And I’ve always felt like they were keeping a close eye on me, biding their time, waiting for me to fuck this up.

‘None of this is confirmed yet,’ Brad tries, but even he sounds less optimistic than usual. ‘You just focus on doing a good job on Sunset High and let me figure out the rest. Everything will be okay, I promise.’

But I know in my heart that’s not true. Lately I’d started to clash with Omni more and more. It all seemed like silly stuff on the surface – what I wore, how I looked, how I styled my hair, how I answered interview questions. I stood my ground instead of simply wilting on the spot like a dying flower. They didn’t like that I did things my own way. They wanted to put their claws in my back and control me like a puppet. And maybe I was over being controlled, or maybe I was just growing the fuck up. Either way, I’d started to step outside the lines they’d drawn for me, and they didn’t like it.

Ella Winter was a different story.

She came into my world like a flash of lightning when she was cast as my best friend on This High Life. Ella had been Omni’s latest hire, and they were keen to introduce her to the world. We quickly became close. Maybe too close. She was magnetic in a way that celebrities should be – charismatic, talented and beautiful, with these wide blue eyes the colour of a summer sky that hasn’t seen a cloud in days. I was mesmerized by her, and we’d quickly struck up a friendship, one that had outgrown the show with every passing day, hour, minute spent in each other’s company. Everyone thought she was pure sunshine. I did too.

So, of course, it would only be a matter of time before Omni replaced me with Ella. Why wouldn’t they? She was exactly what they were looking for – new blood, and therefore easily mouldable. They could make her into anything they wanted her to be. She was the perfect target.

I finally acknowledge the thought I’ve been pushing away ever since I saw the pictures. ‘There has to be some kind of game plan here. There’s no way Lucky and Ella wouldn’t have known cameras were watching them.’ I shake my head, utterly helpless. ‘This is my life. This is everything I’ve ever worked for. They’re going to take it all away from me just like that, and they didn’t even warn me.’

I’m not sure I’m talking about Omni any more. Yes, their betrayal hurts, but it’s Lucky and Ella that kills me the most. I thought they’d have my back. Apparently I was wrong.

Brad tries to talk me off the ledge, but all I feel are the last traces of control deserting me. Still, when one of the officers pops their head round the door and gives a pointed look at his watch, I put a smile on my face, then head upstairs to pack a bag while Brad deals with Dumb and Dumber.

It might seem silly to cry, but I can’t help it as I load up the car trunk, give Brad a hug and then edge the vehicle along the driveway. I look at the house, my home, in the rear-view mirror – a symbol of my wildest dreams and everything I’ve worked so hard for – and the tears come quickly. I will come back; I promise myself that. I won’t let anyone take this away from me.

I pause as I hit the street, glancing at the screen on the dashboard for the directions that will take me from Holmby Hills to Brad’s safe house in Hollywood Hills. That’s when I see the notification that tells me Famous Last Words has posted a new podcast episode. Brilliant, just what I need. That show is gossip personified into two hosts who love to talk and bitch about nothing but celebrity scandal. Omni once asked if I’d do an interview for the podcast since they bring in millions of streams a week. I said no fucking way.

I know I shouldn’t listen to it, especially when I see the title: What the Hell is Going on with Lucky, Ryan and Ella? But I can’t help myself. It’ll keep my mind from thinking about the stalker at the very least. I press play and start the drive, letting Hattie and Devin fill me in on what the world thinks about my private life.

‘So what do we make of these Lucky Tate and Ella Winter pictures, Devin?’ says Hattie after introducing the show as an emergency episode. She sounds solemn, but I can literally hear the grin spreading across her face. I want to punch the steering wheel. ‘It’s got to be the scandal of the year already, right?’

‘Oh, absolutely,’ Devin responds, not even trying to hide his excitement. ‘At best, you’ve got the golden couple of the moment breaking up in secret before the ex-boyfriend moves on with her best friend. Or, at worst, you’ve got Lucky Tate cheating on Ryan Hudson with Ella Winter over a Caesar salad in broad daylight. It’s pretty juicy whichever way you cook it.’

I smirk to myself, despite the sting of being reminded of my situation. Devin and Hattie clearly scrambled to record the episode before they saw the statement from Omni admitting my relationship with Lucky was already over. Not so finger on the pulse as they claim to be.

A flash of headlights appear in my rear-view mirror, another car joining me on the dark and winding road. I glance at it, hoping it’s not paparazzi… or my stalker. It keeps a fair distance, and I tell myself to relax and concentrate on the road.

‘Omnificent have never looked after their actors,’ Devin is saying. ‘They pluck these kids out of obscurity, often from poor homes because they know they’ll be easier to manipulate, then they offer them the world on a plate, work them to the bone and spit them back out before replacing them with the next kid on the conveyor belt. And there’s always a thousand little wannabes waiting for their big break once Omnificent has tired of their latest toy.’

I feel my rage bubble. For once, Devin’s right.

‘But you can’t deny that if you’re an actor and you land a role on one of their projects, you’re set for life – even more so if it’s Sunset High,’ Hattie muses. ‘It’s their biggest show by far. Wouldn’t you take that opportunity?’

‘And risk waking up in heaven days after the curse comes for me? I’ll pass, thanks,’ Devin responds.

‘Heaven is where you think you’re going, is it?’ Hattie asks pointedly.

Devin cackles and calls her a bitch.

But I’m hardly paying attention now. I’m too busy looking in my mirror at the car behind that has crept closer. I frown. Something feels off. I press on the gas a little, and the car behind speeds up too. I slow down, and it mirrors me, always keeping just enough distance away. I start to panic, my breathing sharp and shallow.

I’m being followed.

‘All I’m saying is if that curse is coming for any of them, then God help them all,’ Devin says.

My hands grip the wheel as the fear in my chest flutters. If I can just make it to Brad’s house, I can call the cops. I take a steadying breath, then floor the gas once more. My car shoots through the dark as gated mansions and looming trees bear down on the road. The car behind speeds up too, gaining on me.

‘I just hope they make it out alive.’

I pull hard on the steering wheel, veering dangerously before I slam on the brakes and skid to a stop outside Brad’s house. The other car doesn’t slow down. I can just about make out that it’s a dark-coloured truck, but then all I can see are its tail lights as it pulls away, glowing neon red, like a sign of danger.

On shaky legs, I let myself into the house, turning on all the lights. Devin and Hattie are now playing through my phone, but two grown adults bitching about my private life is the least of my worries right now. I call Brad, who tells me to lock the door and hold tight while he notifies the cops. I can hear the edge to his voice.

I lock it and slide down to the floor, back to it like that will keep me safe. Drowning in panic, I don’t know who else to call. There’s only one person I want to talk to. I find the number and bring the phone to my ear.

‘Pick up…’ I whisper. ‘Please pick up.’

Hi, this is Ella. I probably won’t call you back, but y—

I cut the call, and before I can stop myself I launch the phone with all my might at the opposite wall. Then I bury my head in my hands and begin to break.
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Chapter Three BEHIND THE MASK Ella Winter


The pictures with Lucky weren’t my idea. But, okay, I admit I knew there was a photographer posted outside the restaurant. I’d spotted him straight away, lurking behind a car on the opposite side of the street. Omni hadn’t said anything about that, but you develop a sixth sense for picking up camera lenses when you spend your entire life in their crosshairs. Lucky had spotted him too.

‘I guess we’ve got company,’ he’d muttered under his breath. ‘Just what you want on a first date.’

Omni had known we were both in New York, of course. They were the ones who’d called my manager – also known as Mom – to tell me that, now Ryan and Lucky were over, Lucky was wondering if I was available for lunch. Mom said yes without bothering to check with me first. She didn’t even blink. She hung up the phone and told me that I had a date to get ready for.

I wanted to tell Ryan straight away, I swear on my life I did, but it all happened so fast. I was pushed into a meeting with Omni, then whisked off to lunch, before being pulled into a car that took me to a meet-and-greet and finally a photo shoot booked to promote Sunset High. I didn’t even have my phone. Mom had it the whole time, saying it would only be a distraction while I got on with work. I didn’t put up a fight. Instead, I hoped Omni would tell Ry and that she’d understand.

‘Hey, Ella? Everything all right in there?’ my assistant calls.

It’s midnight in New York City. The photo shoot has already stretched hours past its scheduled wrap time, and we haven’t even started the interview part yet. Once that’s done, I need to sign off on a lipstick and eyeshadow collaboration, then run lines for Sunset High, which might just be my biggest break yet. I’ll get a few hours’ sleep before I have to be up for a radio interview at seven, followed by yoga, running lines once more and then packing for my flight back to LA, where all hell is waiting to break loose. I’m already dreading the mob that’ll no doubt be waiting at the airport.

But if there’s one thing I’ve learned in this industry, it’s to never complain. That’s the first sin of Hollywood if you want to keep a good reputation. A bad attitude one moment can seep like poison into the rest of your days. Suddenly you’re branded difficult to work with or, God forbid, a complete bitch, a label so impossible to shift that you may as well pull the plug on your own career. I have to remind myself that I’m lucky, right? I’m the luckiest girl in the world.

‘I’ll just be a second,’ I call, trying to make my voice all light and airy as if I’m not on the verge of a full-blown panic attack from being dragged this way and that.

I have my back against the door, like I can lock myself away from everything in this cupboard that’s acting as a dressing room. I hear the hesitation in my assistant’s silence, but Natalie eventually gets the hint and steps away. She quietly tells the photographer to start setting up for the next shot. Panic attacks can wait. Photo shoots can’t.

I take a deep, shaking breath, then another and another, trying to steady the beat of my heart and stop the walls from closing in around me. I shut my eyes, let my head lean back against the wood and try to breathe, to escape for a second, to forget the hurt that I’m leaving in my wake by trying to keep everyone happy.

Against my better judgement, I decide to check my phone, which Mom eventually gave back to me when we arrived on set. There are three hundred and forty-eight unread messages. The total never goes below two hundred these days, but I have the important ones pinned to the top. Several are alerts telling me Mom has added or shuffled events around in my calendar. There are a few discussing a potential new contract with Omnificent. They want me exclusively. If I accept, I’ll be theirs. I know what that did for the likes of Lucky and Ryan – it took their careers to a whole new level, with leading roles and multiple projects. It’s a big deal, one that’s guaranteed to catapult me into a much bigger spotlight. Mom is basically already spending the money, even though I haven’t officially accepted yet. I keep saying I want to read the contract thoroughly to buy myself some time, but the truth is I haven’t made up my mind. Something about Omni, the power and control they have over everything, scares me a little. Signing a new contract will only keep me in their clutches. Do I really want that?

There’s a text from Lucky reminding me that he’s there if I need him. We had a good chat over lunch once the photographer had got what he wanted and disappeared. Lucky’s been doing this a lot longer than me – a couple years shy of a decade, and he’s still only eighteen. He’s a genuinely nice boy, a rare thing. There are worse things in the world than being photographed with a heart-throb who just so happens to be a sweetheart too.

I’m worried about him, though. He wasn’t quite slurring his words, but I noticed over lunch that he definitely wasn’t sober. I could smell the vodka on him from across the table. I suppose it’s understandable after what happened to his mom last year, but still. Before the accident, he was more of a one-glass-and-done at parties. He used to always say he wanted to keep his wits about him because you never knew who was watching. Now he doesn’t seem to care.

And then there are a dozen messages from Ryan. My hopes that she won’t feel betrayed by this are clearly way off the mark. There are a bunch of missed calls too, but the last message, sent thirty-three minutes ago, is enough to punch me in the gut.


Ryan

Ella, how could you do this to me?

23:34



I don’t have an answer because she’s right – how could I?

I’m distracted from my gloom by a notification that slides into view. Mom set up Google alerts on my phone for my name because she said it was always good to see what other people were saying about me. I didn’t agree at all, so I’d turned them off. Mom noticed because it’s a shared account and turned them back on. I haven’t found the energy to fight her on it since.


THE CURSED SUNSET STRIKES EARLY? AS OMNI CHANNEL ANNOUNCE NEW SUNSET HIGH REBOOT, ARE THE CAST ALREADY AT WAR?



Ugh. Trust the Daily Eye to twist the story into a narrative that’ll help them get clicks. At war? I mean, come on. I already know that if I open the article, there will be some wild claim about how a source with direct knowledge of the situation knows for a fact that I’ve buried Ryan in my back garden so I can date Lucky. One thing I learned as soon as I landed in the spotlight? Never trust what you read in the press. It’s only ever half the story, if that.

As for this Sunset High curse or whatever they’re calling it? It isn’t real. That’s what I’m telling myself anyway so I can hold on to just a shred of my sanity. I know what happened to Mila Stone and Penelope Daunt. I heard about the crew member who fell from the hotel roof in a freak accident. I’ve been told about the dramas the public don’t even know about, little fires that have been put out before they became wild and untamed. Rehab stays, blacklisted actors who didn’t play ball, on-set fights. And, sure, it’s all been playing on my mind lately. You can’t deny that whenever Sunset High starts up again, something bad happens. But still. It’s not a curse. It’s nothing more than bad luck and tragic coincidence. So long as I stay in line and do as I’m told, no devastating fate will be able to touch me.

‘Baby girl, we need to get this ball a-rolling!’ Mom sounds loud and cheery on the other side of the door, but I know her well enough to decipher the warning that’s coming. She lowers her voice just enough so only I can hear her next words. ‘You’d better get out here, Ella – you’re embarrassing us in front of these fancy folk. I’m not messing around. Get in front of that camera. Now.’

When she gets like this, I know there’s no reasoning with her, no matter how I might be feeling. Sometimes it paralyses me with fear how much my parents rely on me and what I do. The pressure to never put a foot wrong sits in my gut like a dread I can’t shake. Mom puts my work, success and wealth before anything else. If I’m not earning more money or landing the next big role, then I’m simply not doing enough in her eyes. Realizing that you’re a meal ticket first and a daughter second is a tough pill to swallow.

I sigh, but I’m already stepping into the character everyone wants me to be out there. The all-American sweetheart, the wholesome girl next door. Whatever any of that even means. I’ve become an expert at wearing this character like a coat. Or maybe as more of a shield, armour to protect me from the world watching my every step. I’ve got so used to Ella Winter, actress and rising star, that I’ve started to forget who Eleanor Grayson even is.

Despite the hammering in my chest that refuses to subside, the pounding in my head and the constant peck of intrusive thoughts, I pull myself together and put on my best good girl smile. One more deep breath and I go to open the door. But before I do, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I’m not sure I recognize the person looking back.
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