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Prologue

She’s gazing into the mirror, motionless, as he walks into the room. He notes the shining fall of her hair, the pale shoulders, the scooped back of her blue sundress. Approaching, he lays his hands on her arms, briefly pinning them to her sides, and feels the air-conditioned coolness of her skin.

‘Don’t,’ she says, twitching.

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t feel like being touched.’

He lifts his hands, regards them for a moment, and lets them fall. ‘Can we get out of here? There’s a car outside, the jet’s standing ready. We can be home by four.’

‘Home,’ she murmurs with a faint smile. ‘No. I’ve got people coming.’

‘What kind of people?’

‘Kids. Fans.’

‘Really?’ His eyes meet hers in the mirror. ‘You have to do that?’

‘I do. Yes.’

He’s about to answer when darkness crashes around them. A power outage. The silence is so absolute that he can hear the tiny, guttering crackle of the globes surrounding her mirror.

‘Fuck,’ he mutters. There’s a faint double click from the door. He reaches out, and his hand finds her hair, and her warm neck.

She twists, gasps and isn’t there. There’s a flurry of disturbed air, and he has the momentary impression of a second figure, curvetting just out of reach like a matador.

‘Hey, motherfucker,’ he protests, and feels a soft but decisive impact in his side. He half-turns, and feels two more blows punch his ribs.

He stands there for a moment, warm blood coursing down his hip and thigh, then his knees begin to give way. He’s a big guy, a bull of a man, but he’s going down, and his guts are icy cold. As he folds into the darkness, transfixed with pain, he senses figures above him. He smells his wife’s scent, as soft and familiar as the touch of her skin. And overlaying it, a sour, synthetic odour of limes.
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In 1983, twelve beings in human form are transported to Earth from a distant galaxy. They are an advance force, part of a long-term plan to colonise the planet. Over the decades that follow, the incomers work their way into positions of influence.
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Part One





Alice Temple sails into the dressing room, back-heels the door shut, sinks into a chair, and eyes herself savagely in the mirror. ‘Fuck,’ she says. ‘I mean, seriously?’

‘Hey, Alice.’

Alice ignores her. Chloe Deventer is her make-up artist, her ‘personal’, and doesn’t need to be acknowledged.

Chloe flicks a glance at her watch. They were due on set twenty minutes ago.

‘I know I’m late,’ Alice says. ‘I’m not a fucking halfwit. Do they actually need me yet?’

‘They have asked, yes.’

‘Then we’d better get moving. But I’m not in the mood, I’ll tell you right now.’

Chloe helps Alice take off her cotton raincoat, which has never been touched by rain, and hangs it on the rail. When she turns back Alice is sitting in front of the mirror in her underwear. The new bruises have been covered by concealer and powder, but Chloe sees them. The shadow below Alice’s left collarbone, and the blur between her cheekbone and the angle of her jaw. The older bruises on her neck and upper arm have faded to a faint yellow-mauve.

Gently, wordlessly, Chloe works on Alice’s face with cotton wool and cleanser. The fresh bruises are perhaps an hour or two old, and a mottled blueberry colour.

There’s a tentative knock at the door. ‘Fuck off,’ Alice says, wincing at Chloe’s touch.

‘How long?’ asks a male voice.

Chloe holds up the fingers of both hands, and Alice nods. ‘Ten minutes,’ Chloe calls out, and hears the guy in the corridor speak into a phone. Carefully, she applies skin camouflage to the bruises.

‘He’s mean,’ Alice says, lifting her chin. ‘A real psycho.’

‘You don’t think you should tell someone?’

Alice affects not to have heard her, and Chloe bites her lip. Know your place, she orders herself. You’re not her friend, and she doesn’t want your advice.

‘Right. All done. Invisible. Shall we get your screen face on?’

Alice frowns. ‘I need to go to the bathroom.’

‘Sure. Take a minute.’

‘No, come with me. You can do my make-up in there, it’s not a problem.’

And so, as Alice sits on the toilet, unhurriedly voiding her bowels, Chloe goes to work, and tries to ignore the smell. There are upsides to being the personal of an actor as high-status as Alice – the privileged access, the impossible-to-book restaurants, the private jet flights – but then there’s the stuff people don’t see. Repugnant shit like this. A week ago Chloe was on her knees shaving Alice’s legs, while Alice was on her phone to her agent, bitching about Hayley James.

But this is Hollywood, and this is the deal. If Chloe were to refuse to do as Alice demands, or to indicate by the slightest sign that she considers the situation gross and demeaning, she would be replaced within the hour. And so she smiles, pins up Alice’s wheat-blonde hair, and applies a pearlescent contour to her face.

What is it, she wonders, with these entitled British women? Super-classy in public, but in private, kind of . . . dirty? From the scraps of personal information that Alice has shared, Chloe gathers that her family is loaded, and that she grew up in a massive old mansion in the English countryside, surrounded by her parents’ celebrity friends. ‘Mick was at dinner that night,’ Alice might say. Or ‘We met at one of Elton’s parties’ or ‘Kate and Naomi were there, obviously’. To Chloe, this Downton-Abbey-slash-MTV childhood is almost impossible to imagine. What can it be like to land your first major TV role at thirteen, and to appear on the cover of Vogue on your fifteenth birthday? Or to have a backstage threesome at Glastonbury, while still technically a minor, with a coke-addicted rock star and his supermodel wife?

In the Dogtown district of St Louis, Chloe’s own teenage years were filled with marching-band practice, church socials, and toasted ravioli at Declan’s bar and grill. She’s never had a threesome, and in truth, not that many twosomes. Guys have never clustered around Chloe. On the plus side, she’s a decade younger than Alice, and she isn’t married to an abusive fuck like Don Firestone.

‘Do you never just want to look beautiful?’ Alice asks her, casually wiping herself and pulling her knickers up. Chloe glances in the bathroom mirror, meets Alice’s gaze, and forces a smile. She doesn’t answer, because no answer is required. Alice doesn’t give a crap about Chloe’s self-image.

In fact, Chloe is dressed in a black cardigan, white T-shirt, jeans and sneakers. It’s a look that says It’s Not About Me, and it’s not accidental. Service personnel on a film set – make-up people, hair people, costume people – are required to be nondescript, and preferably invisible. They shouldn’t distract the director’s eye. This suits Chloe. She’s happy to be a moth rather than a butterfly.

She started here at Stage 9, Burbank Studios, almost two years ago, as a ‘daily’, one of a dozen freelancers brought in to apply make-up to the extras on a City of Night crowd scene. The work was intense and exhausting, but it was a huge thrill to be working on a show that, even then, everyone was talking about. Chloe’s speedy efficiency impressed the key MUA, the chief make-up artist, and she was contracted to the show as an assistant. Promoted at the start of the following season, she found herself responsible for three senior cast members, and a month later Alice requested that Chloe be assigned to her as her personal. Chloe replaced a guy whose boyfriend had just died of a drug overdose. ‘It’s tragic, obviously,’ Alice told her. ‘But I really can’t have sad faces around me. It’s such an energy-suck.’

Back in the dressing room, Chloe begins to smooth a mixture of ivory foundation and Vaseline over Alice’s face. In City of Night Alice plays Lyric, a not-quite human being dispatched across time and space to present-day America. She must look beautiful but mysterious. She must glow. She must shimmer. When Chloe has finished, Alice peers at herself in the mirror. She says nothing, which tells Chloe that she is satisfied.

With her job done, for the moment at least, and her actor safely dispatched to hairdressing, Chloe takes herself to the coffee bar, where she orders an espresso for herself and an almond-milk matcha tea for Alice. While the order is being prepared, she sits down beside Hayley James, who is studying her script.

Hayley looks up for a moment, Sharpie poised in her hand. ‘Hey, Chloe. Is she ready?’

‘Steph’s just doing her hair.’

Hayley nods, looks pointedly at the clock, and returns to her script. She’s been here for close on sixty minutes, and as usual, she’s all business. As a black actor fronting a major TV series, she once told a Variety reporter, you have to be twice as professional as anyone else. You have to be more punctual, know your lines backwards, and hit your mark every time. You have to be perfect, day after day, week after week, because there are so many people waiting for you to fail.

Chloe watches her surreptitiously. Faces are her business, and Hayley has a good face. Clear features, amber eyes, and that full, soft mouth. For the day’s first scene, the designer has given her a lightweight sweater, which looks as if it could have come straight off the rail at Kmart or TJ Maxx but is in fact a vintage Prada piece, and paired it with a necklace of fake pearls.

In City of Night, Hayley plays Pandora Vail, an employee of a global info-tech corporation, who is recruited as a psy-warrior by the otherworldly Lyric. Gradually, the pair find themselves drawn closer together. The erotic tension between them is palpable, but if they are to become lovers, Lyric must become fully human, shed her hyper-evolved status, and relinquish her power. The script team have been teasing out this situation for two seasons now, so far without resolution.

On set, ten minutes later, the first scene has been set up. The camera team wait in position, the grips and gaffers and sound guys look on, and there’s a sense of quiet purpose. In the half-dark surrounding the illuminated set, Chloe stands with folded arms between the continuity supervisor and Hayley’s personal MUA.

Aware of a tall figure moving into her peripheral vision, Chloe flicks a glance to her left and intercepts the gaze of Don Firestone, Alice’s husband and the executive producer of City of Night. A large and subtly threatening figure, he’s out of place here. Is he keeping an eye on Alice? Chloe wonders. Is he worried about the truth getting out? That before he sets off for the studio in that big-dick Rolls Royce of his, he likes to get in the groove by slapping his wife around? Unnerved by his stare, Chloe looks away.

As the actors take their first positions, the director of photography checks the monitor and speaks to the camera operator. It’s a two-shot, an intimate scene between Pandora and Lyric. The characters will almost, but not quite, kiss. The director likes to get this kind of shot in the can early in the day, while the actors are still on speaking terms. There’s a call for silence. Under the lights Hayley looks taut with longing as she fixes Alice with her gaze. Alice, cool and luminous, stares back.

Eight hours later, Chloe and Alice are pulling out of the Stage 5 car park in an open-top white Mercedes. Mickey, Alice’s driver, is at the wheel. Behind him, Chloe is strapped in with her make-up box at her side. Her feet and her legs ache; she’s barely sat down all day. Beside her, Alice is slumped with her eyes closed, and her blonde hair spilling across the headrest. They’re heading for the house on Malibu Colony Road that Alice shares with Don. The couple will be going on to a dinner in Marina Del Rey, and Alice needs Chloe to do her face.

As the car approaches the studio’s main gate, Mickey slows down. There seems to be some sort of demonstration taking place outside, and flashing blue lights indicate a police presence. Photographers are circling like sharks, and their lenses swing round as the gate opens, but Mickey has anticipated their interest. The car’s grey-tinted windows are already rising, and the fabric top is sliding forward into place.

Peering through the armoured glass, Chloe has an impression of milling, gesturing figures, mostly male. Faces swoop towards her, angry and shouting. A placard swings across her field of vision – HANDS OFF OUR KIDS. Another is inscribed with an inverted V, like a spearhead. And then the Mercedes has nosed through the crowd, the roof is gliding back, the evening sunlight is pouring in, and they’re gathering speed.

‘The fucking Legion? Again?’ Alice says, putting on a pair of shades that make her look like an exotic, huge-eyed insect.

Mickey nods. ‘According to KNX they’re demonstrating outside all of the studios making teen shows with gay content. Including Disney.’

‘They’re such losers. City of Night is hardly even gay. I mean yeah, girl-crush fantasy romance, but . . .’

Mickey grins. ‘Well, the Legion don’t like it.’

‘They certainly don’t like me.’

‘That they don’t.’

Chloe’s not really clued-up about the Legion. She’s aware that they’re some kind of far-right pressure group or militia, but she’s not sure whether she’s supposed to find them frightening or, as her boyfriend Luís insists, ridiculous. What she knows for sure is that the Legion detest Alice, who took a very public swing at them in a talk-show interview during the first season of City of Night, calling them ‘delusional man-children who can’t get girlfriends’ and referring to their most prominent fund-raiser, the Mississippi landowner John Cornelius, as ‘your regular, hate-filled, good ole boy’. Since then, the Legion has been an unrelenting opponent of City of Night, sniping at the series on social media and launching smear campaigns against Alice herself. Thus far, these have had little effect. If anything, they’ve enhanced Alice’s popularity, and cemented her reputation as an LGBTQ+ icon.

As the car swings from Route 101 onto Las Virgenes Road, and the landscape is suffused in golden light, Alice lays her head on Chloe’s shoulder. Alice’s hair smells of rose petals. ‘Hayley’s such a cunt,’ she murmurs.

‘Really?’

‘You know she is. That demure, sweet-as-pie manner of hers. The bullshit she pulls in interviews about how we have the dream working relationship, when the truth is she’s just waiting to stick a fucking knife in my back.’

‘You think so?’

‘I know so.’ Alice jerks her head away from Chloe’s shoulder. ‘Bottom line, she wants her own spin-off series.’

‘Without you? Surely that wouldn’t happen.’

‘Anything can happen, trust me, if enough people think it’ll make them money.’

‘But would Don do that to you?’

‘Honey, do I really need to spell out what Don would do to me?’

Chloe nods. She has to tread carefully in these conversations, making the right sympathetic noises while never venturing anything as outspoken as an opinion. ‘You know Lauren?’ she ventures.

‘Hayley’s personal?’

‘Mmm. Lauren told me that Hayley’s got these weird rituals. Like all her things, her scripts and pens and tissues and phone and stuff, always have to be arranged in a certain way, and she can’t leave her dressing room without washing her hands.’

‘I didn’t know that. Wow.’

‘I know, right? Also, she never goes onto the set without whispering this whole combination of numbers. And if she makes a mistake, she has to go back to the beginning and start again.’

‘I’m pretty sure that’s a thing,’ Alice says vaguely.

Chloe is not proud of herself for betraying Lauren’s confidence, but she knows that the atmosphere on set will toxify if Alice becomes convinced that Hayley is plotting against her. About the Don thing, the physical abuse and the bruises, Chloe can do nothing. But she can try to prevent Alice becoming paranoid about her co-star. Whatever the truth, Alice needs to see Hayley as unthreatening. As a vulnerable colleague, rather than a scheming bitch.

‘So how’s your love life?’ Alice asks, as they take the bridge over Malibu Creek.

Chloe nods. ‘It’s good. Yeah.’

‘Still the horse guy?’

‘Still the horse guy.’ Luís is a wrangler at a ranch in the hills above Calabasas. He’s not handsome in the movie-star way, but horses love him, and so does Chloe.

‘You see much of him?’

Chloe shrugs. ‘I work, he works.’

‘You could move in together.’

‘We did. Five months ago. In Glendale.’

‘You didn’t tell me.’

In fact Chloe did tell her, in some detail, but whatever. Mickey swings onto the Pacific Coast Highway. The Malibu Hills are a hazy pink. Over the ocean, the light is dying.

Alice inclines her face towards Chloe. Rose petals again. ‘I need to look good tonight, babe. Really good.’

‘We can do that. Do you know what you’re wearing?’

‘Not yet.’ She smiles. ‘You’re lucky, you know. You don’t have to do all this stuff. You can wear what you like, do what you like, go where you like. No one judges you. No one cares.’

‘That’s true,’ Chloe says, although it isn’t. She gazes upwards. Overhead the sky is depthless, all colour gone. Closing her eyes, she lets the twilight envelop her.

Don and Alice own one of the older houses in Malibu Colony, and for a place worth eight figures it’s almost low-key. Built in the Colonial style, with bay windows, turrets, and shingles weathered grey by the sea air, it has what Alice calls a ‘Nantucket vibe’. The approach to the house is hung with hibiscus and frangipani, and bordered by beds of bush violet. Alice leads Chloe inside, and through a spacious reception area on to the terrace. ‘I’m just going to take a shower,’ she tells her. ‘Get Adelita to fix you a drink.’

Chloe’s thirsty, but the whole servant thing makes her freeze up, and taking a Diet Coke from the refrigerator herself doesn’t seem to be an option. So she leans on the rail, breathing the salt air, and gazes down at the beach and the ocean. Somewhere in the house a José Padilla track is playing. The light is fading, but there are still a few surfers lying out on their boards, rising and falling with the glassy swells. Along the horizon, there’s a last faint flush of orange.

Hearing voices, Chloe looks to her left to see Don Firestone, whisky tumbler in hand, ushering a trim young man onto the far end of the terrace. Don glances at Chloe for a moment, his gaze unreadable, then turns back to his guest. There’s a faint breeze, and snatches of their conversation reach Chloe. The younger guy’s doing most of the talking. ‘Her whole fucking career . . . Yeah, pay-or-play, exactly . . . I know, insane.’ He sips his martini.

Don looks at Chloe again. He’s the producer of a top-grossing streamer series, and she’s a make-up artist, a no one. Yet he’s jealous of her, and perhaps even hates her, because he knows that she’s the keeper of his wife’s secrets. Alice tells Chloe things that he will never know.

Don’s phone rings, and he excuses himself and steps back inside. His guest walks towards Chloe, drink in hand, head inclined. ‘Well, hi, there. I’m Sim.’

‘Chloe.’

Close up, he’s not so young. He’s had the eye-opening surgery, and the nose-narrowing thing. A lot of work has gone into that off-blond hair. ‘So beautiful,’ he says flatly.

Chloe guesses that he means the view, not her. ‘I do Alice’s make-up,’ she tells him, and watches the interest fade from his eyes. It’s something she sees a lot. That dulling of the gaze at the realisation that she is not someone of consequence, not someone on whom energy need be wasted. ‘So what about you?’ she asks.

‘I’m at MCA,’ Sim says. ‘I represent Hayley James.’

Don appears beside them, carrying a cocktail shaker. ‘Refill, Sim?’ He glances at Chloe. ‘Alice is ready. You can go in.’

Upstairs, Alice is standing at the window of the master bedroom in a silk slip, looking down at the terrace and the ocean. ‘That’s Sim Dietz with Don,’ she says to Chloe. ‘Conniving little shit-nugget. Did you hear what they were talking about?’

‘No. He’s Hayley’s agent, right?’

‘Yeah, he is. I don’t trust him, I don’t trust her, and I don’t trust my fucking husband.’ She pulls a satin kimono over the slip, and pads over to a mirror. ‘God, I feel like the Wreck of the Hesperus. Can you salvage anything?’

‘Let’s see what we can do.’

An hour later dark has fallen, Sim has gone, and Don and Alice are ready to leave. Chloe follows them into the Mercedes, and sits in the back with Alice. Don, up front with Mickey, is wearing a dark jacket and white shirt. He looks smooth-jowled and sleek, and smells of Acqua di Parma. ‘You look fantastic,’ he says to Alice, as they glide past a huge City of Night billboard. ‘Chloe should move in with us.’

‘Oh, God, I’d love that,’ Alice sighs.

‘But who’d look after me?’ Chloe asks, faking a smile.

‘Smart lady,’ says Don, pistolling his index finger at her.

Just another hour of this bullshit, Chloe thinks, buttoning her cardigan against the breeze. Ninety minutes max. Don’s right, though. Alice does look amazing. She’s wearing a shantung silk cocktail dress and has her hair in a side-parted sixties flip, which is absolutely the look in certain LA circles right now. Under the street lights her eyes shine, and when Mickey halts at a red light in Pacific Palisades people on the sidewalk stare and raise their phones.

‘Roof up?’ Mickey asks.

‘No, let ’em pay homage,’ Don answers, reaching back to take his wife’s hand. The couple exchange a smile.

Those bruises, Chloe thinks. What the fuck is going on between them?

‘Fans can be so weird,’ Alice says, as they draw away from the lights. ‘The whole ship thing.’

‘What’s the ship thing?’ Don asks.

‘Fan lingo. A “ship” is a relationship between two characters. When fans “ship” characters it means that they want them to get together in the show.’

‘Like you and Hayley?’

‘Yeah. Our characters’ ship name is Panic. Pandora and Lyric.’

‘How do you know this?’

‘You should know it. Don’t you ever talk to the social media team?’

‘Not if I can help it.’

‘Well you should. And look online. Check out the Panic fan-fics and you get this deluge of erotic fantasy.’

‘Cool.’

From where she’s sitting, Chloe can just see the edge of Don’s crocodile grin.

‘Maybe cool,’ Alice says. ‘It’s definitely weird. There are literally hundreds of City of Night group chats, and what gets said in them . . .’ She shrugs.

‘Are the script team across this?’

‘Of course. Everyone is. Except for you, apparently.’

‘Chloe?’

‘Um, yeah . . . I’m not much for social media, but I do see stuff.’

‘OK, I’ll check it out.’

The house at Marina Del Rey is vast, a multilayered blaze of light flanked by palm trees. The frontage is dominated by a massive stone Buddha. As parking attendants move to open the doors of the Mercedes, Alice assumes her film-star smile, steps out, and slips her arm through Don’s. They join a cluster of guests around the portico who are being air-kissed by their hostess, an ageless figure with a transparent, retinol-peeled face and hair like spun sugar. When Alice doesn’t turn to wave goodbye, Chloe feels a moment’s emptiness, then a stab of annoyance at herself for giving a shit.

‘Back to Glendale, right?’ Mickey says.

‘Yeah. Let’s go.’
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